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      There’s this famous saying: All great literature is about sex and death.

      And like most famous sayings, it sounds good and contains a core of truth… but it’s at least lightly speckled with bullshit.

      I guess it depends on how you read it. If you take it to mean (as I do) that great literature is only about sex and death, then that’s clearly idiotic. What about love? What about honor? What about anger, betrayal, faith, friendship, and all the other things that make up our lives?

      I guess you could read it as ‘All great literature is about, but not limited to, sex and death.’

      Doesn’t have quite the same ring, though, does it?

      A lot of those pithy little sayings tend to unravel like a cheap sweater when you think about them too much.

      But since this ain’t great literature, we’ll cover two of the other things that make the world go ‘round:

      Revenge and money.

      The revenge part was simple. I’d been traveling with Alaria since the first day I met her, with the sole intent of completing the quest of killing nine of her former masters.

      We’d already killed three, and we’d put the fourth in magical stocks and had multiple threesomes with her.

      Ahem.

      Moving on.

      Anyway, we were now currently on to the fifth.

      As for the money part, that was a fairly recent development. I had gotten into massive debt to a goblin mob boss named Varkus Gark. He’d warned me that if I left without paying him, he was going to send bounty hunters after me who were going to do horrible, horrible things in an effort to remind me of my financial obligations.

      The problem was, the money I owed was at such onerous interest levels that there was virtually no way I could ever pay it off.

      Sort of like my student debt.

      Anyway, I took a line out of Han Solo’s book, skipped town, and resolved to make the money back some other way so I could pay Varkus off later. Time will tell if that was a smart decision or not.

      Alaria was after revenge, and I was after money.

      Two great tastes that taste great together.

      And so she and I set off on our next adventure together – her trying to kill somebody, and me trying to get a lot of gold in order to not be killed.

      What could go wrong with that, right? (He said sarcastically.)

      Turns out – everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a dream.

      No, not the Martin Luther King Jr. kind.

      A nightmare.

      I was in the Tomb of Tharos outside Exardus. But instead of Meera or any of the players I’d actually run it with, it was me and Stig along with Alaria and Dorp, neither of whom had ever set foot in the dungeon.

      Every corridor I ran down, I saw Varkus leering at me. Sometimes he was perched on top of a wall. Occasionally he was bathing in a fountain (not a pretty sight, believe you me). Other times he was merely sitting in a corner in his overstuffed leather chair.

      And every time I saw him he asked, Where’s my money, warlock?

      Where’s my money?

      To make matters worse, instead of fighting monsters and mini-bosses in the dungeon, I was fighting bounty hunters. And not just any bounty hunters, but the ones out of The Empire Strikes Back.

      There was Bossk, the lizard-headed one. And IG-88, the tall, stick-thin robot. The two alien bugs with vacuum cleaner hoses attached to their faces. And the dude with the bandage on his head that made him look like a refugee from the surgical ward.

      And of course there was Boba Fett, casually strolling up next to Varkus just like he’d appeared next to Vader in the dining room in Cloud City.

      Also, Jamie Foxx was in there with Christoph Waltz, but that part was just confusing.

      One by one, the bounty hunters killed off my companions – first Dorp, then Stig. When I tried to summon them again, nothing would happen.

      Alaria didn’t die – she just shook her head in disgust and said, I didn’t sign up for this. She spread her black dragon wings, flew up above the walls of the labyrinth, then disappeared.

      I was alone, and the bounty hunters began to circle.

      Then the ground turned into the sands of a giant hourglass, and I sank down into it up to my waist.

      Beneath the ground, I felt something wet and pleasurable enveloping me. Part of me thought, Maybe dying won’t be so bad.

      The last thing I saw was Varkus. He was grinning at me like before, but this time he didn’t ask, Where’s my money?

      Instead, as my head disappeared beneath the sand, he laughed and said, Should have paid me, warlock.

      Should have paid me.
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      I jolted awake.

      The morning light streamed in through the windows of the captain’s quarters of the Revenge – but that wasn’t what had woken me. Neither had the nightmare.

      Instead, I looked down to see Alaria’s head in my naked lap, my cock all the way in her mouth.

      When she felt my body tremble, she removed her mouth with a wet pop! and looked up at me with a mischievous smile. “Did I wake you?”

      “No, I… well… yes, I guess…”

      Her performing fellatio on me must have been the pleasant sucking sensation back in the dream. (The only pleasant part of the dream, I might add.)

      She grinned. “I thought this might be a nice wake-up for our last morning onboard.”

      Our last morning on –

      Oh SHIT.

      I settled my head back on the pillow and groaned. I’d totally forgotten.

      We’d left Exardus the day before, and Krug– the demon pirate captain of the Revenge – had told us he was dropping us off at the first available port in the morning.

      Which would probably be any minute now.

      “Are you all right?” Alaria said as she ran her silky fingers up and down my shaft. “You look stressed.”

      “I had a bad dream…”

      “Well then, let me help you forget it,” she purred, and began licking my cock like a lollipop.

      I groaned in pleasure… at first. Then I fell silent.

      The truth of the matter was, no matter how good the blowjob felt, I couldn’t get the image of those bounty hunters out of my head.

      Which I knew was insane.

      Alaria had left me due to a vicious fight we’d had several weeks ago, and I’d only just gotten her back. The last three days had been magical – not only because of the insanely hot threesomes we’d had with Meera, but because of the way Alaria and I had connected last night aboard the Revenge. There had been a tenderness and vulnerability between us that I’d never experienced with her before – or with anyone else, for that matter.

      And yet here I was, unable to enjoy all the delicious things she was doing to me because I couldn’t stop obsessing about something that wasn’t even a danger at the moment.

      Hell, it wasn’t even real. It was a fucking video game, for God’s sake.

      But I couldn’t help myself. I just hoped Alaria wouldn’t notice my distraction.

      She did.

      The licking and sucking ceased. I looked down and saw Alaria regarding me with one arched eyebrow.

      “Why’d you stop?” I asked with a trace of guilt in my voice.

      “Because I can tell when my talents aren’t being appreciated.”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry, I just… it was a really bad dream.”

      She crawled up next to me, her naked body pressing against mine, and traced one finger across my cheek. “What was it?”

      “I was being chased by a bunch of Varkus’s bounty hunters.”

      I didn’t bother throwing in the fact that they were from the Star Wars universe. (And the Quentin-verse, too, I guess.) ‘Bounty hunters’ was enough.

      “We’ll get the money,” she whispered. “Don’t worry.”

      “I know we’ll get the money,” I said impatiently, “I just…”

      When I trailed off, she waited a second before she asked, “What?”

      “Varkus told me a story to frighten me into paying him before I left. He basically said he was going to hire somebody to kill me 300 times.”

      “What, is 300 the magic number to get you to pay up? Are you so stubborn that the first 299 wouldn’t work?”

      I glared at her. “No, the first 299 would be to teach me a lesson.”

      She smiled and kissed me lightly on the lips. “Stop worrying. We’re out of Exardus, and he has no idea where we’re headed.”

      “I have no idea where we’re headed,” I grumbled.

      “See? That works to our advantage. Now stop thinking about the ugly little goblin and his ineffectual henchmen, and start thinking about the beautiful… seductive… sexually voracious succubus who’s sharing your bed.”

      Every time she paused, she planted a tiny, feather-light kiss on my lips.

      I looked at her and smiled. “You’re right. A man’s got to have priorities.”

      “Yes,” she cooed as she kissed me again, “and getting your brains fucked out should always outweigh worrying about mob bosses.”

      That philosophy wouldn’t exactly work in the real world – but this was OtherWorld.

      I kissed her and caressed her breasts with my hand. “Are you going to help me forget all my worries?”

      I felt her hand move back down to my cock and slowly begin to stroke me from balls to crown.

      “Baby, I’m going to help you forget so hard, you won’t even remember your own name after I’m finished with you,” she whispered in my ear.

      I chuckled, then rolled her onto her back. She parted her legs, and I kissed her deeply as I eased my –

      “LAND HO!” a voice roared from abovedeck.

      “God DAMN it,” I groaned. Between the nightmare and now this, it had been a hell of a morning. “You think we have time for a quickie?”

      “If you don’t mind Krug throwing us overboard bare-ass naked.”

      “He would do that?” I asked doubtfully.

      She just arched one eyebrow at me.

      “Yeah, he’d totally do that,” I grunted, answering my own question as I sat up in bed. “Alright… let’s get dressed.”

      “Are you sure?” she purred alluringly as she ran her fingertips up and down my shaft. “There are distinct advantages to getting thrown out into new ports completely naked. Trust me, I know from experience.”

      “I think I’d rather meet the locals fully dressed,” I said as I hopped out of bed. “Rain check on the frolicking?”

      She frowned. “‘Rain check’? What does that mean?”

      “It means can we do it later.”

      “Then why did you call it a rain check?”

      “It’s an expression from where I come from. When it rained, sometimes you couldn’t do things, so you would get a rain…”

      I realized I had no idea what things you couldn’t do, or why it was called a rain check, other than rain was involved.

      “…never mind.”

      “Darling,” Alaria said as she kissed me on the lips, “I’ll fuck you anytime, anywhere, rain or shine.”

      “I knew there was something I liked about you,” I grinned as I kissed her back, then hurriedly grabbed my pants from the floor.
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      We scrambled into our clothes and ran up to the top deck where Krug and the pirates were preparing for landing.

      “Morning,” I said, trying to be friendly.

      Krug just grunted in return.

      “So… where are you dropping us off?” I asked.

      “Asterwaite.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      “Now you have.”

      Krug could be a great guy sometimes. Other times he was a pain in the ass.

      I walked over to the railing and looked down. Three thousand feet below us the ocean was sapphire blue, with shifting patterns of light sand and dark seaweed beneath the surface.

      Several miles ahead of us, the shore was a mountainous area covered with thick foliage. We were heading for a cove with a ramshackle wooden town constructed along its banks.

      Must be Asterwaite.

      “Where’s Asterwaite located?”

      “One day’s sail south of Exardus.”

      “Yeah, I know that,” I said, annoyed. “But what’s the region called?”

      “Verlandia.”

      The second time around I knew better than to say, Never heard of it.

      But somebody else had.

      “Oh my goddess!” Alaria exclaimed. “That’s perfect!”

      I looked at her in surprise. “You know the area?”

      “One of my ex-masters I want to kill was in Verlandia! We can probably reach him in a day or two’s ride.”

      That was a little convenient – but after all, it was a videogame. The system had apparently decided to be merciful and had just plunked down the next ex-master wherever we were going to land.

      But anytime the game appeared to be merciful, it was good to question why.

      “All right, Asterwaite it is, then,” I said.

      “Like you have a choice,” Krug grunted.

      He had a point.

      As the ship drew closer to port, I set off in search of Stig. I found him in the lower decks, propped up with a bottle and drunk out of his mind. Apparently he and a couple of other pirates – who were still drinking and throwing dice – had decided to celebrate his last night on board. The aftermath wasn’t pretty.

      “Stig,” I said, roughly shaking him. “Time to go.”

      My two-foot-tall imp opened his eyes blearily. “Oh… hey. Whasshup, bosshh.”

      “Krug’s putting into port. We’re leaving in a few minutes.”

      “Then I’ll jusht take a nap ‘til we get in,” he muttered, and turned over on his side.

      “I don’t think so, buddy,” I said as I picked him up and slung him over my shoulder. “We gotta go.”

      “Bye guysh,” he slurred forlornly to the pirates gambling on the floor.

      “See yah, Stig!”

      “Good on yer, Stiggy!”

      “‘Stiggy’?” I asked as I walked up to the upper decks.

      “Don’t even shtart, bossh.”

      I walked back into the captain’s quarters to make sure I’d gotten all my belongings. After I’d performed one final search, I took a long look around.

      Stiletto heels clicked behind me, and Alaria settled in by my side with one arm around my waist.

      “A lot of good memories here,” she said as she looked around the cabin.

      “AYE to that, matey!” a voice shouted from down the hallway.

      Alaria and I looked at each other.

      We had both completely forgotten Tarka.

      We walked down the hallway and opened a storage room. Inside was the former pirate captain of the Revenge, now locked in a miniature, magical version of wooden stocks that negated her Warlock powers. She was naked as usual.

      “If yer here for an early mornin’ bangin’, you two are wearin’ a few too many clothes for my taste. And what’s with the imp?” She wiggled her eyebrows lasciviously. “Is he goin’ to watch?”

      “This isn’t that kind of goodbye,” I said.

      “‘Goodbye’?” Tarka asked, alarmed. “What you mean, ‘goodbye’?”

      “Krug is dropping us off at a place called Asterwaite, and – “

      “Asterwaite!” she exclaimed. “I know it well! I can be your guide!”

      “I don’t think so.”

      She looked between us, a terrified expression on her face. “Wait – yer not here to send poor Tarka to Davy Jones’ locker, are ya?!”

      The thought had crossed my mind.

      Tarka was one of Alaria’s ex-masters whom we had originally set out to kill. We hadn’t because… well, she had proved useful in other ways.

      She was item number three on the quest list, and technically we hadn’t fulfilled it yet.

      Although now that I’d spent so much time with her (and, to be completely honest, inside her), I’d actually become quite fond of her. In a messed-up, completely consensual sort of way.

      I looked at Alaria. “What do you think?”

      Alaria draped her arm over my shoulder and squinted at Tarka pensively. Then she shrugged. “Kill her.”

      I hate to say it, but my girlfriend – or whatever Alaria was – could be downright cold.

      “Noooo!” Tarka howled. “Think of all the wonderful times we had!”

      “I am,” Alaria said. “But ‘had’ is the operative word here.”

      “Do we have to kill her?” I asked.

      Alaria looked at me in surprise. “That’s what we set out to do.”

      “I know, but… I’ve never killed anybody I’ve had sex with before.”

      “You get used to it.”

      “True,” Tarka said, as though she couldn’t dispute that nugget of wisdom.

      “Come on,” I pleaded. “Can’t we give her a pass? Just this one time?”

      Alaria rolled her eyes and sighed. “You really are an insufferable goody-goody sometimes, you know that?”

      “No, no, he’s a wise landlubber! And think of all the wonderful times to come!” Tarka said, wiggling her eyebrows again.

      “We’ll probably never see you again,” Alaria pointed out.

      “You could just let me go in Asterwaite!” Tarka pleaded. “I could find passage on another ship, and we would never cross paths again!”

      I squinted my eyes. “I’m pretty sure that’s not the case.”

      “Perhaps we would cross paths again… but in a sexy way,” Tarka grinned as she wiggled her bare ass.

      “That’s not what I meant. I’m 100% sure that if we let you go, you’d come after us or Krug.”

      “Noooo,” Tarka said, like it was scandalous I would even suggest such a thing.

      “…yeaaaah…”

      “Well, we can’t take her with us,” Alaria said.

      “What if we left her here?”

      Alaria scrunched up her face in annoyance. “Why in the Seven Hells would I want to do that?”

      “What better revenge could you possibly have than to know she’s locked up here in her own ship, constantly sailing the Seven Skies, with no chance ever to escape?”

      Alaria’s eyes widened, and she smiled. “That’s not bad.”

      “No!” Tarka cried out. “No, just let me go!”

      “Not gonna happen,” I said. “Make your choice: death, or stay locked up. Assuming Krug will even go along with it, that is.”

      Tarka scowled. “Alive, then. But curse the both of you, and may you spend the rest of eternity at the bottom of the Great Black Sea!”

      “We could still kill you,” Alaria pointed out, “and yet you’re saying this in front of us, out loud. You do realize that, don’t you?”

      “Then I wish you very many happy travels,” Tarka said sweetly.

      Alaria rolled her eyes and turned to face me – at which point Tarka started making hideous faces and obscene motions with her tongue behind Alaria’s back. “Let’s go and make sure Krug is okay with us leaving her here.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “Bye, Tarka.”

      She stopped her obscene tongue-lapping long enough to wink at me and grin. “One last cock-floggin’ for the road?”

      “Nope, I’m good.”

      “One last jammin’ the ol’ rammer in the cannon mouth for old times’ sake?”

      “No thanks.”

      As Alaria and I walked out of the room and shut the door, Tarka’s voice followed me down the hallway. “One last assault on the gunwale? One last tongue-cleanin’ of the aft hull? One last artillery pounding on the Nether Shores?”

      We ignored her and made our way back up to the upper deck.
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      The Revenge lowered into the harbor, its turbines carving out a massive depression in the water beneath it. The engines cycled down and the hull crashed into the bay with a gigantic splash.

      The crewmembers secured the boat to the pier and set out the gangplank, at which point Alaria, Stig, and I turned to Krug.

      “We have a favor to ask you,” I said.

      “What,” he asked in a tone of voice like Christ, I KNEW this was going to happen…

      “Would you assign someone to feed and take care of Tarka?”

      He looked surprised, then turned to Alaria. “Aren’t you on a quest to kill all your old masters?”

      “I was,” Alaria sighed.

      “Then why not Tarka?”

      Alaria pointed at me. “Ask Mr. Bleeding Heart.”

      “It’s just… we’ve had sex with her,” I explained. “I don’t want to kill her after that.”

      “I hear you get used to it,” Krug said.

      “You do,” Alaria agreed.

      “Look,” I said to Krug, “if you really want revenge on Tarka, wouldn’t you like to keep her imprisoned forever – just like she planned to do to you while you were her slave? Except you’ll be in charge of her old ship, which is now yours – which you can lord over her every day, forever.”

      “That rationale sounds suspiciously familiar,” Alaria said snarkily.

      “Shhh,” I shushed her, then turned back to Krug. “Well?”

      The pirate captain scratched his gigantic lantern jaw as he thought it over.

      “…alright,” he finally agreed, with the closest thing to a smile that I’d ever seen on his ugly grey mug.

      “Thank you,” I said, relieved that Tarka would be spared.

      “Thanks for everything, Krug,” Alaria said.

      “Yeah, thanksh,” Stig slurred.

      “Especially for saving us from Saykir,” I added for good measure.

      “You’re welcome,” Krug said, then turned and walked away.

      I stared at his retreating backside in shock.

      “That’s it?!” I called out. “That’s all you have to say?!”

      I was expecting a little something along the lines of, Thanks for getting 4000 gold into debt to a mob boss in order to repair my ship.

      Or, Thanks for freeing me from slavery, maybe.

      You know, a little ‘tit for tat’ in the gratitude department.

      Not a chance.

      Krug halted and looked back at us.

      “…good luck…?” he said, as though he wasn’t sure what I wanted to hear.

      I sighed in exasperation. “Good luck to you, too.”

      Krug nodded, then jerked his thumb at the gangplank. “Now get off my ship.”

      Alaria made her way down the gangplank, and I followed after her with Stig. I was grumbling a little under my breath, I have to admit.

      “Start the engines!” Krug bellowed.

      The turbines roared to life, and water began to splash out in waves from underneath the hull.

      “See you, Stig!” crewmember after crewmember called from the railing. He was their constant drinking buddy, so I guess it made sense.

      Stig waved back drunkenly, then slumped down over my shoulder again as he passed out.

      Krug walked over to the railing, looked down at us, and raised one massive hand in farewell. “Till the Seven Hells.”

      “Till the Seven Hells,” Alaria called back.

      I frowned at her. “What does that mean?”

      “It’s something demons say when we don’t think we’ll ever see each other again,” she said, her voice tinged with the slightest bit of sadness.

      That kind of choked me up, to be honest.

      In fact, I was wrestling with some feelings of my own. And not just because we had just lost an incredibly fast source of transportation.

      The Revenge had been a huge part of my first few months in the game, and had played a significant role in my relationship with Alaria. With its departure, I felt like we were losing a significant milestone in our lives – like moving out of the first apartment we’d ever shared together.

      I know that sounds sappy, but whatever. It was the truth.

      Alaria and I moved across the dock to get out of the blast range of the engines. Within sixty seconds the turbines were at full throttle, and the Revenge lifted once more into the sky.

      We watched as it shrank to a tiny black dot amongst the clouds – and then it was gone.

      We stood there in silence for a few seconds, just getting used to the enormity of being completely on our own from here on out.

      “Well,” I finally said, “shall we set off after your next ex-master?”

      “Let’s,” Alaria agreed.

      We walked along the dock until we came to the main area that made up Asterwaite. The town was a multi-tiered series of platforms and wooden shacks, with ramps going every which way and connecting one level to another.

      The place was obviously some sort of smugglers’ cove, because everywhere you looked there was a shady-looking character. Goblins hawking potions, tattooed ruffians carousing in bars, menacing figures lurking around the graveyard on the mountainside.

      The whole place skeezed me out. It was like the Underneath back in Exardus – just above ground, with a lot more water, and the streets were made of wood.

      And the Underneath had only been bearable to me while I was drunk.

      “Do we need anything?” I asked Alaria. “Because I’d kinda like to get out of here as fast as we can.”

      “Booze,” Stig piped from my shoulder.

      “Not for you,” I said disapprovingly.

      “Awww…”

      “Just provisions,” Alaria said. “I think I can navigate by sight from here, but I have no idea how long the trip is going to be.”

      We stopped in one of the less grubby-looking shops and purchased some hunks of salted meat, flasks of water, loaves of bread, and a handful of fresh fruit. Then we set out on our trip, careful to look behind us to see if anyone was following.

      No one was.

      That we knew of, anyway.
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      After leaving Asterwaite, I summoned Balrog – the horse I’d bought back in Exardus after I’d reached Level 20 – and settled in for a long ride.

      After he regained consciousness, Stig sat in front of me in the saddle, though I had to plant one hand firmly on his neck to keep him from toppling over.

      Alaria flew half the time, often soaring as high as she could to get a better view of the surrounding landmarks. When she got tired she would ride behind me on the horse, her arms clasped around my waist and her breasts pressing into my back.

      It made for a nice trip.

      That was the only thing that made for a nice trip, though. There was certainly nothing interesting about the landscape. It changed gradually from foliage-covered mountains to rolling hill country, but nothing about it was beautiful or exceptional.

      To stave off boredom, I checked over my character stats and the inventory I’d amassed while in Exardus.

      

      Level 23

      

      Health 1460

      Mana 2400

      Intellect 221

      Stamina 177

      Armor 50

      

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

      

      Shoulders: +5

      Cloak of the Northern Wastes: +6 Armor, +10 Intelligence, +15 Stamina

      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: 7.5%

      Haste: 4.5%

      

      I’d upgraded a few items of clothing for a slight bump in armor, but other than the regular increases in Intellect and Stamina that came with leveling up, I was basically where I was after my first couple of runs through the Tomb of Tharos.

      The problem with grinding the same dungeon over and over was that it gave you the same loot every time. Yes, I’d scored some fantastic increases the first time through – but you could only wear the same +60 Intellect ring once. After that, you had to sell all the duplicates you received.

      Speaking of selling, I had a nice chunk of change in my purse since I hadn’t paid my weekly installment to Varkus before I bolted. I had 122 gold – basically three days’ worth of dungeon grinds. (The rest of the week I’d played hooky and had the hottest threesomes imaginable with Meera and Alaria. If I’d walked out of Exardus with only pocket lint to my name, the memories alone would have been worth it.)

      I’d sold all the loot I picked up on my last day of work. I couldn’t use the weapons or armor, and I didn’t need the healing potions, since I could use Soul Suck to replenish my hit points. The only thing I had left was food, water, a little alcohol, some odds and ends like torches, and my Scepter of the Servant, which I kept for nostalgic purposes. Even though I couldn’t summon the goddess of chastity with it anymore, and my current Wand of the Dead far surpassed it in stats, it was still a nice memento of a huge win.

      Once I was finished reading through my stats and rifling through my bags, I looked up. The endless vistas of grass hadn’t changed one bit, so I ran through my spell-casting abilities as well.

      Darkbolt – a blast of dark energy that did one burst of damage.

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

      Unholy Quartet – the ability to summon four imps to fight on my behalf for 22 seconds.

      Soul Suck – the ability to drain life from an enemy and add it to my hit points (and the main reason I didn’t bother carrying healing potions).

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

      Mana Conversion – let me trade off a percentage of my Health for more mana to attack with. A ‘rob Peter to pay Paul’ sort of deal, only to be used in cases where my magic powers were seriously depleted.

      Doomsday – a delayed reaction attack that dealt a huge wallop after 20 seconds.

      Terror – the ability to temporarily scare the shit out of an enemy and make him run for the hills.

      All-Seeing Eye – a spell that lasted 30 seconds and let me magically scout ahead.

      Invisibility – I could become invisible for 15 seconds at a time, though only once every five minutes.

      Super-Charged Heal – a passive spell (basically an upgrade that I didn’t have to consciously trigger) that made my Self-Sacrifice spells 25% more effective.

      Hellstorm – an Area of Effect spell where a flock of little bat-winged demons cast down burning sulfur on multiple enemies for six seconds.

      Those were all my main attacks. At Level 20 I’d gotten the ability to summon a mount – my horse Balrog – and at Level 22 I’d gotten another passive spell that increased the power of Soul Suck slightly. Whoop de doo.

      I was currently sitting at Level 23, but I only got new powers on even levels. Which meant that as soon as I leveled up again, I would hopefully get something cool and not another damn passive ability.

      Not only that, but when I reached Level 25, I could summon another demon to fight for me – which I sorely needed. Alaria and Stig were great, but they were still relatively lower-level demons. My most powerful fighter, Blutus, had taken off to attend art school or do community theater or something as soon as I freed him. And my illusion demon, Dorp –

      Shit.

      I’d been trying to forget about what I did to Dorp.

      During my drunken bender in Exardus after Alaria dumped me, I’d been a complete fucking asshole to him. I’d berated him and blamed him for driving Alaria away. I’d told him nobody liked him, that everybody made fun of him behind his back and took him for a fool.

      Part of that was true. He wasn’t exactly well-liked. His voice was annoyingly high and depressing, like Eeyore on helium. And he talked incessantly. The frost elf priestess Eluun had tried to shut him up by telling him a ball gag was actually an enchanted artifact. It had worked – he’d worn it non-stop, all so he could telepathically inform elves all over OtherWorld about my ‘heroic feats.’ At least, that’s what we’d told him so he would wear the damn thing.

      But Dorp had never meant anybody any harm. He was like a child, without any emotional defenses whatsoever. He’d worshipped the ground I walked on – which is why my brutal, eviscerating rant had hurt him so badly. I’d screamed at him until he stumbled off crying and alone… and that was the last time I’d ever seen him.

      Some fuckin’ hero I turned out to be.

      That was the one thing I’d done in the game that I still felt horrifically guilty about.

      Changing Alaria’s code to try to make her monogamous?

      A terrible mistake, and one I would never, ever repeat – but not something I’d done maliciously. Selfishly, yes – but had I known the pain it would cause her, I never would have even considered it.

      Not freeing Blutus immediately?

      Eh. I’d finally come done it.

      Varkus?

      Fuck Varkus and the money I owed him. That guy was a mob boss who wanted to have me killed.

      But Dorp was a gentle soul whose only mistake was trusting the wrong asshole: me.

      I’d spent weeks looking for him after that horrible night, but he’d apparently disappeared from Exardus. If I ever had the chance to apologize, I knew I would do whatever it took to make things right with him.

      That might seem stupid to you, seeing as he was only an NPC in a video game… but that didn’t matter. He felt real to me, and the suffering I’d inflicted on him had felt just as real. And ultimately, the guilt came from the fact that I’d done something that went 100% against the way I tried to live. Until I made it right, I knew my conscience would continue to nag at me like some malevolent version of Jiminy Cricket with razor-sharp teeth.

      But until I could find Dorp and apologize, I did what I always did: I pushed the memory down and tried not to think about him.

      Instead, I went back to wordlessly watching the boring-ass, grassy hills that rolled out endlessly in front of us.

      A small reprieve came when we stopped for lunch four hours after leaving Asterwaite. Then we resumed our trip… and the tedium.

      Several hours later, Alaria dropped down from the sky and announced, “We’re close.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked, relieved as all get-out. I was slowly going mad from boredom.

      “I remember there was a town near Orlo’s hideout that had a church with three spires on top. I can definitely make out a town a couple of miles away, and there’s a building with three pointed turrets on it.”

      “Orlo? That was your ex-master’s name?”

      “Yes.”

      I patted the saddle behind me. “Maybe you should settle in for a while and give me some more info on this Orlo character.”

      She smirked as she fluttered down behind me and put her arms around my waist. “You just like feeling my tits against your back.”

      “Not just that,” I protested humorously. “So what are we up against?”

      “Well, for starters, he’s a gnome.”

      I snorted with laughter. “A gnome?!”

      “Yes, a gnome,” she said crossly. “What’s so funny about that?”

      “What, besides the fact that we’re going up against a guy who’s shorter than Stig?”

      “When it comes to warlocks, size doesn’t matter.” I could hear the evil smirk in her voice as she added, “Something which you should be very thankful for.”

      “Watch it,” I growled, my ego stung.

      “Oh, I’ll do more than watch it,” she whispered seductively in my ear.

      I felt her hand reach around the front of my pants. I was beginning to anticipate a very pleasant rest of the journey indeed –

      When her fingers bumped into Stig’s back.

      “Awkward!” he yelled belligerently, which shut things down pretty damn quickly. After all, nobody wants to get a hand job with an angry imp riding in the saddle in front of you.

      “I should make you walk behind the horse,” I said, annoyed.

      “I would still see it,” Stig said, then proceeded to make his favorite gesture: poking one finger through an OK sign he made with his other hand, which created an obscene slapping sound.

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “That’s not – it’s – I should make you walk a mile behind the horse!” I snapped.

      “I would still hear it,” Stig said, and began crying out orgasmically in his croaking, chain-smoker’s voice. “Oh! Oh! OH!”

      I wasn’t sure if he was imitating me or Alaria, and frankly, I didn’t want to know. It was like listening to Yoda as a phone sex operator, which was about the biggest boner-killer you can possibly imagine.

      “Stop that!” I yelled.

      He complied, but the damage had already been done.

      Alaria’s hand retreated from my crotch, and instead patted my shoulder.

      “Maybe later,” she said.

      “I should tie you to a rope and drag you along behind the horse at a gallop,” I snarled at Stig.

      He ignored the vitriol in my voice. Instead, he sighed contentedly and announced, “Not awkward anymore.”
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      Alaria told me the rest as we rode towards the town.

      Apparently Orlo was even more powerful than Saykir, which gave me pause. We had only defeated the frost elf with help from a high priestess and a ship full of demon pirates, none of which we had at our disposal anymore.

      Unlike Saykir, who had given up his demonic retinue, Orlo supposedly presided over a dozen demons – or at least he had when Alaria had left him twenty-five years ago. By now he might have even more.

      I had absolutely no idea how we were going to beat this guy. But he was next up in the queue, so I didn’t exactly have much choice.

      According to my map, the town’s name was Maredo, and we reached it a couple of hours before sunset. It was little more than a farming community, with some herds of cattle grazing off in the pasture land. Just like Alaria had said, the largest building in town did indeed have three spires, each one topped with different symbols: a five-pointed star, a crescent moon, and what I assumed was a comet. Other than the pagan symbols, it looked like a clapboard church straight out of the old West. In fact, the entire town would’ve looked right at home in Texas circa 1850.

      The inhabitants were mostly human, and stared at me, Stig, and Alaria with undisguised hatred.

      I figured we had run into a Midwest version of Fernburg, the ultra-religious community where I had begun the game. Everybody in Fernburg had hated me because I was a Warlock who trafficked in demons, and they were devotees of a goddess of chastity.

      I had no idea who or what they worshipped in this town, but since they were all dressed like schoolmarms and ranch hands, it probably didn’t help matters any that I had a barely clad, hot-as-hell chick riding behind me.

      There was something odd about the town, though. It took me a second to put my finger on it, but when I did, it stuck out like a sore thumb.

      There wasn’t a graveyard.

      In fact, I hadn’t seen a graveyard since we had left Asterwaite.

      This was both bizarre and troubling. Bizarre because graveyards were the starting points for players after they got killed in the game. You found cemeteries virtually everywhere – even in places where you wouldn’t expect them, like in the middle of a jungle, on a remote ledge in the mountains, even at the bottom of a lake.

      The fact that there wasn’t a graveyard in a populated area was very strange, to say the least.

      It was troubling because we were about to go up against the most powerful opponent we’d ever faced. Unless he had a graveyard in his lair – which would be very convenient, and therefore unlikely – I was going to be stuck resurrecting somewhere way out in the middle of buttfuck Egypt when I inevitably got killed the first couple (or couple dozen) times.

      “Should we stop here for the night?” I asked. “Maybe go after Orlo in the morning?”

      Alaria shrugged. “Up to you. I think he’s only a half-hour ride from here, so it’s your call.”

      We still had a couple of hours of daylight left. However, we had been riding for almost eight hours. I was tired – plus I wasn’t exactly relishing the prospect of facing down a master Warlock, gnome or not.

      “Let’s get an inn for the night and start fresh tomorrow,” I suggested. “We can grab some food and – ”

      “Booze!” Stig cried out.

      I didn’t want a drunk imp on my hands again, but I couldn’t exactly cut Stig off completely. After all, he had played babysitter for me during my epic bender in Exardus.

      “Maybe a drink or two,” I said.

      “Or five,” Stig suggested.

      “Don’t push it.”

      We dismounted Balrog in front of the only structure in town that looked like it could be an inn, and I dismissed the horse with a wave of my hand. He disappeared in a black mist, and we walked inside the building.

      If it wasn’t an inn, it was definitely a pub. There was a bar at the back of the room surrounded by small wooden tables and roughhewn chairs. A human bartender with a black mustache glowered at us as he cleaned glasses with a rag. A female waitress in a calico dress drifted between the handful of occupied tables, where half a dozen patrons nursed steins of beer.

      Stig, Alaria, and I took a seat at one of the tables and waited.

      And waited…

      …and waited.

      When it became obvious that the waitress was doing everything possible not to look in our direction, I spoke up loudly. “Hey, could we get something to eat?”

      “And booze!” Stig croaked as he stood up in his chair with his fists planted on the table, looking for all the world like a demanding toddler.

      The waitress glanced over at the bartender. The man squinted at us, then gave her a subtle nod.

      The waitress shuffled over to us with a combination of skittishness and resentment. “What do you want?” she mumbled.

      “Booze!” Stig cried out.

      The waitress flinched like he was a dog frothing at the mouth.

      “One beer for the imp,” I said, then asked Alaria, “You want anything to drink?”

      “Just water.”

      “Make that two waters,” I said, then asked, “Do you have some roasted meat? Maybe a chicken or a hunk of beef?”

      “We have some quail,” the woman said, her voice almost a whisper.

      “Fine, two quail for each of us. And a big bowl of roasted potatoes or whatever vegetables you’ve got.”

      The woman turned and hastily beat a retreat.

      I checked out the other patrons, who were all watching us on the sly while trying not to be obvious.

      I leaned over and asked Alaria, “What’s with these guys?”

      “Well, I’m a succubus, and we’re traveling with an imp, which means you’re obviously a warlock. Everyone in this town knows Orlo, so they probably assume you’re a friend coming to visit. If the situation is anything like it was when I lived here, then they all hate Orlo’s guts – and yours by association.”

      “Maybe we should clear that up right now,” I said, and stood up from the table.

      Alaria caught my hand. “I’m not sure that’s the best idea.”

      “Relax – I’ll be smooth about it.”

      “So what you’re telling me is I should get ready to fight, is that it?”

      “NO, I’m just going to talk to them.” I gave her what I considered to be a winning smile. “Trust me.”

      She sighed, let go of my hand, and looked over at Stig. “Get ready to fight.”

      Stig pointed at me accusatorily. “Not before I have my drink!”

      “Oh ye of little faith,” I said.

      “Oh ye of unwarranted optimism,” Alaria retorted.

      I ignored her and walked over to the bar, where I sat down on a stool and asked in the friendliest tone possible, “How’s it going?”

      The bartender just scowled at me. “What do you want?”

      “Just making conversation.”

      “Maybe you should go make conversation with your friends and leave the decent folk alone.”

      Decent folk.

      Reeaaally.

      “Do you have a problem?” I asked in irritation.

      “No problem, stranger,” he said in a Fuck you tone of voice.

      “Well, that’s good to hear,” I said sarcastically.

      I thought about following Alaria’s advice and just walking away, but I was so annoyed by the asshole’s attitude that I wasn’t going to slink off like some yellow-bellied dog. (Look at me – just five minutes in town and already talking in Western lingo.)

      Not to mention that I had at least one question I wanted answered.

      “Just out of curiosity, where’s your town’s graveyard?” I asked.

      “That tears it!” the bartender roared as he reached under the bar, whipped out a gun, and pointed it right in my face.

      Now, granted, the gun was more like a pistol from the American Revolution than a revolver from the old West. It had a wooden handle, a single flintlock hammer, and a black metal barrel. I doubted the weapon was accurate enough to hit a barn at 30 feet.

      Unfortunately, I was a lot closer than 30 feet.

      I wasn’t sure if a point-blank headshot would kill me outright or just do significant damage, but I didn’t really want to find out without a graveyard nearby.

      I heard chairs scrape across the wooden floor behind me, followed by the telltale fwoosh of demons summoning fireballs.

      “Told you so,” I heard Alaria say.

      “CHILL, BITCH!” Stig roared. “SOMEBODY TELL THAT BITCH TO CHILL!”

      “Might want to follow your own advice, imp,” the bartender snarled.

      I heard the scrape of other chairs, then the sound of bowstrings being pulled back.

      By the time I looked over, all six bar patrons had bows out – and their arrows were aimed right at Stig and Alaria.

      “Oh shit,” Stig muttered in a low voice.

      “Guys?” I called out to Stig and Alaria. “It’s okay. Don’t do anything. Just sit down and relax.”

      There was a moment’s hesitation – and then I heard the creeeaak of bodies settling into wooden chairs.

      The archers let up slightly on their bowstrings, though they didn’t stop pointing their arrows at my friends.

      “Wise decision, warlock,” the bartender snarled, never taking the pistol away from my face.

      “I don’t understand what the problem is,” I said as diplomatically as possible.

      “You’re the problem! You and your kind, destroying all our graveyards for miles and miles around! And when we make a new one, no matter how far away it is from him, here he comes to destroy it again, over and over! We’ve had to resort to burning our dead instead of – ”

      “Wait – are you talking about Orlo?”

      The bartender’s scowl deepened, and his finger quivered on the trigger of his gun.

      “ – because we hate that guy,” I said quickly. “We’re actually here to kill him.”

      The bartender kept frowning, though he eased his finger off the trigger the slightest bit. “Why should I trust you?”

      “See that succubus behind me?”

      “Oh yes. I see the Hell Slut.”

      Alaria’s voice barked out, “You little – ”

      “Alaria, DON’T,” I warned her, and held up a hand behind me. “Please.”

      She harrumphed, but I didn’t hear any more magical sounds related to fire.

      “She’s my succubus. Was,” I corrected myself. “I freed her a couple of months ago, and since then we’ve been on a quest to kill all of her ex-masters. Orlo is one of them.”

      The bartender gave a short, bitter laugh. “Now I know you’re lying. What kind of a warlock would free his own demons?”

      “A good warlock like me. I’m the Emancipator of Abaddon – maybe you’ve heard of me,” I said, and couldn’t help but give a smug little self-satisfied smile.

      “Nope,” the bartender said.

      My smile drooped. “Well, I freed a whole bunch of demons – “

      “Why in damnation would you do that?” the bartender snapped. “Now they’re free to wander about and terrorize decent folk!”

      “No, no,” I said hastily, “they’re not here, they’re in Abaddon.”

      “Where’s Abaddon?”

      “…um… it’s in one of the Seven Hells…”

      The bartender looked both horrified and furious. “You died and went to hell?!”

      “No no no,” I said even more hastily. “I was actually just visiting.”

      “You chose to visit HELL?!”

      I clearly had not thought this out.

      “No no no no – look, the whole point of this conversation was to demonstrate that I’m a good warlock. The kind that frees demons.”

      “Except for that one in Exardus,” Alaria called out mischievously.

      “Yeah, Blutus,” Stig agreed. “You didn’t free him.”

      “Yes I did,” I said between gritted teeth.

      “Only at the very end,” Alaria pointed out.

      “When you had to,” Stig said.

      “And we shamed you into it,” Alaria added.

      “Guys? You’re NOT helping,” I snapped. Then I forced a smile at the bartender. “Anyway, I’m not the same kind of warlock as Orlo.”

      “Do you use dark magic?” the bartender asked.

      “Well… yes, but – ”

      “Then you’re the same kind of warlock,” the bartender hissed, and his finger began to quiver on the trigger again.

      “No no no no no,” I said, shaking my head. “See, if you’re going to be a warlock, you don’t have any choice but to use dark magic.”

      “So why don’t you just choose to not be a warlock?”

      “…uh…”

      I thought about explaining to the bartender that if I ceased being a Warlock, then I wouldn’t be able to draw a paycheck from the video game company that had created his digital ass – but I didn’t think that argument would go over any better than my previous one.

      “The point is,” I said, “all we want to do is get on our way so we can kill Orlo. I’m assuming that would be a win-win for both you and me – right?”

      The bartender glared at me, but finally relented. Or at least he relented as much as anyone can while still keeping a gun pointed between your eyes.

      He flicked the barrel over a couple of times to the left. “Get out of town right now and maybe we won’t kill your sorry ass.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said, and stepped away slowly. “Just backing up… leaving very slowly… no problems here… nosiree…”

      I accidentally bumped up against a chair. It scraped across the hardwood floor, making the bartender’s trigger finger twitch the tiniest bit.

      “Everything’s fine, everything’s fine,” I said as I felt my way past the chair and table. “Just leaving… let’s go, guys.”

      Stig and Alaria followed me out of the bar, although Stig paused just long enough to ask plaintively, “Can I get my booze?”

      The archers all pulled back their bowstrings.

      “Guess not,” Stig muttered as he scurried out of the room.

      As soon as we were clear of the saloon doors, I summoned Balrog and jumped in the saddle. Stig and Alaria climbed on along with me.

      “Well,” Alaria started, “that was – ”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      “All I was going to say was, if we did that well against a bunch of hayseed farmers, I can’t wait to see how we fare against a master warlock.”

      “I said I didn’t want to hear it,” I growled as we galloped away.

      But at least we had the last word – or at least Stig did. As we rode out of town, he stood up on the saddle, turned back towards the inn, and fwap-fwap-fwapped his finger through his other hand.

      “Fuckoff!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.

      And that was the last that little shanty town heard of the fearful Warlock and his two demonic minions.
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      We were twenty minutes out of town and the sun was setting when Alaria said, “This is it.”

      “What is?”

      “Orlo’s lair.”

      I looked around in surprise. After Saykir and his grand palace of ice, and Odeon’s massive plantation house, I was expecting something a little more…

      Well, to be honest, I was expecting something. Anything.

      But the only thing around us for miles upon miles was gently rolling grassland.

      “Are you seeing something I’m not?” I asked, confused, as I reined in Balrog and we came to a stop.

      “You’re forgetting he’s a gnome,” Alaria said as she slipped off the saddle and landed on the ground.

      “Shit, that’s right.”

      In OtherWorld, gnomes were basically a subterranean race. All of their living quarters were underground, which was why we weren’t seeing anything taller than knee-high grass.

      I dismounted Balrog and flicked my hand, and the horse dissolved into a cloud of black smoke. “Where’s the way in?”

      “There are several – but I have to find them, first.”

      Alaria peered intently at the ground as she walked through the grass. Her black thigh-high boots had to have been stabilized magically, because she was as steady on her stiletto heels as a Dutch girl in wooden clogs.

      “You don’t remember the way in?” I asked.

      “I didn’t exactly spend a lot of time aboveground. Wait – here’s one.”

      I walked over to see what she was pointing at. In the side of a small knoll, half hidden by the grass and the shadows cast by the setting sun, was a cave entrance three feet in diameter.

      “Seriously?!” I exclaimed. “Who has a door that small?”

      She looked back at me disdainfully. “A gnome.”

      “Oh yeah… is this a back door or something?”

      “It’s a door. I don’t know if it’s a back door.”

      “Well, IS there a back door? I mean, we don’t exactly want to walk in through the front hallway.”

      She pointed at the sky, which was orange and pink on one horizon and a deep purple on the other. “Since the sun is setting, and since somebody ruined any chance we had of getting a room for the night – ”

      “That wasn’t my fault!”

      “ – I suggest we take whatever door we can find rather than rooting around in the dark for hours trying to find another one.”

      I glared at her. She just gave me a sweet, mocking smile in return.

      “Fine,” I said. “But if we get killed going through the front hall, that’s on your head.”

      “Sort of like the gun the bartender was pointing at your head?” she asked in an amused voice.

      “That wasn’t – I didn’t – just get in the damn hole!”

      As I spoke the words, I realized what was coming out of my mouth, and immediately added with a snicker, “That’s what she said.”

      Both Alaria and Stig looked at me like I’d lost my damn mind.

      “No I didn’t,” Alaria said.

      “She didn’t, boss,” Stig agreed.

      “No, it’s a joke. ‘Get in the damn hole’ – ‘That’s what she said…’ get it? Like the hole is a woman’s…”

      I trailed off, unwilling to explain EVERYTHING.

      I waited for some sign of comprehension, but all I got were blank stares. So I tried again.

      “It’s a double entendre – ”

      “A what?” Alaria asked.

      “It’s French. It means – ”

      “What’s French?”

      That was a valid question. There was no France in OtherWorld, after all.

      “Never mind. It’s a double meaning – we’re talking about the hole in the ground, but when I say ‘That’s what she says,’ it sounds like we’re talking about – ”

      And here I did the fwap-fwap-fwap gesture with a finger through an OK sign.

      “Hey, that’s my thing!” Stig barked.

      “I taught it to you!” I snapped.

      “…still mine,” he grumbled.

      “Forget it,” I said crossly. “Let’s just – ”

      “I think I understand,” Alaria interrupted. “When you said ‘hole’ you meant the hole in the ground, but when you say, ‘That’s what she said,’ you’re implying that ‘hole’ also means a woman’s pussy, and that an imaginary woman is telling her lover to put his erect penis in her vagina.”

      Jesus.

      “…that’s more or less it, yes.”

      Alaria wrinkled up her nose. “That’s a terrible joke.”

      “When you have to EXPLAIN it, yeah, it kind of ruins it!”

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

      “No, that’s not how that works,” I snapped.

      “That’s what she said.”

      “NO, that’s not – okay, that actually does kind of work – ”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “STOP, it’s not funny anymore – ”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “SHUT UP AND GET IN THE DAMN HOLE!”

      “That’s what she said.”

      “I ALREADY SAID THAT!”

      Alaria butted into our bad comedy routine. “Why don’t we have Stig go in front of us, since he’s shorter? He can scout ahead.”

      That was actually a really good idea.

      “Get in the hole,” I ordered Stig, “and DON’T SAY ‘THAT’S WHAT SHE SAID.’”

      “Mrm,” my imp grumbled, but he parted the grass and waddled inside.

      “Well?” I asked.

      “It’s dark,” he complained, his voice muffled.

      “Use a fireball to see.”

      I heard the customary fwoosh of flames firing up –

      “But don’t throw it!” I yelled.

      “Oh,” Stig’s voice said. There was a pause, followed by, “Too late.”

      I grimaced and waited for a horde of angry demons to come charging out –

      But nothing happened.

      Maybe we had lucked out and found a back door that nobody was monitoring.

      I got down on my hands and knees and called into the tunnel, “Stig, I’m coming in.”

      “That’s what she said,” the imp’s voice floated back to me.

      “THAT’S AN INCORRECT USE OF THE JOKE!” I yelled angrily. “THAT WOULD BE ‘THAT’S WHAT HE SAID’!”

      “Maybe we should keep our voices down,” Alaria suggested, completely deadpan, “so as not to alert the person we’re here to kill.”

      “Sorry,” I grunted, then said into the tunnel, “I’m entering the – I’m going in the – fuck it, just don’t do anything else stupid.”

      “Yes,” Alaria called out, “don’t hog all the stupid to yourself, Stig.”

      I glared back at her. “Not helpful.”

      “No, just true.”

      I muttered under my breath as I went in after Stig.

      I only had to crawl about four feet until the tunnel widened to a diameter where I could comfortably stand.

      Up ahead, Stig’s fireball was gradually dying out on the rock walls of the tunnel. I could see my imp silhouetted against the flames.

      “Do another fireball,” I commanded, “but this time, don’t throw it. And DON’T say ‘That’s what she said’ again, or I’ll send you back to Limbo, got it?”

      “Okay, okay,” Stig grumbled.

      He held out his hand and a small sphere of flame appeared in his palm. It was just big enough to act like a small torch and cast light all around us.

      The cave was nothing special – just a standard-issue OtherWorld tunnel made of rocks and soil. We could see about ten feet by the light of Stig’s fireball, and then everything tapered off into shadows and complete black.

      Alaria crawled in after me and stood up. “Did I miss anything?”

      “Nope. Do you remember this tunnel?”

      “They all look the same. Some are a little better lit, and some have more room, but the general decor is the same.”

      “All right, I guess we lucked out and got a back door. Let’s go investigate.”

      As we walked through the tunnel, Alaria lit a fireball in her own palm so that we had two sources of light.

      We eventually reached a giant room that was 20 feet high, 60 feet wide, and God knows how long, since it quickly disappeared into pitch-black shadows. Unlike the uneven walls of the tunnel, the room was all 90-degree angles. Not only that, but something felt different beneath my feet.

      “Stig,” I said as I crouched down, “gimme some light so I can take a look.”

      I inspected the floor by the glow of Stig’s fireball. The ground was still made of rock, but it was dotted with holes about one inch in diameter and spaced about three inches apart. That grid pattern stretched across every visible square foot of the floor until darkness swallowed it up.

      If the rest of the shadowy room was the same as what I could see, then there were probably thousands of holes in the floor. Maybe even tens of thousands.

      “Alaria,” I said uneasily, “give me as much light as you can.”

      She summoned a fireball in each hand and cranked them up as bright as they could go.

      Sure enough, the same honeycombed pattern of circles covered the walls and ceiling, too.

      That wasn’t good.

      I got a mental image of vicious wasps emerging by the thousands from their circular hives. Or tongues of flame lighting up the floor like the world’s biggest gas grill.

      “Guys,” I said, “watch your step – ”

      I’d barely gotten the words out when we heard the first sound: a metallic sssshhh, like highly polished steel surfaces gliding past each other.

      What the hell?

      A metal pole shot up from the floor just a few feet in front of us and glinted in Stig and Alaria’s firelight. It headed for the ceiling, where the rounded tip entered another hole and locked into place with a solid THUNK.

      It was like the world’s tallest stripper pole.

      I half expected colored lights to turn on and “Pour Some Sugar On Me” to start blaring from hidden loudspeakers.

      Hey fellas, please welcome Brandi to the main stage! This is the first song of a two-for-one special, gentlemen, and remember – tip your dancers well!

      Suddenly a chorus of metallic shhhhhh sounds erupted all around us, and rods began popping out of the walls, floor, and ceiling.

      That’s when I realized we were in trouble.

      “Guys – RUN!”

      I sprinted for the other end of the room, dodging and ducking the poles shooting out from every side. I felt like a football player running for a 98-yard touchdown as a thousand thin, metal opponents tried to take me down.

      Stig was way better at it than me. He was smaller and faster, and could scamper between the spaces between the pipes.

      Alaria decided to take to the air. Unfortunately, her large wingspan made her more of a target. Within seconds she was boxed in ten feet above the ground.

      As soon as I saw her trapped, I became terrified that the next wave of rods would tear right through her. I fired off a Darkbolt at the metal beams, but my magic did absolutely nothing to affect them.

      I turned back to save her, and that’s what sealed my fate.

      Rods slid between my arms and torso, behind my back and in front of my stomach, under my chin and just over the top of my head.

      I was pinned inside a puzzle box of stripper poles.

      And then, once I could no longer move, I watched in horror as the rounded tip of a single rod headed straight for my left eye. I was sure it was going to blast through my skull like an ice pick through an eggshell.

      I closed my eyes and grimaced in pained anticipation –

      When all the sliding sounds in the room suddenly ceased.

      I opened one eye hesitantly, and saw that the metal pole had stopped just inches away from my eyeball.

      It took me a second to figure out what was going on. I had been expecting a deathtrap, so I had never even considered the possibility that it might just be a plain old regular trap.

      “Are you guys okay?” I called out.

      “I’m stuck ten feet above the floor with a bunch of giant poles poking into me from all sides,” Alaria said. “I wouldn’t call that ‘okay.’”

      I couldn’t resist. “I thought you liked giant poles poking into you from all sides.”

      “Really? Jokes? Now?” she said indignantly.

      “You’re not hurt, are you?”

      “No…”

      “Stig, what about you?”

      “Trapped,” the little imp croaked.

      “But not hurt?”

      “No.”

      “Alaria, was this thing here when you were Orlo’s slave?”

      “You think I would deliberately lead us into a trap?” she asked angrily.

      “No,” I said patiently, “I’m hoping you know how to get us out of it.”

      “Oh,” she said, chastened. “No, I’ve never seen anything like this before.”

      “Of course you wouldn’t,” a nasal voice rang out through the room, “because I just invented it last year!”

      I couldn’t place the voice, but it sounded incredibly familiar. It belonged to a man, but it was whiny and on the higher-pitched side. And it was stupendously arrogant.

      Was it somebody I had run across in the game before? Maybe in the dungeon outside Exardus?

      No… even though I couldn’t exactly place it, the voice felt like an echo from the recesses of childhood memories…

      Overhead lights turned on, and the previously dark room was revealed in all its glory. Thousands of gleaming rods jutted from every angle – up, down, and sideways.

      I had a roommate back in college who was majoring in computer science. One of his hobbies was collecting old screensavers from the last forty years and running them on an emulator on his desktop. There was one where a bunch of colored pipes snaked their way across the screen, twisting and turning so much that they would’ve given Mario and Luigi nightmares.

      That’s exactly what this room looked like – that old screensaver. Except the ‘pipes’ were rods, and they were made of gleaming steel instead of red, yellow, green, and blue.

      The metallic sliding sound started again, and the poles began to reverse and slide back into their holes. Not all of them, mind you. The ones that had pinned me so neatly in place stayed where they were, but hundreds of others retracted, leaving vast open spaces.

      I heard the click click click of high heels on stone. For a second I wondered how Alaria had gotten free, but then I looked up and saw that my succubus was still trapped in her own prison of gleaming metal Pick-up Sticks.

      The footsteps circled around me, and I found myself looking at a gnome and a succubus. That was where the clicking sound had come from – her high heels.

      The succubus wasn’t quite as beautiful as Alaria, but she was still plenty fucking gorgeous. She reminded me of Matthew Broderick’s girlfriend Sloane in Ferris Bueller’s Day Off – that is, if Sloane had plum-colored skin, bat wings, horns and a tail, and had worn a black leather corset and little else. The diamond-studded choker around her neck was pretty snazzy, though.

      The gnome only came up to her knees. He was a homely little bugger, with a fleshy face and a huge honker of a nose. Unlike what most people picture when you say ‘gnome’ – ceramic figurines in gardens with conical hats and shaggy white beards – the OtherWorld variety was basically just a shorter, pudgier dwarf. But unlike dwarves, most gnomes lacked facial hair of any kind.

      This one definitely fell into the clean-shaven category, and also looked like a prospective candidate for the Hair Club for Men. A fringe of brown hair curled around his otherwise bald head, and he peered up at me with a smug, self-satisfied smile. He wore black clothes and a black cape, sort of like a hopelessly uncool version of Robert the QC Warlock.

      He might not have been cool, but he was terrifyingly powerful: Level 90.

      Fuck me…

      “Welcome to my lair!” the gnome grinned. “I am Orlo, although I suppose you already know that, seeing as you are in the company of my former succubus!”

      Wait – NOW I recognize that voice!

      As a kid I must’ve watched The Princess Bride a dozen times. I was betting the game designers had too, because this guy was a dead ringer for Vizzini. You know, the short bald guy who says, “Inconceivable!”

      Unlike Hark Silo – the craptastic parody of Han Solo I’d met in Kvartos – Orlo was a perfect recreation of the Princess Bride character, just shrunk down to a foot-and-a-half tall. I guess he was less recognizable than Harrison Ford, so the game designers hadn’t bothered altering his appearance. Whatever the actor’s name was, I wondered if he was getting any royalties for the use of his likeness.

      And his annoyingly! peppy! voice!

      “In fact,” the gnome continued, “I have to thank you for intruding upon my domain! Otherwise I would have never had the opportunity to fully test my invention. I see it works perfectly, just as I knew it would!”

      I frowned. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to put up a wall of bars at both ends of the room to trap us, rather than shooting them off at random? That way you wouldn’t waste as much – ”

      “Oh ho!” the gnome chuckled as he turned to his succubus. “Listen to the master trap-builder, Soraiya!”

      That must be her name – Suh-RY-uh.

      Other than her beauty, Soraiya’s most noticeable quality was how silent and stone-faced she was.

      “I don’t believe you ever met your replacement, Alaria!” Orlo said chipperly. “I must say, she’s far better than you in oh so many ways.”

      “Good for her,” Alaria said in a deadpan voice.

      The gnome turned back to me and laughed. “You’re very presumptuous indeed to lecture me about the proper construction of my trap, seeing as you failed to evade it! Or perhaps in your feeble mind that makes you an expert, seeing as you find yourself now imprisoned within it! I wonder, do you lecture the artist about his paintings when you yourself have never lifted a brush to canvas? Or the master chef about his feast, when you would be hard-pressed to boil water even with fire, pot, and mountain spring at hand!”

      This guy was getting increasingly annoying by the second.

      “I was just saying – ”

      “I designed the trap exactly as I WANTED it!” the gnome screamed, turning on a dime from Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde. “I wanted you to experience your complete and total helplessness in the face of my superior intellect – to fully recognize your fate while being unable to alter it in any way! The trap was designed to demonstrate your utter insignificance: a lowly insect caught in an elaborate cage designed by a god!”

      Suddenly the gnome was all chuckles and smiles again. “In that, I would say, I have eminently succeeded!”

      I just stared down at the pint-sized prick in silence. Then I said in a deadpan voice, “Alaria, you didn’t tell me your former master was so… smart.”

      “Yeah,” she answered in the same deadpan tone. “He’s fucking brilliant.”

      “Do you think I do not perceive your sarcasm?” The gnome chuckled and waggled his finger at me like I was a naughty dog. “I shall take your impotent attempt at humor as a compliment, seeing as your tiny mind is incapable of producing anything better.”

      The gnome turned to Alaria. “As for you, my former succubus, I would say that it’s a surprise to see you – except that it’s not! I heard of your misadventures up north, and wondered when you would darken my door! In fact, you were slower to arrive than I thought you would be.”

      “I was waylaid by an angel.” Alaria gave the barest hint of a smile. “Or laid by an angel, I guess you could say.”

      The gnome frowned like he had no idea what she was talking about. “Well, whatever the reason, I would say it’s good to see you – and it is, but only under these very specific circumstances! I much prefer you trapped where you are, unable to do me any harm! However, if I keep you trapped here, or I kill you, then I can’t show you the wonders which I have created. There would be no way for you to witness my genius, which would be a tragedy! Thus I propose a deal.”

      I cocked one eyebrow. “What kind of a deal?”

      “I propose that you abstain from trying to kill me for the next 24 hours, and I will not kill you! In this way I think we can come to a mutually agreeable situation, and in the meantime, you can see the fruits of my prodigious labors!”

      “Just 24 hours?”

      “Ha – I know well the fury of my former succubus! She would never agree to a perpetual truce, but I think she might be persuaded to forgo her vengeance for one day. Is it true what they say? Did you really free her?” he asked me.

      “Yes.”

      “Most curious! Most curious indeed! And the imp as well?” Orlo asked as he walked around to where Stig was bound by the metal rods. I guess because the room wasn’t a monster or a sentient being – and because he wasn’t being ‘attacked’ so much as trapped – his ability to teleport had never been triggered.

      “Yeah, I freed him, too.”

      “We shall have to discuss more of this over dinner! That is, if you will swear an oath that you will not attempt to kill me for the next 24 hours.” Orlo gave me a sly little smile. “Although we both know it would be a fruitless endeavor. I am far more powerful than you are, and could snuff out all your lives with little to no effort. Frankly, I’m amazed that you somehow managed to defeat Saykir – but he would have been no match for me, and I doubt you will, either. So what do you say? A cessation of hostilities and the breaking of bread, or shall we just get it over with and have me slaughter you all?”

      “I’m okay with dinner,” I replied. “Alaria?”

      “He’s up to something. Actually, considering his height, I guess he’s down to something.”

      I couldn’t help crack a smile.

      “Ha ha, yes yes, make fun of the gnome for his height,” Orlo said sarcastically. “Let’s get them all out of the way now, shall we?”

      He began to rattle off Short Jokes with surprising speed and ferocity. Oftentimes he spoke theatrically, as though someone were addressing the questions towards him.

      “If you invite all of your gnome friends to a party, isn’t it really just a ‘little get-together’?

      “Do you consider yourself oppressed, since you’re always getting overlooked?

      “I’d like to loan you five gold, but I’m a little short.

      “After a hard, sweaty day at work, you must enjoy a nice, hot sink.

      “What?! Someone pick-pocketed you?! I don’t know how anyone could stoop so low!

      “I’ll bet you have a hard time raising a family, because you struggle to put food on the table.

      “Why do you always laugh when you run through the grass? Is it because it tickles your balls?

      “I bet when people meet you they say you’re a really down-to-earth guy.

      “What do you call a poor gnome? Short-changed.

      “Why shouldn’t you hire gnomes as chefs? Because the steaks are too high!

      “Appreciate the little things in life – give a gnome a hug!

      “Say what you want about gnomes, but at least they don’t look down on people!

      “Why do gnomes get mad so easily? Because they have short tempers!

      “You have to hand it to gnomes – because they can’t reach it for themselves!

      “What do a dwarf and a gnome have in common? Very little.

      “I met this really short gnome baker called Peter the other day. He was telling me all about baking flatbreads. It was fascinating – I love the Pita patter of little Pete!

      “Never try to get into an exclusive gnome club – not unless you’re on the shortlist!

      “What you call a gnome who’s never on time? Too little, too late!

      “I bumped into an old gnome friend of mine yesterday – small world.

      “Make the little things in life count – teach math to gnomes!

      “The key to writing gnome jokes is keeping them short.”

      He whirled around to face me and snapped, “Any others you’d like to add?”

      I had to admit, he actually made me chuckle with a couple of those.

      “No, I’m good,” I said.

      “So I have your word? And your imp’s?”

      “You have mine. I’m pretty sure you can buy Stig’s for a bottle of wine.”

      “Yup,” Stig said behind me.

      “Finally, someone with some sense!” Orlo exclaimed. “Well, my little demonic friend, you can have all the alcohol you wish!”

      “Deal!” Stig said happily.

      “You might want to be careful about that,” I warned Orlo. “Unless you have a LOT of alcohol.”

      “Well, my former succubus?” Orlo asked. “You’re the only holdout!”

      “You forgot a joke,” Alaria said.

      “Oh?”

      “Why are gnomes such popular lovers? Because everybody likes a little sex.” She paused, then smirked. “Emphasis on the ‘little’ part… and littler ‘parts.’”

      “Very funny indeed,” Orlo said mirthlessly. “Now swear by the Seven Hells that you won’t attempt to kill me over the next 24 hours and I’ll let you go.”

      Alaria grumbled but finally relented. “I swear.”

      “Noooo, I need to hear the whole thing!”

      Alaria muttered some obscenities under her breath, then recited, “I swear by the Seven Hells that I shall not try to kill you within the next 24 hours.”

      “Excellent! To celebrate, we shall have a feast befitting – ”

      “Someone of your stature?” Alaria interrupted. “In that case, it’s going to be a short meal.”

      The gnome glared at her.

      Alaria smiled sweetly. “You didn’t say anything about not making fun of you for the next 24 hours.”

      “Fine!” Orlo grimaced. “I can take a joke! Ha! Ha ha! Ha ha ha ha ha HA HA HA – ”

      The gnome’s forced laughter began to rise in pitch and take on a demented tone, until he was spluttering bits of saliva everywhere.

      “ – HA HA HA HA – ”

      He abruptly stopped laughing.

      “SYSTEM RESET!” he screamed.

      In a split second, all the silver rods slid back into their housings.

      I stumbled forward, suddenly freed – but there was nothing holding Alaria up any longer.

      She fell ten feet to the floor with a THUD. I could see the pain in her face as she slammed down onto all fours.

      “HA!” Orlo yelled right in her face, with an expression so spiteful and hate-filled that it was scary.

      Then his mood swung on a bipolar dime again, and he plastered an enormous grin across his face. “Well, time for dinner!”

      He strolled out of the room, whistling a tune as he went.

      A little tune, I guess you could say.

      His succubus gave me a brief, fearful look, then hurried after her master.

      “Are you okay?” I asked Alaria. I could see from her hit points that she’d lost a good five percent in the fall, so I replenished her with Self-Sacrifice.

      “I’m fine,” she growled as she watched Orlo disappear around a corner. “I’m just sorry I can’t kill the little bastard for 24 hours.”

      “Yeah, that whole thing kind of took me by surprise,” I admitted. “Why didn’t he just kill us outright? Or imprison us?”

      “Because he’s got some kind of plan, I just know it.”

      “Well, unfortunately, he was right – there’s no way we can kill him just by ourselves. We might as well have a good meal and scout out the place in the meantime.”

      “Fine,” Alaria growled. “Just keep your eyes open and your guard up.”

      “Does he have any weaknesses?”

      “Yes – he thinks he’s a lot smarter than he is.” Alaria paused. “Unfortunately, he’s pretty much the smartest person I know, so maybe it’s not much of a weakness.”

      “Great,” I muttered as we hurried through the cave to catch up with Orlo and his succubus.
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      The four of us – me, Alaria, Stig, and Orlo – sat around a giant table in a vast underground hall. Orlo sat at the head of the table in a chair specially designed to conceal the fact that he was only a foot and a half tall – or at least distract the viewer with its grandeur. It looked like a miniature ziggurat, with stone steps leading up to its plush cushion.

      I saw Alaria about to make a comment about it, so I flashed her a warning look. She rolled her eyes but kept her comment to herself.

      The table was set with half a dozen platters filled with all sorts of roasted game birds and vegetables. Everything was attended to by a bunch of creepy serpents – figures of various shapes and sizes wearing black robes and black gloves, with round, mirror-like masks peering out from black cowls. The servants moved about silently, never saying anything, just wordlessly taking care of our every need.

      And Stig had quite a few. Needs, that is. He polished off the first bottle of wine not five minutes into the meal. Orlo watched in amazement as he started in on the second.

      “You weren’t jesting when you said your imp has a prodigious tolerance for alcohol!”

      “He hasn’t even gotten started. Stig – slow it down, man.”

      “Aw, come on, boss,” he pouted.

      “Make that bottle last until the end of dessert, okay?”

      Stig grumbled, but he stopped gulping and started sipping.

      Soraiya was there, too, but her presence was largely ornamental. She just stood behind Orlo the entire time, one hand draped lazily across the top of his stone chair, and looked at us with an inscrutable expression.

      Bored?

      Weary?

      Or just poker-faced?

      “So,” Orlo said, “I believe we can come to an understanding wherein you no longer wish to kill me.”

      “I highly doubt that,” Alaria said.

      “But I’ve completely ceased my warlock activities!”

      Alaria looked over at me. “Why is it that all my ex-masters say they’ve gotten out of warlocking?”

      The statement was true, though it varied as to whether they’d actually stopped. Jastoth had become a corrupt priest. Odeon said he’d stopped, although he still kept in close contact with a demonic overlord. Saykir claimed he had stopped, too, although he very quickly reverted to summoning the Old Ones when it suited him. Out of Alaria’s previous four masters, only Tarka had made no bones about still being a warlock. After all, the demon pirate crew of the Revenge had been her slaves before we defeated her.

      “And why,” Alaria continued, “do they all think that getting out of warlocking means I won’t kill them?”

      “But I’m no longer the gnome you once knew!” Orlo protested. “I’ve completely changed!”

      “I don’t want to kill you for the gnome you are now,” Alaria said sweetly. “I want to kill you for the gnome you were then.”

      “I was never that bad to you,” Orlo said dismissively.

      “Never that bad?! Never that bad?! What about all those times you summoned me to your room late at night and forced me to – ”

      “A foot massage is not a crime!” Orlo yelled.

      “When it’s your stench-ridden feet, it is. But I was thinking about what happened afterwards.”

      “You’re a sex demoness!” Orlo roared. “You’re supposed to like sex!”

      “Let’s ask your current succubus,” Alaria said icily, and looked up at the woman standing behind Orlo’s chair. “Do you like the sexual advances of your master?”

      The plum-colored succubus shifted from a blank look to a smile and a giggle. “Everything that Master has me do to him – and everything he does to me – is wonderful.”

      “You see?!” Orlo cried out triumphantly.

      “Take off her collar and let’s see what she says,” Alaria spat.

      “Which brings us to the next topic of conversation,” Orlo said, and turned to me. “Why in Astok’s name would you free your demons?”

      “I got imprisoned for a while and saw what it was like. After that I couldn’t do it anymore. Keep slaves, I mean.”

      “That’s right!” Orlo said, as though he had remembered some fascinating detail. “You’re the Emancipator of Abaddon! The Liberator of demons everywhere! How stirring! How noble! How idealistic!”

      “Well,” I said modestly, “it was because I – ”

      “How STUPID!” Orlo yelled. “You think I care that you set all the demons in Abaddon free? I don’t, other than the fact that it proves to me your mental incapacity! You know that you’re the laughingstock of all warlock-dom, don’t you? We all think you’re an idiot – a moron – a fool!”

      I sat there fuming. I wanted to kill the little bastard, but I’d made a promise not to.

      Well… that, and the fact that there was no way I could kill him now, anyway.

      Alaria stepped in. “Ian has my love and eternal gratitude for everything he’s done,” she said, then added like she knew Orlo was about to protest, “I know, I know… small consolation.”

      I allowed myself to snicker.

      Orlo squinted malevolently at Alaria, then forced himself to smile. “Very good, succubus. Very good. But I think I can show you something that will prove you would be unwise to kill me. I have something tremendous to offer the world. If you end my life now, my great work will remain undone – and others will suffer immeasurably because of it, in the same way you yourself claim to have suffered at my hands. In fact, that’s why I sent all my demons back to Limbo – because what I’m working on now is nothing less than the future of our world!”

      “Okay, I’ll bite,” Alaria said in a bored voice. “What’s your… little secret?”

      Orlo gritted his teeth, then chuckled darkly. “Better to show you than to explain it. The impact is far greater, I find.”

      He waddled down the ziggurat-like steps of his chair and gestured with his hand. “Follow me, my illustrious guests,” he said sarcastically, “and I will show you wonders beyond anything you have ever seen before!”

      Stig looked in disappointment at his half-finished wine bottle.

      “Bring it along with you, my similarly statured friend!” Orlo said. “I wish no one to miss out on their pleasures of choice this evening!”

      The gnome giggled obscenely, then started down a side tunnel that branched off from the main hall. Soraiya followed behind him, her hips sashaying seductively.

      I looked over at Alaria. “What do you think?”

      “I think this is part of his next move, whatever that is. But if we don’t play the game, then we’ll never find out how to beat him.”

      I got up from my chair. “Might as well go play the game, then.”
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      We followed Orlo through the twisting tunnels of his underground compound. We passed several laboratories and workshops, each one filled with an assortment of mechanical and scientific equipment: generators with arcs of electricity crackling between them, several prototypes of what looked like Leonardo da Vinci’s drawings of helicopters, and the early stages of what I assumed were robotic limbs. In OtherWorld, gnomes were tinkerers, known for their abilities as engineers and mechanics. In addition to being a Warlock, Orlo apparently indulged in the more stereotypical pastimes of his race.

      We also walked by another dozen of his creepy servants with their black robes and mirrored masks.

      “What are these guys?” I asked as we passed another silent figure carrying a box of gears. “Are they some sort of race I’m not familiar with?”

      “My servants? No, they’re robots!”

      “…robots?!”

      OtherWorld was a fantasy game, although it obviously had elements of steampunk in it. For instance, Krug’s flying pirate ship. But as far as honest-to-God robots, this was the first time I had ever heard them referenced inside the game.

      Apparently, it was the first time Alaria had heard about them, either.

      “What the hell is a robot?” she asked, perplexed.

      “A mechanical automaton made of metal! They are the future I spoke of earlier! The ones who attend to my lair are humanoid, obviously, but robots can be any shape, size, or form. Their appearance is only limited by the imagination – and mine is unlimited!”

      Good God, the ego on this guy.

      We came to a dark alcove jutting off the main tunnel. Orlo stopped next to a metal rocker switch set into the stone wall.

      “The robots you have seen walking past us are but my first – yet admittedly brilliant – foray into the field. However, I have created something that will render them merely a footnote to my brilliant exploits!”

      The gnome waved his hands theatrically, then threw the switch. “BEHOLD!”

      Lights blazed overhead, illuminating the alcove and what stood within it.

      As I stood there staring at his newest creation, I had to admit – the little fucker might be on to something.

      It was a robotic version of a succubus. She was made of gleaming, burnished metal – and every bit as gorgeous as her flesh-and-blood counterparts.

      Her skin was smooth and flawless. Her hair was darker than the rest of her silver skin, and was basically black metal sculpted to look like curly tresses. Two silver horns projected from her forehead and curved gracefully into the air.

      Her eyes were frosted glass and glowed a faint yellow. Her face was beautifully sculpted, with a thin nose, high cheekbones, and curving lips. Her amused smile reminded me of the Mona Lisa – except that she actually looked hot.

      The rest of her was hot, too. She had toned arms and a slender neck. Sexy stilettoes graced her tiny feet. Her waist was freakishly small under her black leather corset, which Orlo had apparently borrowed from Soraiya’s wardrobe.

      One thing she didn’t have were wings. Her back was completely devoid of them, although she did have a metallic, prehensile tail that ended in a triangle.

      Her most noticeable feature by far, though, were her breasts.

      Which were GINORMOUS.

      Up until this point, Alaria had the largest breasts I had ever seen in real life.

      Actually, I should qualify that: Alaria had the largest, most beautiful real breasts I’d ever seen on a thin chick. 300-pound women with droopy hangers and porn stars with basketball-sized implants didn’t count.

      Alaria was far beyond the realm of Double D’s. Triple E’s, maybe, or even Triple F’s.

      But this robot… good God Almighty.

      If Alaria was the Rocky Mountains, then the robot chick had a couple of Mt. Everests.

      Her metal bazongas were at least 50% bigger than my crimson succubus’s. And they were shapely, too – beautifully rounded, and right on the verge of busting out of her bustier.

      I wasn’t the only one who noticed them.

      “I see you’re still fond of tits bigger than you are, Orlo,” Alaria remarked drily.

      Apparently the gnome didn’t see that as a ‘short joke,’ because he launched into an impassioned rant.

      “Aren’t they magnificent?! I had over 170 models come here to pose, and let me tell you, that was some prime research!” The gnome chortled lasciviously. “170 pairs of wonderful breasts! I graphed them, mapped them, charted them, weighed them, made molds of them, and experimented endlessly to find the perfect balance between pendulous and firm, and the end result is what you see before you: the perfect breasts! With customizable nipples!”

      “Why in the Seven Hells would you need to customize her nipples?” Alaria asked disdainfully.

      “Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to recreate the way biological nipples grow erect when aroused – yet. In the meantime, I have interchangeable nipples for whatever mood I find myself in! Sometimes I enjoy them flat and unobtrusive, and sometimes I like them hard and pointy!”

      Alaria stared at him. “Are you saying this is a – ”

      “A sexual robot, yes!” Orlo cried out happily. “I call it a ‘sexbot’!”

      Alaria frowned in bewilderment, then pointed at Soraiya. “But you have a real one right THERE!”

      “Well, yes, but – she doesn’t have customizable nipples, does she?”

      “She does if you get her turned on!”

      Orlo waved his hand dismissively. “Bah! The sexbot has far more options – trust me!”

      Alaria made a disgusted face. “So you have sex with it?”

      “Well, no, not yet… I’ve still been integrating her personality cortex. Vara, come online!”

      The robot’s eyes glowed a brighter yellow, and suddenly she smiled.

      “Hello, Master Orlo,” the robot said in a digitized but beautifully feminine voice. Her metal lips moved flawlessly, as supple and expressive as normal skin. “How may I serve you?”

      Stig, Alaria, and I all flinched in shock – not because the robot was threatening, but because she was so lifelike.

      “Vara,” Orlo said gleefully, “walk over to this other gentleman and let him sample your wares!”

      By ‘other gentleman,’ he apparently meant me. Vara cozied up to me and pressed her breasts against my side.

      As gorgeous as her rack looked, though, it felt like two giant, metal ball bearings were pressed up against me. Nice to look at, not so much to touch.

      “Like this, Master Orlo?” the robot asked.

      “Yes, exactly like that!”

      “How did you get her lips and face to move so realistically?” I asked in amazement. “I mean, she is made out of metal, isn’t she?”

      Orlo beamed, delighted that I had noticed his handiwork. “Her skin is a micro-steel mesh, so fine that it is invisible to the naked eye! Now – touch her derriere!”

      “Um…”

      “Go on, touch it!” Orlo commanded me. He reached up, grabbed my hand, and slapped it on the robot’s bare metal ass, which had only a tiny leather thong between the cheeks. “Get a really good grip!”

      I complied, though I was a little embarrassed. It wasn’t every day that I was ordered to fondle a woman in front of an audience.

      Once I had a handful, though, it was definitely a pleasant experience.

      I once temped in a building that had glass doors in the main lobby. The handles were silky-smooth metal bars that tapered sensuously, from bigger to smaller and back to bigger again. They were kind of a turn-on to touch, in an abstract sort of way – like they’d been modeled after the female body with all its curves. Every time I put my hands on the door handles, I liked to run my fingers over them.

      Not that I would have admitted that to my co-workers at the time.

      That’s sort of what touching the robot’s ass was like: sensual… pleasing to the touch… sexy in a weird way… and surprisingly –

      “Warm,” I commented.

      “Yes!” Orlo cried out like he was having a mini-orgasm. “I installed her own internal heating apparatus so she’s always the perfect temperature! No more heart-stopping moments when she slips into your bed on a cold winter’s night!”

      “I thought you hadn’t slept with her yet,” Alaria said accusingly.

      “Well… not this particular model,” Orlo conceded. “But the prototypes before her, in winter? Brrrrrr.”

      Ew.

      As I stood there fondling the robot’s ass, enjoying the sensual curve of her cheeks, I looked up.

      Alaria was standing there with her arms crossed across her chest, a disgruntled expression on her face.

      Uh-oh…

      “Like what you feel?” she asked in irritation.

      “Uhhh… it’s okay,” I said, and withdrew my hand.

      “‘Okay’?! ‘OKAY’?!” Orlo fumed. “Vara is perfection itself!”

      “We’ll see about that,” Alaria said, and stalked over to the robot. She took the metal succubus away from me, put her arm around the automaton’s ridiculously tiny waist, pulled her in tight, and laid a massive kiss on the robot’s lips.

      Vara seemed shocked at first – and then gave in willingly. She curled her arms around Alaria’s neck and kissed her back.

      Then Alaria upped the ante.

      She pulled down the front of Vara’s corset, exposing her gorgeous metal breasts.

      Holy SHIT.

      Orlo really had done his homework, because her tits were nearly perfect. They were over-the-top huge, yes, but they were lusciously round and sloping, with a heavier underside. And the customizable nipples? Niiiiice. The perfectly round areolas were a darker, grayer color than her skin, and stood out beautifully against the shiny silver. The nipples were somewhere between turned on and completely relaxed, and stuck out about a quarter inch.

      The only bad thing about her breasts was they didn’t move, sway, or jiggle, and instead stayed fixed and immobile.

      But still, they looked pretty damn nice.

      Alaria immediately ran her hand over the robot’s left breast and began to rub its nipple.

      Orlo looked conflicted, like he was enjoying the show but didn’t want other kids playing with his toys. “Um… I don’t know if – ”

      “Mmmmmm,” the robot murmured into Alaria’s mouth as they French kissed.

      “Never mind,” Orlo said, and continued to watch in amazement.

      Orlo was starting to pitch a gnome-sized pup tent under his robes. Not that I was trying to look, but gnomes apparently have proportionally small erections – more like a baby gherkin than a dill pickle.

      Just sayin’.

      He wasn’t the only one getting turned on – my own pants were getting quite a bit tighter. I even noticed that Soraiya’s mouth was hanging open, and her bat wings quivered the tiniest bit.

      Then Alaria took it even further.

      As she continued to make out with Vara, my succubus slipped her hand inside the robot’s black panties and began to move her fingers.

      “Wait, I don’t – oh my,” Orlo murmured.

      “MMMMMM,” the robot moaned as it kissed Alaria.

      Meanwhile, my succubus’s hand was moving faster and faster beneath the panties.

      Vara’s entire body vibrated like a piece of washing machine on spin cycle. Sparks began to pop! out of her silver ears, followed by wisps of smoke. Her glowing yellow eyes flickered, then went dark as her entire body went limp.

      My succubus withdrew her arm from around the robot’s waist, and the metal body dropped and hit the floor with a CRASH!

      Alaria couldn’t have done a more effective mic-drop if she’d tried.

      “Needs work,” she said in a bored voice.

      “Yes, well, obviously, there are improvements to be made,” Orlo grumbled, refusing to look Alaria in the eyes.

      Alaria gave a victorious smirk. “Face it, Orlo – some things are always better in flesh and blood.”

      “We’ll see,” the gnome said, and a strange smile played briefly over his face. “Let’s go, I need to show you where you’ll be staying for the night.”
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      Orlo led us to a bedroom that branched off a smaller tunnel. For a room cut into bedrock a hundred feet underground, it was pretty luxurious. There was polished onyx furniture, including a stone bedframe with a down mattress and soft sheets. Enchanted crystals lit the room with a soft glow. And though there weren’t any windows, a ten-foot portion of one wall was missing so that we could have a view of an underground cavern with a waterfall, all of it lit by bioluminescent mushrooms. It was surprisingly beautiful.

      Stig waddled around the room sniffing at everything like a dog, and even climbed over the faux windowsill into the waterfall area.

      “I’ll send Soraiya for you in the morning, and we’ll all have breakfast,” Orlo said as he gestured to the plum-colored succubus. Then he chuckled. “Maybe I can even convince you to rethink this whole vengeance nonsense.”

      “Don’t count on it,” Alaria retorted.

      “Well, then at least we can all have one more meal together before my impending doom,” Orlo laughed condescendingly, the way you might treat a three-year-old who said she was going to beat you at arm wrestling. “In the meantime, sleep tight!”

      He and Soraiya left the room and pulled the carved oak door shut behind them.

      I threw the wooden bolt to lock the door, then waited until I heard the muffled click click click of Soraiya’s heels disappear. When the sound was gone, I turned to Alaria, who had plopped down on the bed. “Are you getting a really weird vibe off of all of this?”

      “Very weird,” she agreed. She was lying on her side, her head propped up by her hand and the curve of her waist and hips forming a beautiful crimson landscape. “Although Orlo’s relatively odd to begin with, so I don’t know how much of it is weirdness from before that I just don’t remember, and how much of it is new weirdness.”

      “I… yeah,” I said, entranced by the bare skin between her bikini top and thong underwear.

      Alaria clicked her fingers in the air. “Focus,” she said, though she smirked playfully as she did it. She knew full well the effect she had on me, and she loved it.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled. “What’s with the weird robot servants? Did he have those when you were here?”

      “No. He still had his demons back then.”

      I thought about the black-robed figures and their mirrored masks. There was something incredibly familiar about them, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. As I’d seen over and over again – from Hark Silo, to our Vizzini-like host – the game designers reveled in pop culture references, so the servants were probably drawn from somewhere… but I just couldn’t place them.

      Spider-Man’s villain Mysterio, the one with the fishbowl helmet? He wore green and purple, not black, and he had no hood. Plus, he talked. No, it had to be something else.

      I shuddered. “There’s something about them that’s just… I don’t know. Creepy.”

      “Very creepy,” Alaria agreed as she rolled over onto her back – which caused her breasts to spread out magnificently. They were so firm that they still stood up five inches in the air, pressing against her black leather bra.

      “I… uh…” I muttered as I stared at her chest.

      She grinned. “You just can’t think when certain things are on display, can you?”

      “It’s hard,” I admitted.

      Her eyes dropped to my pants. “I’ll bet it is.”

      Then she smiled seductively and crooked one finger at me in a come here gesture.

      I willingly obliged, crawling across the bed towards her, until I was right above her. I lowered my head, my lips seeking out hers –

      “Ugh,” Stig groaned. “Awkward.”

      We both looked over to see his head above the stone windowsill at the end of the room.

      “Go play in the waterfall,” I ordered him.

      “I want to sleep,” the imp pouted.

      “Well go sleep under the waterfall, then.”

      “You ALWAYS – ”

      He fwap-fwap-fwapped his finger through the OK sign.

      “Can you NOT – ”

      fwap-fwap-fwap

      “ – for ONE night?”

      I sighed in irritation. “Maybe we can get Orlo to get you your own – ”

      Suddenly there was a quick rapping at the door, soft but frenetic.

      I looked at Alaria, who was lying beneath me. She stared back.

      We immediately jumped up from the bed and struck defensive poses.

      “Get ready for anything,” I whispered, and she nodded. “You too, Stig.”

      He leapt over the windowsill and conjured a fireball in the palm of his hand.

      I put my hand on the wooden bolt… looked at the others… silently mouthed, One, two, THREE –

      Then threw the bolt and flung the door open.

      But instead of Orlo, there stood Soraiya, a look of desperation on her face.

      She rushed in and threw her arms around Alaria.

      “Please,” she sobbed. “Please, you have to get me out of here.”
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      Alaria and I exchanged confused looks as she patted Soraiya’s back consolingly.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked the plum-colored succubus.

      “What’s wrong?! I’m enslaved to an insane gnome, that’s what’s wrong! All he cares about are his robots! He banished all of his demons years ago, so it’s just me down here with him. He only keeps me around to fulfill his twisted sexual fantasies – until he perfects his sexbots,” she said in disgust – which rapidly changed to a look of longing as she gazed into Alaria’s eyes. “I haven’t actually touched another living being besides Orlo for… I don’t know how long…”

      I had sort of been wondering, what with two succubi around, how long it would take for them to start hitting on each other.

      Not long, apparently.

      Alaria’s eyes dropped to Soraiya’s pouting lips, then down to her breasts bound tight by the corset.

      Soraiya brushed a strand of hair back from Alaria’s face, and they both stared longingly into each other’s eyes.

      Now I knew what Stig felt like when Alaria and I started to get busy.

      Awkward.

      “Ahem,” I said, interrupting the eye-fucking.

      Both succubi looked over at me with a hint of annoyance.

      “I can free you, if you like. I’ll have to attack you, unfortunately, and nearly kill you – ”

      “You can’t,” Soraiya said unhappily. “Orlo anticipated your offer, so he cast a spell on me where he can tell if I’m attacked. He’ll show up before you can finish freeing me, and then he’ll destroy us all.”

      “If you want to be free, then,” Alaria said, “that means you’re going to have to help us figure out a way to kill him.”

      The plum-colored succubus nodded her head vigorously. “Of course. Anything to get out of here. Anything.” Her eyes dropped back down to Alaria’s lips again, and she whispered, “The things you did to that robot… I can’t tell you how long I’ve fantasized about someone doing those things to me…”

      “Ahem,” I coughed.

      Both succubi looked over at me again, even more annoyed by my intrusion.

      “Before you start… doing anything, should we be worried that Orlo is going to bust in here and fry us for… um… doing things with you?”

      Soraiya shook her head ‘no.’ “The spell only works if I’m attacked. Meanwhile, he’s down in his workshop fiddling with his sexbots. He’ll be there all night, and he makes such a racket that he won’t hear anything. Besides, his laboratory is so far away from this room that we could scream all we want and he would never hear us.”

      As soon as Soraiya said ‘scream all we want,’ she resumed eye-fucking Alaria.

      “Huh,” I said, then caught Alaria’s eye. “Can I speak with you in private?”

      “Be right back,” Alaria murmured in Soraiya’s ear. Her fingertips brushed softly across Soraiya’s bare shoulders as she walked over to me.

      We went to the far corner of the room and I whispered, “Do you think we can trust her?”

      Alaria gave me a half-smile, half-frown. “Hell no.”

      I hadn’t been expecting such an emphatic response. “Really? Why not?”

      “She’s a succubus.”

      “Uh… you do realize how ironic it is that you’re saying that, right?”

      Alaria gave me a prim schoolmarm look. “What you and I have is an exception. In general, succubi are always lying and scheming to get what we want.”

      I started to feel a little worried. “So what’s different about us?”

      “You freed me, and I fell in love with you – both of which are pretty much unheard of. But you should really stop worrying about us and start worrying about that little tart over there.”

      I looked over at Soraiya, who had kicked off her high heels and made herself comfortable on the bed. “What you think her deal is?”

      Alaria shrugged. “Orlo could have sent her down here as a spy. Although it is possible that she’s telling the truth. Actually, it’s probable. But don’t believe for a second that she’s not playing us to get what she wants.”

      “What does she want?”

      “Her freedom. We all want it.”

      “So what should we do?”

      “We could pump her for information.” Then she grinned. “Or maybe you could just pump her.”

      The suggestion sent a fresh wave of tingly warmth down to Little Ian – but the suggestion seemed a bit farfetched. “Me?! She’s coming on to you!”

      “She’s a succubus. When she’s turned on enough, she’ll do anyone or any thing within a hundred-foot radius. I’ll just tell her you’re part of a package deal.” Alaria grinned and grabbed my crotch. “And I do mean ‘package.’”

      My nether regions began to engorge as soon as she grabbed me.

      “Well,” I said with a hitch in my voice like I was a 12-year-old boy on the cusp of puberty, “if you think that’s best…”

      “Once she tells us how to kill Orlo, then you can break that promise you made to him earlier. Stig didn’t swear, so he can help you. But I’m completely useless until my Hell Oath runs out.”

      “…okay,” I said uneasily.

      I didn’t particularly want to break my word. However, if it was the only way to mount a surprise attack and kill a Warlock who was many times more powerful than me, breaking my promise might be my only option.

      “All right,” Alaria announced in a normal voice to Soraiya, “now we can have some fun – ”

      “Thank the goddess,” Soraiya moaned from where she was lounging on the bed.

      “ – but Ian will be joining us. Non-negotiable.”

      Soraiya looked at me with an appraising eye. “Is he any good?”

      “I’ve agreed to stop sleeping with other males. Let that be your answer.”

      Soraiya’s eyes widened considerably, and she peered down at the crotch of my pants.

      Alaria had left out how she’d agreed to forego other men because of my insecurities, but I couldn’t help but feel pretty good – especially after the surprised look on Soraiya’s face.

      My new-found confidence lasted all of two seconds.

      “It doesn’t look very big,” Soraiya said doubtfully.

      I went from a three-quarter chubby to completely limp in no time at all.

      Alaria grinned. “It’s not all about the size, darling.”

      “He doesn’t have any strange kinks, does he?” Soraiya asked warily, then shuddered. “Orlo likes puppeting.”

      “You mean puppetry?” I asked, confused.

      “No, puppeting. It’s this thing where I wear him like a puppet. He makes me get behind him and jack him off with one hand while I put my other hand up his – “

      “TMI!” I yelled out.

      Both Alaria and Soraiya looked at me, puzzled.

      “It’s an expression,” I explained. “It means ‘too much information.’”

      When they still didn’t react, I said, “T… M… I? Too… much…”

      “Oh,” Alaria said, finally getting the acronym. She turned to Soraiya. “You’ll have to forgive Ian. He’s a little squeamish about certain sexual acts.”

      “Or at least about hearing them done to gnomes,” I said defensively. Then I put two and two together. “Wait – did you ever do that to Orlo when you were his slave?”

      “I don’t think you want to know the answer to that one.”

      I gagged at the thought. Oh GOD –

      Alaria left me and walked seductively over to Soraiya. “I know all the terrible things you’ve had to do… and I know how lonely you’ve been… but now you’re with me. And we’re going to have a night you’ll never forget.”

      Alaria crawled onto the bed on all fours. Soraiya leaned in, her eyes half-lidded, her lips pursed for a kiss –

      “Seriously?!” a voice croaked.

      Oh yeah…

      I’d forgotten about Stig. He’d been quietly watching the whole thing from the other side of the windowsill.

      The three of us looked over at him.

      He was scowling up a storm. “Are you really going to – ”

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “ – ALL at the same time?!” he snapped angrily.

      “Go play in the waterfall,” I commanded.

      “NO!”

      “He can sleep in my room,” Soraiya suggested. “It’s down the hall on the left. You can’t miss it, there’s an iron gargoyle face embedded in the wooden door.”

      “See? There you go,” I said to Stig.

      “I don’t want to sleep in her room,” he said petulantly.

      “Soraiya,” I asked, “is there any alcohol in your room? Wine or beer? Rum, maybe?”

      “Of course. I always keep several bottles of – ”

      “I’ll be in the lady’s room,” Stig said as he opened the door and darted out into the hallway.

      I thought about telling him that ‘the lady’s room’ had a different meaning than ‘Soraiya’s room,’ but he was already gone. Besides, I didn’t really want him lingering around for the explanation.

      I closed the door after him and shot the bolt. “Okay, are you guys ready to – ”

      But by the time I’d turned around, they had already begun.
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      Alaria and Soraiya knelt opposite each other on the bed. Alaria took the plum-colored succubus’s face in her hands and kissed her softly on the lips. Both of them closed their eyes, opened their mouths, and began to slowly swirl their tongues together.

      Soraiya’s hands drifted sensually over Alaria’s bare shoulders and down to her chest, where she cupped Alaria’s breasts and played with the full weight of them in the palms of her hand.

      Alaria began to untie the strings on the back of Soraiya’s corset. Within 30 seconds the piece of clothing had loosened enough to drop away from Soraiya’s body and expose her breasts.

      They were absolutely gorgeous – perky little B-cups with dark purple areolas. Her nipples were already standing at attention even before Alaria began to stroke them.

      Next came Alaria’s bra. Soraiya slipped the straps off her crimson shoulders and peeled back the leather until Alaria’s erect nipples were exposed. Soraiya broke off their kiss, bent her head, and began to suck greedily.

      Alaria moaned and caressed Soraiya’s bat wings, which fluttered open and closed in tiny shivers of delight. Then she unexpectedly pushed Soraiya backwards onto the bed, toppling her over onto her ass. Soraiya grinned in anticipation as Alaria pulled the corset completely off her body and removed her high-heeled shoes. Then Alaria hooked her red fingers through the side straps of the plum succubus’s panties, pulled them down her legs, and threw them to the floor. Now the only thing she wore was her diamond-studded collar.

      I edged closer for a better look. Soraiya was completely smooth down below, with no hair whatsoever. Her lips were puffy and luscious-looking.

      Alaria’s fingers parted Soraiya’s pussy to expose the dark purple inner lips. Then she lowered her head between Soraiya’s thighs and began to lick.

      Soraiya arched her back, groaned in ecstasy, and ran her fingers through Alaria’s thick black tresses.

      At this point, my mouth was watering and my cock was rock hard. Full of anticipation, I shucked off my boots and peeled off my shirt and pants until I stood there naked.

      I didn’t exactly get an invitation to join in, though, so I stood there feeling a little foolish.

      However, the sight of Alaria lapping at Soraiya’s pussy – and Soraiya writhing on the bed moaning – was too much for me to just stand there doing nothing. I began to stroke my shaft slowly as I watched my succubus go down on the other woman.

      Soraiya broke out of her ecstatic haze long enough to see what I was doing. With one arched eyebrow she murmured, “Not half bad,” and then opened her mouth in an ‘O’ like she was inviting me inside.

      That was all the invitation I needed to crawl up on the bed on all fours. I placed my hands on one side of Soraiya’s head and my knees on the other, so that my cock was right in front of her face. She licked my shaft up and down like she was playing a harmonica with her tongue, then took me in her mouth.

      “Ohhhh…” I groaned as I felt her gently suck my swollen head.

      She reached her hand up between my legs, cupped my balls, and began to fondle them as she moved her lips wetly over my shaft.

      “How is she?” Alaria’s voice asked.

      I looked over to see her between Soraiya’s plum-colored thighs, her lips and chin slick with Soraiya’s juices.

      My own impish sense of humor took over, and I grinned. “Not half bad.”

      Sharp little teeth nipped at my cock.

      “Ow!” I yelped. “Okay, okay, you’re great, you’re awesome!”

      A silky-smooth tongue replaced the teeth.

      Alaria laughed. “Never badmouth a woman’s blowjob skills while your cock’s still in her mouth.” Then she motioned towards her own ass, which was pointing up in the air. “After you’re done, I could use a little attention back there.”

      Truth to tell, having my johnson nibbled like a corncob had unnerved me a bit, and I withdrew my cock from Soraiya’s mouth.

      “No,” she whined as I moved away.

      “You’ll get more than enough of him later,” Alaria scolded. “Now it’s my turn.”

      She went back to licking Soraiya’s clit, at which point the plum-colored succubus began moaning again and happily let me go.

      I moved around behind Alaria and watched, entranced, as her red tail weaved back and forth in the air. I encircled it with the fingers of one hand and stroked it up and down.

      Alaria groaned and wiggled her ass as though to say, Come on, already!

      I pulled her thong down over her astoundingly beautiful ass. I was greeted by her drenched pussy lips and, an inch above them, the cute little pucker of her asshole.

      Something came over me. Maybe it was Soraiya’s impassioned moans, or maybe it was seeing two succubi together – but I decided to give Alaria a treat. I’d been thinking about it for a while, but hadn’t delivered on it yet.

      I finished pulling her panties off and threw them on the floor. Then I softly stroked her ass cheeks.

      Sidebar: not to be gross, but I thought I’d share a bit of information before what comes next.

      We were all digital constructs in a video game, and as such, nobody ever went to the bathroom. Yeah, kind of weird that we ate and drank and yet nobody ever had to visit the outhouse. But, seriously – if you’re going to simulate a magical world, why simulate that?

      The point is this: the back door was just as sparkling clean as the front, if you know what I mean.

      I kneaded her ass cheeks, then reached up between her legs and stroked her lips with my fingertips.

      Alaria moaned.

      Then I began to kiss her ass. I started on her left cheek, planting smooches as I slowly worked my way in towards the center.

      I have to admit, I hesitated for a second – but then I remembered Samuel L. Jackson’s immortal line from True Romance:

      I eat the pussy, I eat the butt, I eat every mutherfuckin’ thang!

      If a badass like Samuel L. Jackson could do it, I figured I could, too.

      I used soft, delicate strokes of my tongue, first on the skin between her pussy and asshole, then slowly moved upwards. I could smell her sex, a delicious scent that was equal parts vanilla and cinnamon.

      Then I began to gently lick her asshole and dip the tip of my tongue inside her.

      It got a reaction I hadn’t quite expected.

      “GODDESS!” she cried, though it came out muffled, since her face was still buried in Soraiya’s pussy.

      I sunk my tongue inside her ass, in and out, a little deeper with every thrust.

      At the same time, I inserted two of my fingers in her dripping pussy and began to move them in and out slowly.

      After a few seconds of getting the rhythm down, I began to move my tongue in time with my fingers, in and out, in and out.

      Alaria started moaning louder and louder, which must’ve turned Soraiya on even more, because she moaned louder, too. The plum-colored succubus gripped her own breasts and savagely pinched her nipples as she thrashed her head around on the bed, her face contorted in ecstasy.

      I decided to turn things up a notch. I curled my fingers as I thrust in and out of Alaria with both my fingers and my tongue. Basically she was getting her G-spot stroked as I pleasured both her pussy and her ass at the same time.

      Alaria screamed even more, so I went faster and harder.

      Soraiya’s shrieks reached a fever pitch, too, as though they were egging each other on to see who could be the loudest.

      Suddenly I felt Alaria’s muscles contract – to my surprise, around both my fingers and my tongue.

      She wasn’t just having an orgasm, she was having an ass-gasm, too.

      She screamed louder than I’d ever heard before.

      Suddenly Soraiya began crying out, “Oh goddess – oh goddess – I’m coming, I’m coming!”

      As both women’s cries peaked and began to fall, I slowed down what I was doing with both my tongue and fingers until I completely stopped and withdrew.

      “Ohhhhh Iaaaan…” Alaria groaned. “…that was wonderful…”

      I grinned, very pleased with myself. “Glad you liked it.”

      “Now, please… fuck me in the ass.”

      My eyes widened. “Uh… you mean with my – ”

      She looked back over her shoulder with the most pleading look I’d ever seen.

      “Please, please put your cock in my ass and fuck me,” she moaned. “Hard.”

      I wasn’t going to deny a request like that.

      I lowered her hips down until I was in the right spot. Just for lubrication’s sake, I plunged my aching, rock-hard cock in her pussy –

      “Wrong hole!” Alaria called out.

      “I know,” I said crossly. “I’m just getting it wet.”

      I grunted as her soft flesh enveloped me – but I knew I couldn’t stay too long. I had other work to do.

      I pulled out, took my shaft between my fingers, and guided my swollen head between her ass cheeks. I had already wet her down enough with my tongue that when I pushed, I eased fairly quickly into her tight little hole.

      “Oh GODDESS,” Alaria moaned, and gripped the bedcovers in both hands like she was hanging on for dear life.

      Soraiya was still lying on the bed with her legs wide open, but she’d propped herself up on her elbows so she could watch the show.

      “I want some, I want some!” she complained. “Put it in me, put it in me!”

      “You’ll get yours in a minute,” Alaria growled, her voice surprisingly guttural and savage. “He’s mine right now.”

      God damn that was a turn-on.

      He’s MINE right now.

      “Then I want to watch!”

      Soraiya bounded up from the bed and stood beside me. She watched with fascination as my cock slowly slid all the way inside Alaria’s ass.

      “Oh goddess,” Soraiya whispered. I could feel her firm little breasts pressing into my side, and it made me the tiniest bit harder.

      I began to slowly move in and out of Alaria’s ass. She was so tight that I was afraid of hurting her.

      “Faster,” Alaria groaned. “Harder.”

      “I’m not sure you’re wet enough,” I warned.

      “Wait – hold on,” Soraiya said, then leaned over Alaria’s ass and dripped a dollop of saliva onto my cock.

      Holy SHIT.

      With the new source of lube, I started to pump faster.

      “Oh – oh – oh – oh – ” Alaria groaned with every stroke. She buried her face in the mattress and raked her fingernails across the covers. “HARDER! FASTER!”

      I thrust as hard and fast as I could, my lower belly slapping Alaria’s ass like I was beating a drum.

      “OH, OH, OH, OH,” Alaria moaned.

      “I want to join in!” Soraiya announced gleefully. She crawled down between my legs, flipped over onto her back, wriggled her head up between Alaria’s thighs, and begin to lap at my succubus’s clit as I kept slamming her ass.

      “OH! OH! OH! OH!” Alaria shrieked as her fingernails gouged the bedcovers into ribbons.

      I felt Soraiya’s hand reach out and tickle my balls.

      FUCK that feels good!

      When the sensation went away after 20 seconds, I looked down to see what had happened – and watched as Soraiya inserted two fingers inside Alaria’s pussy and begin to stroke in and out in time with my own thrusts.

      “OH GODDESS – OH GODDESS – HARDER! FASTER!” Alaria screamed.

      I began pumping double time, and Soraiya did the same. The soft lapping of her tongue and the wet schick-schick-schick of her fingers were a beautiful accompaniment to my body slapping against Alaria’s ass.

      As Alaria’s screams rose to a deafening pitch, I felt the same contractions around my shaft that I’d felt earlier around my tongue. But this time I also felt hot liquid trickle down my thighs.

      Alaria was squirting.

      “AAAAAAAAAAHH!” she shrieked.

      Soraiya got soaked.

      “Mmm – mmmm!” she giggled as she lapped up the nectar spraying her face.

      When the screaming and squirting had both subsided, I pulled out of Alaria’s ass with a wet pop!

      She rolled over on the bed, a completely stoned, blissed-out smile on her face. “That… was… amazing.”

      “Do me now, do me now!” Soraiya squealed, and scrambled her way onto all fours. “Fuck ME in the ass, too!”

      I looked down at Alaria for confirmation.

      She just grinned and nodded her head ‘yes.’

      I gave her a look like, If you say so…

      Soraiya’s ass wiggled and grinded against my cock, sliding my shaft up and down between her cheeks.

      “Hurry, hurry, put it in,” she moaned.

      “You’re not lubed up enough,” I protested.

      “Alaria?” Soraiya asked impatiently. “Please?”

      Alaria pulled herself out of her afterglow stupor, sat up next to Soraiya’s ass, and doused her with saliva.

      Then she did something I wasn’t expecting: she reached over, took my cock in her crimson hand, and guided the head to Soraiya’s hole.

      Then she put her other hand in the small of my back and pushed me slowly inside Soraiya.

      “Oh – ohhhhh!” the plum-colored succubus moaned, and I could hear the surprise in her voice. “It’s bigger than it looks!”

      Even though I was already rock-hard, that one comment made me a good 10% harder.

      “Fuck her hard, stud,” Alaria grinned, and slapped my ass with her hand.

      I rocked back and forth inside Soraiya, slow at first, then gradually faster. The plum-colored succubus moaned and gripped the bedcovers exactly as Alaria had, bunching them up in her tiny fists.

      By the time I was slapping against Soraiya’s ass, Alaria was caressing Soraiya’s dangling breasts as the succubus shrieked in rapture.

      “I have an idea,” Alaria announced. “Ian, stay inside her, but get on your back on the bed. Soraiya, lie on top of him with your back on his chest… that’s it. Ian, play with her boobs while I get ready.”

      Alaria pushed our legs apart and knelt in between them. She was up to something; I just didn’t know what.

      As I continued to rock slowly in and out of Soraiya’s ass, I reached around her body and grabbed her tits. They were barely big enough to fill my hands – nowhere near the size of Alaria’s – but I loved feeling them just the same. The differences between the two women’s breasts was erotic in and of itself.

      Soraiya turned her head around to look at me, and put her hands over mine.

      “Be rough with them,” she cooed, then kissed me.

      She tasted like Amaretto liqueur, and I opened my mouth wide to her tongue. I could even taste Alaria’s vanilla and cinnamon on her breath.

      She moaned as I manhandled her tits, crushing them beneath my palms and pinching and pulling her nipples.

      Suddenly Soraiya broke off our kiss with a loud “GODDESS!”

      I was wondering what had made her cry out when I felt it: a firm, heavy pressure against my cock – but I was feeling it through Soraiya’s flesh. It started near the base of my shaft and slowly slid upwards.

      Soraiya began to go wild, thrashing around and shrieking.

      Curious as to what the hell was going on down there, I cast my All-Seeing Eye and directed it over Soraiya’s body like a camera.

      WHOA.

      Alaria had brought her tail up between her thighs, doubled it over into a loop, and inserted it into Soraiya’s pussy.

      So THAT’S what I was feeling.

      We were double-teaming Soraiya – Alaria in her pussy, and me in her ass.

      I ain’t gonna lie; it was a little weird.

      There was a voice in the back of my head whispering, Is this, uh, you know… sort of gay?

      Then I reasoned it was Alaria, and it wasn’t any weirder than if she was using a dildo or strap-on.

      Which would have been kind of weird, too, but… whatever. It felt good, and Soraiya was digging the hell out of it.

      “OH GODDESS – OH GODDESS!” she kept screaming.

      Alaria pumped her tail in and out of Soraiya with one hand. Then she wet the tip of one finger and started circling it around Soraiya’s clit.

      “OH FUCK, OH FUCK, OH FUCK!” Soraiya screamed as she thrashed around on top of me.

      Suddenly a jet of liquid sprayed against Alaria’s tight, toned stomach and trickled down between her legs.

      Soraiya had squirted, too.

      “AAH, AAH, AAH, AAH,” Soraiya cried out as her ass pulsed rhythmically around me.

      Alaria slowed down, and I did, too.

      Soraiya groaned as she lay there on top of me, completely spent.

      “Ian, did you come?” Alaria asked.

      “No.”

      Anal sex was fun for the novelty, and for the reactions it got from Alaria (and Soraiya, too), but it was just too tight to do much for me. I preferred the sensual feel of a hot, wet pussy. That, or a velvety tongue and soft lips.

      “Who do you want to come inside?” Alaria asked.

      I froze.

      Is this a trick question?

      It’s not one I’d ever heard from a girlfriend in the real world before.

      “Um…”

      “Me, me!” Soraiya called out excitedly, suddenly revivified.

      “Alright, pull out of her and do standard missionary,” Alaria ordered. “I want to try something else.”

      “NOT WITH YOUR TAIL,” I ordered.

      She smirked. “Why not?”

      “Alaria – ” I warned.

      “Relax, I’m not going to stick my tail in you.” She paused and grinned. “At first.”

      “ALARIA – ”

      “Goddess, calm down and get in there.”

      I pulled out of Soraiya, then maneuvered around on top of her as she beamed and spread her legs. I eased into position, positioned my cock, and slipped my head inside of her –

      Oh my GOD.

      After the tightness of all that anal, Soraiya’s pussy felt like the softest, most sensual thing ever.

      I gasped as I sank all the way in.

      Soraiya grunted with pleasure and began to swirl her hips before I’d gotten in a single thrust.

      “Unh… oooh… unnnh…” she moaned.

      Fuuuuuck. I wasn’t going to last long like this.

      Alaria crawled up on top of me. I could feel her breasts smashed into my back, could feel her body heavy atop mine.

      “Kiss her,” she whispered in my ear, and began to softly caress the outer rim of my ear with her fingertips.

      I kissed Soraiya – tentatively at first, then more passionately. My mouth filled with the taste of Amaretto, and our tongues played sensually over each other.

      Meanwhile, Alaria had pulled herself up off my body and was letting her hanging breasts brush lightly across my back. She gave me little kisses down my spine, caressed my back with her fingers, gradually working her way down until she was kissing my ass –

      And then I felt her tongue.

      Oh my God!

      She licked me up and down. First my taint, then my balls, then she worked her way back up – and slowly eased her tongue inside me.

      OH MY GOD!

      She never stayed in one place long. She moved back down to my balls and took them in her mouth, softly sucking them as I moved in and out of Soraiya – and then she slid back up to my ass where she tongued me once again.

      Oh God – oh GOD – oh GOD! –

      Between French kissing Soraiya, and her pussy caressing my cock, and Alaria doing things nobody had ever done to me before, I was about to blow my load.

      “UNH – OH FUCK – OH GOD – ” I bellowed.

      “COME IN ME!” Soraiya cried out as she angled her pelvis and thrust against me even harder.

      Alaria’s tongue slid in farther, soft and wet and feminine.

      “AAAAAAARGH!” I roared.

      I came so hard it felt like a garden hose turned on high.

      Apparently Soraiya felt it, too, because a huge grin broke out over her face. “OH GODDESS! He’s filling me up with cum!”

      I collapsed on top of her, my face in the crook of her neck, as Alaria crawled up my body and settled in beside me. I turned my head to face her, sought out her cinnamon-tinged mouth, and kissed her deeply.

      After we were finished – with my cock still pulsing every few seconds inside Soraiya – I looked my succubus in the eye. “I love you.”

      She smiled and kissed me once more. “I know,” she whispered.
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      Afterwards we all lay there in a pile, completely sated, languidly stroking each other’s bodies as we talked.

      “So you really are here to kill Orlo, then?” Soraiya asked hopefully.

      “Of course – what else would we be here for?” Alaria asked.

      “I’m pretty sure he thinks you came here to steal his ideas.”

      “What ideas?” I asked sarcastically. “Rooms filled with stripper poles?”

      Alaria and Soraiya looked at me, puzzled.

      “What is a stripper pole?” Alaria asked.

      “A big metal bar that strippers use to dance around.”

      “What is a stripper?” Soraiya asked.

      “A woman who dances in front of a crowd and takes off her clothes for money.”

      “Oooooh, I want to do that!” Soraiya said excitedly.

      “I’d do it for free!” Alaria said with a dreamy smile.

      I tried to return to matters more pressing than succubus dream jobs. “Okay, so he’s worried we’ll steal his robots – but he knows we killed Saykir and two other masters. He knows we’re here to kill him. Why’s he keeping us alive?”

      “I think it’s because he wants to know who you’re working for.”

      “We’re not working for anybody!” I protested. “We’re working for ourselves!”

      “Well, you’re sort of working for me,” Alaria joked as she stroked my face. “Not much money in the revenge business, unfortunately.”

      “But the benefits are fantastic,” I grinned as I cupped one of her breasts.

      “Damn right they are,” she growled, and kissed me.

      Before things spiraled out of control into another threesome, though, I turned back to Soraiya. “The point is, we don’t give a damn about his robots. We’re here for one thing and one thing only.”

      “And if we’re going to get you out of here,” Alaria said to Soraiya, “we need to know how to kill Orlo.”

      “Can’t you just imprison him?” Soraiya whimpered. “Maybe trap him down here without killing him? Then you could free me and we could all – ”

      “No,” Alaria interrupted. “He’s far too powerful to be left alive. Once he escaped – and he would escape, eventually – he would come after us and kill us all. Besides, why do you want to keep him alive?”

      “I don’t, I just…” Soraiya’s body trembled with fear, and she said in a desperate voice, “If you try to kill him, you have to succeed.”

      “We will,” Alaria promised.

      “You’ll have one chance, and that’s it. You can’t waste it.”

      “We won’t.”

      I thought of that saying: If you come at the king, you best not miss.

      Soraiya continued to fret. “If you fail and he finds out I helped you, he’ll string me up and torture me for decades.”

      Jesus.

      Orlo hadn’t seemed that evil. More like a goofy sort of mustache-twirling villain than an Inquisition torturer…

      “So how do we kill him?”

      “Remember that workshop I told you about? He has to wear ear protection for the noise, so you can sneak up on him in there. There’s all sorts of heavy machinery around the walls. You could probably topple it on top of him, or maybe blow it up.”

      “Is there anything else?” Alaria asked. “Any weakness he has?”

      “No,” Soraiya said as she shook her head. “I’m sorry, that’s all I can think of.”

      Alaria turned to me. “Crushing him to death could possibly work.”

      “Maybe,” I said doubtfully. I had no idea how we were going to get a bunch of heavy equipment to topple down on top of him. Although maybe we could throw some water in there and electrocute him.

      “I should go,” Soraiya said nervously, and hopped up from the bed.

      “What? Why?” Alaria asked, confused.

      “On the off-chance that he does quit work early, I should be in his bed waiting.”

      “Wait,” I said in a panic, “you didn’t put STIG in his room, did you?!”

      All I could imagine was Orlo coming in quietly, getting buck naked, and snuggling in next to the lump under the covers, ready to stick in his gnome-sized johnson.

      I didn’t know who was going to be more surprised, Stig or Orlo.

      Even though Stig didn’t actually have an asshole, I didn’t want to put him through that trauma.

      “No, the imp is in my room,” Soraiya said as she pulled on her panties and corset. “But I only sleep in there if Orlo has officially dismissed me for the night. Otherwise I’m supposed to be ready for him in his bedroom.”

      My stomach turned as I thought of Alaria having done the same thing so many years ago…

      “Where’s this workshop of his?” Alaria asked.

      “Do you know how to get back to the room where we had dinner?”

      “We can find it.”

      “Once you’re in the dining room, go down the hallway behind where Orlo sat. Then go…” Soraiya looked up in the air like she was trying to visualize her way through the tunnels. “…right, then left, then right again. You should be able to hear the sounds long before you get there. It’s a dreadful racket.”

      “Alright… thank you. That’s very helpful.”

      Soraiya smoothed out her hair, checked her appearance in the mirror, and then turned back to us and grinned.

      “I hope you free me so we can repeat tonight again. A LOT.” She blew us a kiss and then let herself out. “Good luck!”

      When the door was closed, I looked at Alaria. “Do you think we can trust her?”

      “I don’t know. But we should definitely go check it out, just in case she’s telling the truth. And if she wasn’t, well… we got a pretty great threesome out of it.”

      “I’ll say,” I grinned as we both got out of bed and began putting on our clothes.

      “How did you like her?” Alaria asked.

      I froze up. After all, this wasn’t the type of conversation I was used to with my ex-girlfriends.

      “…you mean in bed?”

      “No, in the kitchen,” Alaria said snottily. “Of course in bed.”

      “I thought you might have meant her personality.”

      “If I’d asked before you came inside her, I might have meant her personality.”

      “She was a lot of fun… but nobody compares to you, babe.”

      “Awwww,” Alaria grinned, and gave me a quick smooch as she pulled on her bra. “By the way, how’d you like my tongue up your – ”

      I put a finger to her lips. “Let’s not talk about that.”

      She laughed. “But you’re not saying don’t do it again, right?”

      “We’ll discuss it later,” I said uncomfortably as I pulled on my boots.

      “When? Right before we’re about to do another threesome?”

      “I don’t know. Later.”

      “You need to get used to that if I’m ever going to slide my tail up your – ”

      “UNH-UNH. NO.”

      Alaria laughed again. “Your mouth says ‘no,’ but your eyes say ‘yes.’”

      “No, I’m absolutely sure my eyes are saying, ‘NOPE, NEVER GONNA HAPPEN.’”

      “We’ll see.”

      “No we won’t. It’s done. Decided. Never gonna happen.”

      “Uh-uh. Like I said, we’ll – ”

      “Are we going to go kill your ex-master or not?”

      She grinned. “Way to change the conversation… but yes. Let’s go.”
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      The first thing we did was go and wake Stig.

      We found him exactly where Soraiya had said he would be: behind a wooden door with an iron gargoyle’s head affixed to it. It was a vicious-looking face, with hollow eyes and open jaws filled with pointed teeth.

      We tried the door, but it was bolted from the inside.

      Smart.

      “Stig,” I whispered as I knocked on the door quietly but relentlessly. “Stig, wake up.”

      It took about 30 seconds of continual rapping, but Stig finally opened the door with a sleepy, disgruntled face.

      “What?” he asked in a surly voice.

      “Come on, we have to go search the compound.”

      His glowing yellow eyes widened in disbelief, and an angry scowl spread over his face.

      “You spend all night – ”

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “ – and ‘OH! OHHH!’”

      His impersonation of Alaria was pretty dead on, even filtered through the voice of Kermit the Frog on a 20-year, two-pack-a-day cigarette habit. I guess we’d given him enough time over the last two hours to hone his impersonation.

      Then he imitated me.

      “UNHHH – OH FUCK – ”

      I winced. “Stop. Please stop.”

      “ – and now you want me to come and explore with you? In the middle of the night?!”

      “…yeah.”

      The little imp hung his head and shook it woefully, like he was the most put-upon creature in all the world. He sighed, then trudged out of the room.

      “Sorry,” I said sincerely.

      “Next time,” he seethed, “can there be no more – ”

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “ – so I can sleep?!”

      “Yes, okay, you get a Get Out of Jail Free card.”

      Stig stared at me.

      “It’s an expression,” I said. “From Monopoly.”

      He looked even more mystified.

      “It’s a board ga– never mind. You get one free time when we want to have sex, and you can tell us not to.”

      “I didn’t agree to this,” Alaria said indignantly.

      “Shhh,” I shushed her, then turned back to Stig. “Deal?”

      “Should be ten times,” he grumbled, but he followed along behind us.

      We went down the hallway towards the dining room. Even at this ungodly hour of the night, there were still servants in black robes and mirrored masks walking around, toting things silently from one end of the compound to another.

      Again, I was filled with the unmistakable sense that I had seen all this before. And not knowing where I’d seen it filled me with a nameless dread. Like encountering a box with creepy scratching sounds coming out of it, but you have no idea what the hell is in there.

      Curiosity got the better of me as we were passing by one of the figures in the hall.

      “Hold on,” I said to Alaria and Stig, then turned to the black-robed servant. “Excuse me – can you talk?”

      The robot walked right past me without acknowledging me at all.

      I ran past it and got in its way. “Hey – I need to ask you a question – ”

      The mirror-faced robot tried to go around me, but I stepped back in its path. “Hey, I need some – ”

      And then the thing just walked right over me.

      Okay, it didn’t exactly trample me, but it did barrel right into me, shoving me backwards and nearly knocking me onto my ass.

      Which pissed me off.

      “Hey!” I barked. “Not cool!”

      I pushed it in the chest like I was ten years old again in a playground fight –

      And was shocked when I felt not hard metal beneath its robes, but soft, yielding flesh.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      The robot acted like I hadn’t even touched it and just shouldered right past me.

      I spun around, followed close behind it, and ripped the hood off its head. The mirrored mask was attached to a black metal housing that covered the back of its skull.

      “Guys, come here and help me!” I called out.

      Alaria and Stig came running over, propelled more by curiosity than anything else.

      I bearhugged the robot/servant/whatever the hell it was from the back, pinning its arms to its torso. It immediately began to struggle.

      “See if you can take off its mask!” I ordered.

      Alaria frowned. “Why?”

      “Just do it! I can’t hold him much longer!”

      It was true – the robot was now beginning to thrash back and forth in my arms.

      Alaria reached out and grabbed the silver mask, and there was a cracking sound as she pulled it off.

      Alaria and Stig immediately backed away in terror, and one of Alaria’s hands went up to her mouth as she gasped. The mirrored dome slipped from her other hand and shattered into a dozen pieces on the ground.

      “What?!” I yelped. I was still behind the thing, so I could only see the black housing still attached to the rear of its skull. “What is it?!”

      “It’s not a robot,” Alaria whispered in horror.

      I let go of the servant, which immediately stopped thrashing and began walking slowly down the hallway like nothing had ever happened.

      Alaria and Stig stepped out of its way, and I circled around to get a look.

      Alaria was right – it wasn’t a robot, but a blue humanoid demon.

      With electrodes covering its bald head.

      It looked like somebody had woven a bird’s nest of wires on top of its skull, with metal contact pads attached to its temples and forehead.

      And its eyes… instead of glowing yellow like most demons, its eyes were a glassy white, unseeing and dim.

      It still wore the collar of a slave, though – black leather dotted with semi-precious stones.

      Like a cheaper version of the diamond-studded choker that Soraiya wore.

      The demon didn’t even notice we’d taken off its mask. It just continued to shuffle down the tunnel like a zombie.

      “What the hell?” I murmured.

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

      I didn’t bother to correct him. Instead I looked over at Alaria. “Do you recognize that guy?”

      She nodded. “Sterj. He was here even before I was.”

      “Shit… that means Orlo didn’t get rid of his demons. He’s still got them around – but they’ve lost their minds or something, and he’s just passing them off as robots.”

      And then it hit me why the black robes and mirrored masks had all seemed familiar.

      There was an old Disney movie called The Black Hole. It came from a time when Disney made more than Marvel movies and cutesy animation pictures, because The Black Hole is pretty damn scary – at least for a seven-year-old. My dad showed it to me when I was in first grade, and told me that it scared the crap out of him when he saw it in theaters when he was a kid.

      In the movie, a small band of space explorers find a ship long thought lost. It’s hovering on the edge of a black hole, just out of the reach of its gravitational pull. When the team boards the ship, they find a captain with a bunch of robot helpers. The captain claims the original human crew all abandoned ship, and he is the only one left to study the black hole.

      One of the major twists (spoiler alert) is that the robots are actually the missing crew members. The captain apparently lobotomized them and turned them into undead automatons to do his insane bidding.

      The thing about the ‘robots’ in The Black Hole?

      They’d all worn black robes and mirrored masks – just like Orlo’s servants.

      The gnome had enslaved his demons once, then done something to their minds and enslaved them all over again. The first was bad enough, but the thought of all those poor creatures forever trapped in a state between life and death… that was even more horrifying.

      “But why would Orlo do that?” I wondered out loud. “The demon was already his slave! Do you think there was a rebellion or something?”

      Alaria shook her head. “Not unless another warlock came in and freed them, no. There’s no way they could rebel against the collars. Well, maybe one could attack him, but it’s unlikely.” Suddenly Alaria’s expression went from fear to outrage. “That bitch lied to us!”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Soraiya said that he got rid of all the demons and created the robots a couple of years ago. She didn’t mention anything about him turning them into robots!”

      “So she is playing us…”

      “I told you we shouldn’t trust her,” Alaria growled.

      “If she was lying, then we could be walking into a trap.”

      Stig did an abrupt about-face. “I’m goin’ back to bed.”

      “No, we still need to know what the hell is going on around here. Let’s not go exactly where she told us to go, but we can still look around.”

      “I agree,” Alaria said.

      “Fine,” Stig groaned.

      Instead of continuing on our route towards the laboratory, we decided to backtrack and take another tunnel. It led us to the kitchen, which was dark and still at this time of the night.

      We returned to the dining area and took another route – which led to a bunch of storerooms filled with barrels and burlap bags and other mundane stuff.

      Every time we hit a dead end, we would backtrack and try another route. Most of the results were unremarkable – until the fifth attempt, when we found something entirely different.

      It was a gigantic cave at least 20 feet tall – maybe more, though it was hard to tell. To keep our presence as inconspicuous as possible, Alaria reduced her fireball to a single flame in the palm of her hand. Beyond its limited reach, everything turned to pitch black.

      “Guys,” I whispered, “give us some more light.”

      Alaria and Stig produced fireballs in both hands and lit up everything within ten yards.

      I had underestimated the size of the cave. It was more like 50 feet tall, and might have been as big as an airplane hangar. I couldn’t tell for sure because we could only see so far by the firelight.

      But what we could see was mind-blowing.

      The flickering light revealed half a dozen massive metal robots towering above us, with even more of them dimly hinted at in the shadows. They stood silent and still, like terracotta warriors in the tombs of ancient Chinese emperors.

      The robots were humanoid in shape, with two arms and two legs – but not two hands. Every left arm ended in a metallic, barrel-sized cylinder that looked like a jet engine turbine. The right arms had articulated metal hands with fingers as big as fire hydrants and palms the size of car doors.

      The robots had heads, too, but they were tiny in comparison with their bodies – like walnuts sitting on top of a mannequin’s torso. Their small, round, glass eyes glinted in the firelight.

      They were also heavily armored, with metal plates that would have looked right at home on a Sherman tank. They had massive iron shoulders, oversized forearm gauntlets, Mack-truck-sized chests tapering down to ridiculously thin waists, with smallish thighs that connected to gigantic conical calves and feet that looked like teepees made of copper.

      More than anything they looked like anime steampunk robots – not sleek and futuristic, but clunky and unwieldy, like something a mad scientist might’ve constructed in Victorian England if he’d had the technology.

      The game had flying pirate ships, so massive war robots wasn’t that big a stretch. However, I’d never seen anything even remotely –

      “SEIZE THE HUMAN!” a familiar nasal voice rang out behind us.

      The glass eyes of every single robot in the hangar lit up at once, and the closest machine lunged at me far faster than its hulking size would have suggested.

      If I hadn’t been taken by surprise, I might have had a fighting chance – but before I could react, cold metal fingers wrapped around me and hoisted me 15 feet into the air. With my arms pinned by my side, I was helpless to cast any spells.

      “Ian!” Alaria screamed.

      “Aah, aah, aaah!” Orlo chided. As he waddled out of the tunnel behind us, another figure appeared behind him –

      Soraiya.

      At first I wanted to kill her for her betrayal, but I couldn’t help noticing how unhappy she looked as she followed her master.

      Orlo wagged one finger at Alaria. “Those are my war golems, and if you attack them, it’s exactly like attacking me!”

      War golems?

      In OtherWorld, golems were clay statues that dark Mages animated with magic, usually to serve as guards or foot soldiers. They were strong but dumb as fuck.

      Had Orlo come up with an improvement on the original concept, but made them out of iron and copper?

      “As for you, my little imp,” the gnome continued, “if you so much as teleport, I’ll have my mountain-sized minion crush your master like an egg shell!”

      Stig looked up at me fearfully, as though asking what to do.

      I paused, then shook my head no.

      Orlo grinned. “Wise choice – for a fool!”

      “You BITCH!” Alaria screamed as she charged at Soraiya, summoning her flaming pitchfork in her hand as she ran.

      But before she could get anywhere close to the other succubus, a concussive wave of black energy exploded from out of nowhere and knocked Alaria ten feet through the air and onto her back. As she lay there stunned, Orlo waved his hands, and bands of burning flames formed into glowing ropes across Alaria’s body.

      “Somebody forgot about the Hell Oath she swore not to attack me – which includes my minions!” Orlo said in a singsong voice. Then he switched into gleeful lecturing mode. “Now, now, don’t blame Soraiya. She was merely doing what I ordered her to: finding out why you’re really here!”

      I frowned at him. “But… you know why we’re really here.”

      Orlo got a triumphant look on his face. “Hahaha – yes, I DO know! Who are you working for?! Who’s paying you to steal my creations?!”

      “No one!”

      “LIES!” the gnome raged. “Tell me the truth or I’ll pull out your tongue with a grappling hook!”

      “You idiot,” Alaria snarled from her fiery bonds, “we’re here to kill you – just like we did with Saykir, Jastoth, and Odeon!”

      “Then why are you skulking around in the middle of the night, searching out my war golems?!” he crowed, like he’d just proven Alaria’s mendacity.

      “We found them by accident,” I said. “We were just looking around.”

      “Oh, yes, that’s entirely credible!” Orlo scoffed.

      “Well, we weren’t going to follow Soraiya’s advice and come attack you – not after we figured out she was double-crossing us.”

      Orlo laughed condescendingly. “And how did you make that brilliant deduction?”

      “She said you got rid of your slaves a couple of years ago and started building robots instead. But we ripped the mask off of one of your ‘robot servants’ and found out it was a demon. Which meant she was lying, so we didn’t trust her enough to go attack you in your laboratory.”

      Orlo froze, speechless. The look of shock on his face was priceless.

      “Vastrix got your tongue?” Alaria asked mockingly.

      “Well – I – I still got the best of you!” Orlo spluttered, then gradually regained his jocular arrogance. “Admit it – you fell for Soraiya’s wiles, just as I knew you would!”

      “NO, we knew she was a spy,” Alaria snapped.

      “No you didn’t – else your entire story about figuring out her ruse by snatching off my servant’s mask was a LIE!”

      “No, we really did figure that out,” I said.

      “But that means, of a necessity, that you fell for her story to begin with! ADMIT IT!”

      “But – ”

      “ADMIT IT!”

      I sighed. “Alright, fine. I’ll admit, it was pretty convincing to have her come in and have a threesome with us.”

      Orlo froze again, his smug smile still plastered across his face. “…what?”

      “Yeah, having a threesome with us kind of gained our trust. I’ll give you that.”

      Orlo still didn’t move or change his shit-eating grin. “…threesome?”

      Alaria burst out laughing. “You mean you didn’t know?! HAHAHAHA!”

      Orlo’s face flushed bright red, and he turned to Soraiya with a look of fury.

      The plum-colored succubus smiled apologetically. “You said to convince them… so I convinced them.”

      “I DIDN’T SAY TO HAVE A THREESOME WITH THEM!” the gnome roared.

      “Don’t worry, Orlo – even though your succubus is a lying bitch, she’s still a great fuck!” Alaria jeered.

      Orlo turned back towards Alaria, his face twitching with rage.

      “I especially like the way she sounds when she comes!” Alaria taunted him further.

      Orlo’s hatred turned to shock, and he whirled back around to Soraiya. “You CAME?!”

      “Four or five times!” Alaria called out gleefully. “At least!”

      Orlo looked crushed as he stared at Soraiya. “You told me you couldn’t orgasm!”

      “Sounds like somebody was lying to you, too!” Alaria crowed.

      Soraiya scowled unconvincingly at Alaria. “I was just faking it.”

      “Reeeeaaally? That’s quite a trick, being able to fake squirting!”

      “You FEMALE EJACULATED?!” Orlo screamed at Soraiya.

      Soraiya gritted her teeth. “She’s lying.”

      “No I’m not!”

      “All of my reactions were fake,” Soraiya insisted to Orlo. “All of it.”

      “Darling, I know fake versus real, and that was real,” Alaria said sweetly. “I certainly felt your contractions around my tail.”

      Orlo looked over at Alaria in alarm. “What did you do with your tail?!”

      In answer, Alaria wordlessly slipped her tail between her legs, doubled it up, and started pumping her hips obscenely. She looked like an outrageously endowed porn star fucking an invisible woman on top of her.

      The whole time, she grinned and never broke eye contact with Orlo.

      Orlo gasped in horror, then turned back to Soraiya. “You did THAT with HER?!”

      Soraiya shrugged. “I had to convince them…”

      “You should’ve seen what she did to convince Ian,” Alaria called out.

      “W-what?” Orlo asked, his voice filled with terror.

      Anal, Alaria said silently, then howled with laughter.

      Orlo flipped out. He turned back to Soraiya in panicked outrage. “YOU DID – ”

      Anal?! he mouthed.

      “Well, I didn’t enjoy it – ”

      “Oh yes you did, you lying whore!” Alaria laughed. “And I know for a fact that you loved it when Ian came inside you!”

      Orlo clutched his chest like he was about to have a heart attack. “You – you let him – oh… oh no… I’m going to be sick…”

      “Alaria,” I whispered harshly. “Cut it out!”

      Humiliating Orlo would only make things worse for us – but Alaria didn’t care. If she couldn’t kill him, then this revenge was almost as sweet.

      Unfortunately, my whisper drew Orlo’s attention, and he stared up at me with overwhelming hatred. “So, you think you bested me, eh? Think you came into my house and played me for a fool, eh?”

      “No, no, not at all,” I said hurriedly.

      Orlo began to nod furiously, an insane gleam in his eye – like he was listening to a little devil on his left shoulder whispering into his ear. “Yes… yes, I think that’s precisely what we’re going to do!”

      He pointed at Alaria.

      “I’ll handle you later – but first I’ll deal with YOU!” he screamed at me in rage. “War golem – CRUSH HIM!”

      The metal hand around me suddenly contracted, and there was a series of crunching pops! as every bone in my torso broke.

      I screamed in agony, but the pain only lasted for a second.

      Then everything went black.
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      I woke up in a graveyard in the dead of night, out in the middle of nowhere. The cemetery was maybe ten by ten feet in a vast ocean of grass, with a few scattered cairns made of piled rocks. I figured a nomadic tribe or some traveling settlers had buried their dead here and then moved on, because there were no towns or cities anywhere in sight beneath the starry sky.

      What the hell?

      Then I remembered what the bartender had said: that Orlo had destroyed every cemetery within miles and miles of his underground lair.

      Had he missed this one because it was so tiny and remote?

      Or maybe it actually was hundreds and hundreds of miles away…

      That realization quickly led to terror.

      “ALARIA!” I screamed, though no one was around to hear me.

      I checked my action bar –

      No, both she and Stig were still alive.

      Hoping against hope, I checked Meera’s icon, praying that she had died so I could summon her to help me –

      Shit. No such luck. She was alive and healthy, too.

      I pulled up my map and saw I was in an uninhabited zone with nothing around for miles. The only thing on the map was the cross icon that symbolized the graveyard where I now stood. I zoomed out once, twice, five times before I saw the town of Maredo, where Alaria and I had been driven out at gunpoint.

      It looked like I was at least an hour southeast of the town. Orlo’s compound had been 30 minutes east of that. I scrolled over and found it on the map: Gnome’s Hollow. The only problem was that, using simple geometry, if one side of the triangle was 60 minutes, and the second side of the triangle was 30 minutes, then the other side between them was… uh…

      Screw it. I was horrible at geometry.

      All I knew was that I had more than an hour’s ride before I could get back to Alaria.

      “God DAMN him!” I roared as I summoned Balrog. I jumped onto the horse’s back and tore off in the direction of the town as fast as I could go.

      The entire way there, I kept tabs on the action bar. Nothing was happening to either Stig or Alaria, so I took that for good news – but Orlo was too smart to kill them. He would know that I could summon them immediately wherever I was.

      Whatever he had in store for them, it probably wasn’t good.

      I made it to the fields above Orlo’s underground lair in miraculous time: just over an hour. The entire way I’d pushed Balrog as fast as he could go. By the time we stopped, he was drenched in sweat and wheezing with exertion. I dismissed him in a cloud of smoke, then tried to find the tunnel. There was only a sliver of a crescent moon, too dim to see much at all, so I had to pull out a torch from my bag and light it. Even then it took me another ten minutes to stumble across the entrance.

      I crawled through the hole in the ground and continued through the tunnel until I got to the room with the thousands of holes in the walls, ceiling, and ground. I knew better than to simply try to race across it, so I cast my invisibility spell and gingerly stepped out onto the floor.

      Rods immediately began shooting out from underfoot and from the sides of the walls.

      I quickly stepped back onto ground with no holes. The rods immediately ceased moving, though the ones already out still stayed where they were.

      God DAMN that gnome…

      I didn’t know what to do, so I tried a little of everything.

      First I cast a Darkbolt at the rods, but it had absolutely no effect. Same with Darkfire.

      Then I tried my area of effect spell, Hellstorm. A swarm of little bat-winged demons appeared and rained down flaming sulfur on the room.

      Nada.

      I sent my All-Seeing Eye across to look for some kind of switch on the other side. Nothing.

      What did Orlo say to make all the rods retract? Oh yeah –

      I did my best imitation of Orlo’s Vizzini-like voice. “System reset!”

      Nothing.

      I tried Soul Suck on the rods. Nope.

      Out of desperation, I called down my quartet of imps, just to see what would happen.

      They appeared in a burst of fire and immediately set off across the room.

      Metal poles shot out all around them from above, below, and both sides.

      The imps scampered as fast they could through the tightening maze, but eventually they were pinned within hollows formed by the rods.

      They chattered at me angrily like, What the hell did you get us into?

      “Sorry, guys,” I said despondently.

      Once time ran out, they disappeared in little puffs of flame, and I was left alone again.

      I sighed and looked at the kaleidoscope of metal pickup sticks jutting every which way. I waited for them to retract, seeing as the imps were gone – but they didn’t. The rods stayed there, frozen in space.

      I frowned.

      Why aren’t they retracting?

      Since there was nothing else left for me to do, I decided to try my luck again. Without going into invisibility, I walked over to an edge of the room that didn’t have any rods protruding, and placed my foot down on the floor.

      Nothing happened.

      What?!

      I stepped a little further out into the empty part of the room, ready to jump back at a second’s notice –

      Nothing happened.

      Was it really that simple? Once the room had trapped something, it stopped? Like a mousetrap whose trigger has been flipped, it was now harmless until the owner reset it?

      After all, it had caught the four imps. Maybe according to the room’s programming, it had neutralized the threat and was no longer recognizing new ones.

      How could Orlo have been so stupid? I mean, it was a great trap if you weren’t expecting it – but if you were, then any group that was willing to sacrifice one member could get past it!

      Then I remembered what Alaria had told me about Orlo’s weakness: He thinks he’s a lot smarter than he is.

      Maybe Orlo had assumed that the room would trap everyone, and then he would come down and dispose of them. In his arrogance, he’d never considered that someone might make it out of the trap alive and return with full knowledge of how it worked, and thus have a chance to defeat it.

      Of course, despite all my gloating, I wasn’t across the room yet.

      I began to climb my way over, under, and around the rods. Almost two thirds of them had extended, and they formed a labyrinth that wound 20 feet above the ground like a jungle gym from hell. I had to climb, wiggle, and dangle my way through, only to hit a dead end where I couldn’t squeeze past. Then I had to retrace my path and find another route. It took me a good 30 minutes, but I finally touched down on the other side of the room.

      Filled with new hope, I set off through the tunnel at a sprint. I passed zombie-like servant after servant, though none of them tried to stop me. They just kept shambling along their preprogrammed paths.

      I finally got to the dining room. At first I had no idea where to go from there – but then I remembered what Soraiya had said (when we still somewhat trusted her).

      Once you’re in the dining room, go down the hallway behind where Orlo sat. Then go right, then left, then right again.

      Everything she’d told us had probably been a trap, which we had avoided by going to a different part of the compound. That explained why Orlo wasn’t waiting for us in the hangar filled with his war machines, and instead had to come to us.

      But if it was a trap then, was it a trap now?

      Or was it possible that Orlo thought he had destroyed all the graveyards far enough out that I wouldn’t be returning for hours?

      And that even when I did return, I would be caught in his stripper pole trap?

      Maybe, just maybe, he wouldn’t be watching his back.

      I didn’t really have any other options, so I crossed my fingers and darted down the hallway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Within 30 seconds I heard the zzzzap zap! of electrical arcs and the gnome’s nasal voice.

      “I would enslave you again if I could, my pretty, but your idiot master mucked that up when he freed you. If I had a Collar of Gorbolik I could do it…”

      The Collar of Gorbolik was a temporary collar that could be used to enslave anyone. I had purchased one back in Exardus to use on Meera so that she could follow me into the dungeon and never die.

      (Although we’d also used it for… ahem, ‘other things’ in the privacy of the bedroom.)

      Orlo continued to speak as I crept along the wall outside his laboratory.

      “But there’s really no need. I know I’ll prefer you in your new form – and in time I’m sure you’ll come to thank me for it!”

      What the hell was he talking about?

      I peeked around the corner of the tunnel into a larger cave. It was a workshop, just like Soraiya had said. Metal towers with coils and wires covered every wall, and multicolored arcs of electricity sparked from one conduit to another.

      Orlo sat on a padded seat atop a metal pole, which was connected at its base to a track along the ground. The pole moved along the track, shuttling him from one bank of controls to another, raising him up to read a gauge or lowering him down to throw a switch.

      From the ceiling dangled a small cage with Stig trapped inside. He gripped the bars with his hands, and the look on his face was one of sheer terror.

      I saw why when I followed his gaze.

      Alaria was lying bound and gagged on a metal table, and her entire body was covered in detachable electrodes connected to wires. Next to her table sat a chamber eight feet long and three feet high, made of panes of translucent crystal separated by metal bands. It looked like a chrysalis, one for some giant mechanical butterfly.

      And like a chrysalis, there was a dark shape within, though it did not move.

      Soraiya leaned against a wall behind Orlo’s mechanical seat and watched the proceedings dispassionately.

      As I tried to figure out what to do, Soraiya looked over and saw me.

      I was expecting her to scream and start casting firebolts at me, so I immediately began to raise a spell –

      But she surprised me and raised one finger to her lips. Shhhh.

      I frowned and stopped my spellcasting.

      She pointed at Orlo and mouthed frantically, Hurry!

      Then she made a motion like she was plunging a knife into his back.

      Kill him!

      I despaired. No matter what I did, it wouldn’t be enough. As soon as I attacked Orlo he would send me back to the graveyard within seconds.

      “Alright, my pretty little succubus,” Orlo cackled, “HERE WE GO!”

      His stubby little hand reached out for a switch on the nearest electrical panel.

      Okay – I no longer had a choice.

      I threw a Darkbolt at him.

      It was a pinprick to a giant, but it certainly got his attention. He howled in pain and rotated around on his chair like a doll on a Lazy Susan.

      “Who dares – YOU?! Inconceivable!”

      Man, the game designers really weren’t hiding their influences on this one.

      “Boss!” Stig croaked joyfully from his cage.

      “MRMM!” Alaria screamed from behind her gag.

      “Oh no!” Soraiya cried in a pretty convincing voice, though instead of attacking me, she just slapped her hands to the side of her face like the kid in Home Alone.

      I blasted Orlo with Soul Suck, but it barely took off half a percentage of his hit points.

      He didn’t counterattack, though. He just grimaced through the pain and cackled when the attack was over.

      “Fool! I could crush you like an insect, but this is even better! Now you shall see the folly of opposing against me – and it will be your beloved succubus who pays the price!”

      He put his hand on the switch and slammed it down.

      A bolt of electricity arced from one end of the room to the other, from a giant coil near the ceiling to an antenna at the head of Alaria’s table. The wires covering her body glowed and sparked like a spiderweb of static electricity charges, and she screamed in agony as every muscle in her body strained against her bonds.

      “NOOOOOO!” I screamed.

      I readied Self-Sacrifice to pump more Health into her –

      Suddenly the electricity stopped and her body went limp.

      At the same time, her picture on my action bar shifted colors to a metallic hue, like her icon had been carved in bas-relief out of silver. It wasn’t greyed out – it was completely transformed.

      I couldn’t figure out what was happening until the top of the chrysalis opened up like a gullwing door and a cloud of white smoke boiled out. A voice that was definitely Alaria’s – but sounded like it was filtered through some music producer’s vocoder – spoke from inside.

      “Ian?”

      The smoke dissipated and someone sat up inside the chrysalis.

      “Ian, I feel strange – and why do I sound this way?”

      I stared in shock at what I saw.

      Oh my God, no –

      There was the sexbot Vara, her eyes shining yellow in her pretty metal face –

      But Alaria’s voice was coming out of her mouth.

      Alaria – Vara? – the robot saw from my expression that something was wrong, and then looked down at herself. There was a brief second of shocked silence –

      And then she erupted in a bloodcurdling, digitized scream. “What have you DONE to me, you little BASTARD?!”

      Orlo threw back his head and howled with laughter.

      “I’ve done to you what I did to all my demons besides Soraiya: I have transplanted your soul into a robot!” Orlo looked over at me and leered. “You accidentally discovered my secret when you removed the mask from one of my servants. I would have preferred to orchestrate the reveal myself, but no matter! Now you see what you are dealing with: a genius the likes of which this world has never known!”

      “Why?!” I asked in horror as I stared at Alaria’s new metal body. “Why would you DO that?!”

      “Because I CAN!” Orlo cackled. “At least, that was the reason in the beginning. I doubled my workforce in short order – turning my demons’ bodies into mindless slaves, and giving hyper-intelligent awareness to machines! But then I realized there were other benefits to having a demon’s soul trapped inside a robot – particularly the ability to reason and make decisions on its own!

      “The best part is, because the demon’s soul is bound to me by the collar I enslaved it with, the robot is bound to me as well! They must follow my commands! It’s two slaves for the price of one! And should the robot be destroyed, the soul automatically returns to its old body – at which point I can repeat the entire process all over again!”

      THAT was interesting…

      Orlo’s words sparked a plan in my mind. I lifted my hand to cast a Darkbolt at Alaria –

      “Not so fast, my young fool!” Orlo shouted. “I know what you’re thinking, and you’re wrong! My demons’ souls will return to their bodies because of their collars. But your demon HAS no collar! If you destroy her robotic body, her soul will just float off into the ether, and you will never see your precious succubus again! But, by all means – go ahead and see if I’m lying!”

      Shit.

      There was no way for me to test what he’d said – not without potentially killing Alaria forever.

      “Goddess-damned GNOME!” Alaria screamed, and thrust out her hand angrily.

      The gesture was how she usually cast fireballs. Unfortunately, she was no longer a flesh-and-blood succubus, but a metal sexbot.

      However, something odd happened.

      A bolt of violet light shot out from her palm and blasted the wall behind Orlo, turning it into a cinder-filled hole.

      The gnome jumped in his chair in alarm.

      Alaria looked shocked, too, and glanced at her palm like she couldn’t believe it had just happened.

      I heard Orlo mutter under his breath, “Probably shouldn’t have made her a combination bodyguard/concubine…” Then he recovered his jovial arrogance and cried out, “No matter! I leave you to your own worst imaginable fates: for you, human, a life without your true love – and for you, succubus, a life encased in metal, divorced from your true body for all eternity! And now, if you’ll excuse me, I am due somewhere else! Come, Soraiya!”

      He pushed a button on the arm console of his chair. A hidden door swung open in the panel of machinery behind him, and the chair raced along its track through the gap in the wall.

      Soraiya gave me a reluctant look, but the diamonds on her collar glowed, and she flew after her master. As soon as she’d entered the passageway, the machinery folded back into place.

      I could hear Orlo’s mocking laughter reverberating on the other side of the hidden door.
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      I ran over to the side of the chrysalis and put one hand on Alaria’s shoulder. It was unexpectedly warm, just like it had been when the robot was Vara, not Alaria.

      The robot looked up at me with a terrified expression on its face. “Ian… what has he done to me?! WHAT HAS HE DONE TO ME?!”

      And then she broke down crying.

      “Babe, babe – it’s okay,” I whispered soothingly, gathering her up in my arms. I tried cradling her against my body, but everywhere I touched her – from her back to her shoulders to her hair – I was reminded that this was a robot made of metal.

      No, it’s HER. It may not LOOK like her, but it is. Don’t forget that.

      And for God’s sake, don’t let her know you were thinking it.

      Alaria pushed me away, leapt out of the chrysalis, and stumbled over to the slab where her old body lay.

      I followed and peered down at her outstretched form. For all intents and purposes, the flesh-and-blood body still seemed to be alive. The eyes were wide open, though glassy. Her chest moved up and down slowly as she breathed. Her skin was still warm, and when I put a hand on her chest, I could feel the heartbeat within.

      But the body on the slab didn’t respond to touch. It just lay there, unresponsive.

      Alaria stared at her own face and whispered, “What has he done to me?”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get you back in your body. We just have to go catch Orlo and force him to put you back.”

      That snapped her out of her trance. She whipped around, grabbed my shirt, and pulled me right up next to her face. “Well go get him, then!”

      I nodded and ran over to the secret door Orlo had disappeared through. I blasted it with a Darkbolt –

      Nothing.

      I tried Darkfire, Soul Suck, even Hellstorm –

      Nothing.

      I searched for hidden catches on the sides. Nope.

      I attacked the hinges. No go.

      I pushed and pulled the panels, slammed my fist on them – nada.

      I went over to the nearest console full of blinking lights and pressed a button at random.

      A siren began screeching, and colored lights turned the entire room into a blood-red scene from the Ninth Circle of Hell.

      “Okay, not that one,” I muttered, then pressed the button again.

      The siren stopped and the lights went back to normal.

      I turned to Alaria. “I can’t open this thing up, and I don’t want to go pushing buttons at random in case it does something to your body – ”

      “Stand out of the way!” she roared, and threw up her hand like she was casting another fireball.

      This time I saw it: the metal lines of her palm retracted like the iris of a camera, and another violet flash of energy shot out like one of Iron Man’s repulsor rays.

      The beam slammed into the camouflaged door and made a massive dent, like an invisible giant had swung a sledgehammer into the metal.

      Enraged that the first blast hadn’t done the job, Alaria fired again, and the second ray tore through the metal like a Ginsu knife through a Coke can.

      “Holy shit…” I muttered.

      There might actually be a few pluses to her being a robot.

      “Let’s go after them!” she cried out, and started towards the opening.

      “Boss?” Stig called out from his cage in the ceiling.

      “Wait,” I said to Alaria, “we have to get Stig down first.”

      In answer, Alaria swung around and aimed her hand at the ceiling.

      “AAAAAH!” Stig screeched as he dove to the floor of his cage.

      “What are you doing?!” I yelled at her.

      A violet ray disintegrated the chain dangling from the ceiling, and the metal cage plummeted to the floor where it burst apart and sent Stig tumbling out ass over teakettle.

      “Ugh,” he groaned. The impact had shaved off a fifth of his hit points.

      “Hey,” I snapped at her, “be more careful! You could have killed him!”

      Robot Alaria turned to me in a fury. “Did HE just get transported into a different body against his will?! No. Did YOU?! No. Are both of you still alive? Yes. So until you’re both in my shoes, quit your BITCHING and let’s go get that ASSHOLE!”

      I stepped back, taken off guard. “Uh… okay…”

      As Alaria raced over to the fake door in the wall, I re-upped Stig’s hit points with Self-Sacrifice.

      “Sorry about that, buddy,” I whispered.

      “Thanks, boss,” he grumped as he threw a dirty look Alaria’s way. “CHILL, B– ”

      I clamped a hand over his mouth. “Probably not the best time to say that, dude.”

      Alaria reached the fake door, grabbed the ragged edges of the façade she’d blown up, and pulled.

      The metal ripped apart like tinfoil.

      Stig and I stood there in shock. Alaria in her regular body was strong – superhumanly strong – but this was some Hulk-type shit.

      “Whoa,” I muttered.

      Alaria turned and glared at us.

      “Well?! Let’s GO!” she yelled, and disappeared into the dark hole.

      Stig and I raced through the open passageway after her.

      The tunnel was tall enough for me to run in, but extremely narrow – maybe three feet across. On the ground was the metal track for Orlo’s chair, and I had to be careful not to stumble across it.

      Everything was also incredibly dark. There weren’t any overhead lights like back in the regular tunnels, so after five feet we were running blind.

      Or at least Stig and I were. Alaria was already somewhere up ahead in the darkness, her high-heeled shoes click click clicking on the stone ground.

      “Stig, give us some light!” I yelled.

      He summoned a fireball in his palm, and we at least had a minimal amount of illumination.

      Up ahead of us, I heard click click SNAP, followed by, “Goddess DAMN these things!”

      When Stig and I reached her, she was leaning up against the tunnel wall and pulling off her shoes. I was guessing they weren’t magical like her stiletto boots, because she’d snapped the heel on one of them.

      As soon as she was barefoot, she snarled, “Let’s go!”

      We started down the tunnel again, and this time her feet clanked on the stone ground like metal bricks on concrete. Not exactly the most graceful of sounds.

      “Are you okay?” I asked in concern as we ran.

      “I just got transformed into some weird bimbo robot body! NO, I’m not okay!”

      “No, I mean, is it painful?”

      She looked over at me like she hadn’t considered the question and frowned. “No… it’s weird, but it’s not really painful.”

      “Weird in what way?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it… I still have all my regular feelings and thoughts, but I don’t FEEL right. My body is all jittery and things keep happening that I don’t understand.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like I can see in the dark perfectly. Stig’s fireball looks like the sun, it’s so bright.”

      “Wow,” I said in awe. “You must have a bunch of special robot powers.”

      “Like what?” she snarled. “The ability to sexually pleasure gnomes?”

      “No, Orlo mentioned right before he disappeared that he shouldn’t have made you into a personal bodyguard.”

      She looked surprised. “You think I have some sort of special abilities?”

      “Well, we know you have those hand blasters, and you have super strength.”

      “I do?”

      “You ripped apart that secret door! That was CRAZY!”

      She frowned again. “I just assumed it was really easy to open…”

      “I’m betting that wasn’t the case.”

      “Goddess, how long is this damn tunnel?!”

      Seconds after she said it, we reached a fork in the road – although this particular fork had four tines.

      The tunnel split off into four smaller passageways, each with its own track. We stood there at a loss, trying to figure out which way Orlo might have gone.

      “Can you see anything with your robot eyes?”

      Alaria squinted in the darkness. “Not a trace of Orlo or Soraiya.”

      I put my hand down on each of the four tracks, hoping that one might be warmer than the others from the friction as Orlo’s chair passed.

      No such luck.

      “Which way do you want to go?” I asked.

      Alaria just stood there, staring off into the darkness.

      “Alaria?”

      “I don’t know!” she wailed, and broke down into tears. Or what would have been tears, if she had been able to –

      What the hell?

      “Alaria, stop,” I commanded.

      She sniffled and looked up at me. “What?”

      A bead of clear moisture was running down her cheek from the corner of her eye. I dabbed at it with my finger and sniffed it.

      It smelled like coconuts.

      Then I tasted it.

      I don’t know if OtherWorld actually had coconuts or not, but whatever the stuff was, it sure tasted like coconut oil to me.

      “What are you doing?!” Alaria exclaimed.

      “Checking out your tears. You’re able to cry!”

      “So?!” she asked belligerently.

      “Don’t you find it a little odd that you have a metal body, but you’re able to cry tears? It’s some sort of vegetable oil. He must’ve put it in specifically so you could cry!”

      “That little asshole,” she muttered. “He always WAS a sadist…”

      Interesting design issues aside, we had a choice to make.

      “Which way do you want to go?”

      She looked incredibly unhappy. “I don’t know… you choose.”

      I looked at our four options. “We can cover more ground if we each take a tunnel. I’ll go left. Stig, you take that one, and Alaria, you go down the third. If you find out Orlo went that way, don’t attack him – just come back here and we’ll all meet together.”

      “Shouldn’t we stay together?” Alaria asked fearfully.

      “Under ordinary circumstances I would say yes – but we need to narrow down our choices before he can get away.”

      She nodded reluctantly.

      I pulled a torch out of my bag and held it out to Stig. “Before you go, give me a light, will you?”

      Once I had my light source, each of us set down our respective tunnels.

      I ran for what seemed like forever, although it was probably closer to ten minutes. When I finally reached the end of my tunnel, though, it was to some backdoor escape hatch barred by a metal lock. There were so many spiderwebs over it that I knew Orlo hadn’t come this way, so I headed back to the meeting point. It would’ve been incredibly nice to summon Balrog and use him, but the tunnel was far too small.

      When I got back to ‘Little Five Points,’ Alaria and Stig were already waiting for me. Stig was huffing and puffing, although Alaria didn’t seem visibly affected all – probably because robots don’t breathe.

      “Anything?” I asked, huffing and puffing myself.

      “Mine went to some kind of unfinished tunnel,” Alaria said. “All I saw was a bunch of mining equipment.”

      “Stig?”

      “Kitchen,” he said in between gasping breaths.

      “Then we know where he went,” I said, and led the way down the rightmost tunnel.

      We ran for another ten minutes, although this time Stig and I had to stop for a break.

      Alaria watched us, visibly agitated. “Come on, he’s getting away!”

      “Stig – hhh – has to – hhh – rest,” I choked out between huffs.

      Stig gave me the stink-eye, but was too winded to reply.

      “Oh, it’s just Stig, is it?” she snapped sarcastically, then picked him up. “Come on!”

      My manliness at stake, I did my best to keep up. Stig just grinned at me from the crook of Alaria’s arm as she sprinted on ahead.

      The track dead-ended in what I recognized as the hangar where I’d died – except now it was completely empty. I could tell nothing was inside because there was a lot more light than before.

      Thirty-foot-tall sliding doors were open at the far end of the hangar, revealing the grassy plains and the first rays of dawn.

      The war golems were gone – and Orlo and Soraiya along with them.

      “Crap,” I muttered as we ran to the far end of the hangar and looked out.

      I could see for several miles, but there was nothing on the horizon. I knew the robots had gone that way, though, because a path had been flattened through the grass by all those gigantic metal feet.

      “Well,” I sighed, “they’ve left tracks for us to follow, so at least it will be easy to follow them. It would’ve been nice, though, to know how long ago they left.”

      “SHORTLY AFTER THEY CAPTURED YOU,” a voice spoke up from the shadows.

      The three of us whirled around, ready for an attack – although nothing happened.

      “Who’s there?!” I called out, hands ready to cast a spell.

      “JUST ME,” the voice said feebly from the shadows.

      The voice was robotic like Alaria’s, but slightly deeper. I wouldn’t call it masculine, though. More like a young teenage boy’s voice without the cracking.

      “And who are you?”

      “GRUNG.”

      “I’m Ian, that’s Alaria, and that’s Stig. Come out where we can see you, Grung.”

      There was whirring and scraping in the dark corner of the hangar, and suddenly a massive shape emerged from the shadows.

      Holy shit…

      It was a war golem, about 20 feet tall. It looked like the others, with iron plating and a barrel-sized cylinder for a left forearm – but there was something forlorn about its facial expressions. Like whoever had created the head had given the eyes a quizzical look so it seemed like they were perpetually going Whaaaa?

      “You said that the war golems left after I died?”

      “YES.”

      “They departed hours ago… did Orlo leave just a few minutes ago?”

      “ABOUT HALF AN HOUR AGO, YES.”

      While we were still futzing around in the tunnels, trying to find the right way.

      “On horseback?”

      “HE HAS A FLYING CARPET.”

      Of course he did. He was a high-level Warlock, after all.

      “He went to go join the war golems?”

      “YES.”

      “Are you a war golem, too?” I asked, which was stupid, since he obviously was.

      The machine nodded its head, and I could hear the whir of gears and hydraulic pumps.

      “Were you also a demon?”

      “YES,” the metallic monster said dejectedly.

      “And Orlo took your soul out and put it in this body?”

      “YES.”

      He sounded so sad I wanted to hug him.

      “Why did you stay behind when the others left?”

      “I DIDN’T WANT TO GO.”

      “Did Orlo give you a choice?” I asked, puzzled.

      “NO.”

      “But you have a collar, right? Or your demon body does, anyway.”

      Nod.

      “If you were bound to Orlo, how were you able to choose not to go?”

      The robot pointed at a small panel in his chest. “I BECAME FRIENDS WITH A MOUSE, AND I WOULD LET HIM SLEEP IN HERE. WHEN ORLO GAVE THE ORDER TO MOVE OUT, SOMETHING HAPPENED. THERE WERE SOME SPARKS INSIDE ME, AND I DIDN’T HAVE TO GO WITH THE OTHERS.” The voice became even sadder. “I THINK MY MOUSE IS DEAD, THOUGH.”

      Leaving aside the slightly gruesome image of a fried mouse lost somewhere in his metallic chassis, what the robot was saying was absolutely astounding.

      “He somehow short-circuited his collar!” I said to Alaria.

      “Sounds like it,” she agreed.

      “I know you didn’t have to go with the others,” I asked the war golem, “but didn’t you want to?”

      He shook his head ‘no,’ and I could hear the gears and hydraulic pumps again.

      “Why not?”

      “THEY ARE GOING TO GO KILL A BUNCH OF PEOPLE.”

      My blood ran cold. It shouldn’t have – they were war golems, not peace golems, after all. And they were probably just going to kill computer-generated NPCs. But the realization that we had seen an armada of war machines just before they left to commit a massacre was chilling.

      “I DON’T WANT TO KILL ANYBODY,” the robot said mournfully.

      “I understand. Look, Alaria here didn’t belong to Orlo, but he still changed her into a robot. I’m trying to capture him and force him to put her soul back in her body. If you help us, and we win, I’ll make him do the same for you.”

      The robot shrugged. “I DON’T MIND MY BODY. I KIND OF LIKE IT.”

      O-kayyy…

      From his earlier comments about not wanting to kill anybody, I was getting a definite Iron Giant ‘I am not a gun’ vibe, so I tried to capitalize on that.

      “If we don’t stop them, Orlo and the others are going to kill a lot of people. I know you don’t want that to happen, so will you help us?”

      The robot shrugged again. “I DON’T REALLY MIND IF PEOPLE DIE. I JUST DON’T WANT TO KILL THEM MYSELF.”

      Okay, I had a pacifist… war hawk… something or other on my hands.

      But he had a soft spot for animals.

      “A lot of mice are probably going to die,” I pointed out.

      “I DON’T KNOW THOSE MICE.”

      Jesus, it was like reasoning with a toddler.

      “Is there anything I can say that will get you to help us?” I asked in exasperation.

      Grung leaned over slightly, like he was looking out at the fields. “DO WE GET TO GO OUTSIDE?”

      That was an odd question.

      I stifled the urge to be sarcastic and simply said, “Yes.”

      The robot’s shoulders heaved up a couple of inches, then relaxed. I swear to God he’d just sighed.

      “I’VE NEVER BEEN OUTSIDE…”

      “Never?” I asked in amazement.

      He shook his head sadly.

      “Not even back before Orlo enslaved you?”

      “WELL, I GOT TO GO OUTSIDE WHEN I LIVED IN HELL… JUST NEVER HERE.” He looked longingly at the open hangar doors. “IT LOOKS PRETTY.”

      “It is,” I assured him. “And here’s your chance to go see it.”

      “IS IT SCARY OUT THERE?”

      I thought about that for a second.

      Yeah, it actually is sometimes, but not…

      “Not if you have friends,” I said, and smiled at both Alaria and Stig.

      Alaria didn’t smile back. She just seemed pissed we hadn’t got the show on the road yet.

      And Stig… Stig just scratched his butt.

      I sighed.

      So much for friends.

      “WILL YOU BE MY FRIENDS?”

      The request pierced my heart. Partly because it was so innocent…

      …and partly because it reminded me of another demon I’d known once that only wanted to be my friend, and was crushed to find out I wasn’t.

      That I was just using him.

      “Yes, we will,” I said, “but I have to warn you… it will be dangerous out there. We’ll be walking into a bad situation. If you really want to stay safe, then… then you should probably stay here.”

      Alaria looked at me in disbelief.

      I didn’t care. My conscience had nearly eaten me alive after what I’d done to Dorp. I wasn’t going to treat another innocent badly. We could take on Orlo and the war golems without him.

      The robot seemed to consider, then nodded. “THAT’S OKAY. I MISS MY MOUSE. IT’LL BE NICE TO HAVE FRIENDS AGAIN.”

      Alright. Score one for honesty.

      “Do you know where they went?”

      The robot pointed out the door.

      “I can see that,” I said, trying to keep my sarcasm in check. “I mean, did Orlo say where they were headed?”

      “SOMEPLACE CALLED THE PLAINS OF MOR-EL.”

      It sounded like More El.

      “I wonder if Kal-El and Jor-El used to vacation there,” I joked.

      Stig, Alaria, and the robot all looked at me like I had lost my mind.

      “You know, before Krypton blew up… never mind,” I said.

      “Is that another expression?” Stig asked.

      “No, it was a joke.”

      “Don’t explain it,” Alaria said.

      “Fine,” I snapped, “let’s go.”
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      We had to coax Grung to come to the end of the hangar – well, I had to coax Grung. Alaria was so distracted and frantic about her body that she didn’t participate, and Stig just watched in curiosity as the metal behemoth crept cautiously towards the sunshine.

      “See? Nothing to be afraid of,” I said.

      The war golem cautiously peeked his eyes around the edge and peered at the outside world.

      “IT’S SO PRETTY,” he marveled.

      Which was something of a stretch. After all, it was nothing but miles and miles of grassland, as far as the eye could see.

      But then, I guess if your reference point was underground tunnels and Hell, then rolling grasslands might be extremely pretty.

      “Come on, Grung, time’s a wastin’!” I said.

      I summoned Balrog, who by that point had recovered from our earlier trip, and hoisted myself up into the saddle.

      The only problem was, when Alaria tried to get on behind me, my horse neighed and bucked until Alaria slid right off.

      “AAAAH!” she screamed as she thudded to the ground.

      “Balrog!” I shouted. “Stop that!”

      The horse quieted down, but he turned his head around and – I swear it’s true – glared at me.

      I looked down as Alaria stood up from the grass. “Goddess-damned horse…”

      However, there was a depression in the ground where’d she landed. Alaria didn’t seem to have noticed.

      Jesus – how heavy is she now that she’s made out of metal?

      I jumped down from the horse and walked over. “Hey babe? I need to try something real quick.”

      “What?” she asked in irritation.

      “I need to try to lift you.”

      She got a bewildered expression on her face. “Why?!”

      “Just to see if Balrog can support you, that’s all.”

      She hesitated for a second, then grumbled, “Okay…”

      I walked around behind her, got a firm grasp around her waist, and lifted.

      Nothing.

      I put my whole back into it and heaved.

      I might as well have been trying to lift a solid metal statue out in the middle of Central Park.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered under my breath.

      No wonder Balrog had bucked her off.

      Alaria turned to me with both fear and anger in her eyes. “Why are you trying to mess with me?!” she snarled.

      “I’m not!”

      “Are you saying I’m fat?!”

      “No! No, you’re just too heavy for Balrog, that’s all.”

      Her lower lip suddenly trembled. “So you’re saying I’m HEAVY?!”

      “You’re made out of metal now!”

      She immediately burst into tears – or whatever those little droplets of clear oil were.

      “You think I’m faaaaat!” she bawled.

      “No, not at all! Look at you – you have an even smaller waist than last time, and bigger boobs, too!”

      I knew I had made a mistake as soon as I said it.

      Her tears turned to fury. “So you like me BETTER this way?!”

      “Alaria – babe, I was just trying to help…”

      “Well, you’re NOT!” she said, and broke down into tears again.

      I turned around to Stig and Grung. “Hey guys, you mind giving us a minute?”

      “ALL RIGHT,” Grung said, though he stayed exactly where he was.

      Stig tapped on the war golem’s metal foot. When Grung looked down, Stig waved one arm like Come on.

      “OH,” Grung said, realizing what I had meant, and followed Stig with a whir of gears and hydraulic pumps as he CLOMP, CLOMP, CLOMPED about 50 feet away.

      I looked over and saw Balrog munching on grass. His presence probably wasn’t helping, either, so I dismissed him in a cloud of smoke.

      Once we were alone, I took Alaria in my arms, cradled her face with one hand, and forced her to look up at me. Well, as much as you can force anything that’s 100 times stronger than you are.

      “Alaria, what’s going on? Why are you freaking out about this?” I asked softly.

      “Wouldn’t YOU freak out if somebody took your body away from you and put you in some tin can monstrosity?!” she wailed.

      “Well, yes, but it’s not like you look like Grung or anything.”

      “AW,” the robot said in a dejected voice.

      I hadn’t meant for him to overhear me.

      “You’re a boy, she’s a girl,” I told him hastily.

      “OH…”

      I turned back to Alaria. “Look at it this way: you shoot beams out of your hands, you have super strength, you’re probably way more resistant to damage than you were before, and you have some pretty bitchin’ powers. Not to mention this is all temporary. We’re going to get Orlo and force him to give you your old body back.”

      “But what if I’m stuck like this for the rest of my life?” she whimpered.

      “You won’t be.”

      “But what if I AM?” she insisted through her tears.

      “Then we’ll deal with it.”

      She looked up at me hesitantly. “…we?”

      “Of course ‘we.’ What, you think I would leave you?”

      She sniffled. “Why would you stay?”

      My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. “Are you serious?”

      She looked away. “My body is everything, Ian. It’s all I have. If I wasn’t beautiful or sexy, no one would give a damn about me.”

      “That is absolutely not true!”

      She glared at me. “The reason you fell for me in the first place is because of how I looked.”

      I paused. She was right… and yet she wasn’t.

      “The first time I saw you, I didn’t fall in love with you. I just wanted to sleep with you. And if I’m going to be honest, that’s all I really wanted for the first couple of days – although your spirit, and your sense of humor, and your intelligence were all huge turn-ons, even if they did annoy the hell out me sometimes.”

      She tried to suppress a smile through her tears and failed.

      “But I never really fell in love with you up until Abaddon. I still wanted to sleep with you, obviously, when I got enslaved and was down in the mines… but I still didn’t really love you. It wasn’t until Malfurik forced you to fight against me, and you begged me to kill you instead – that was the moment I really fell in love with you. With your kindness, your compassion, the way you obviously cared more for me than you cared for yourself. You were willing to die – forever – rather than kill me. And that has nothing to do with your body, or your face, or anything else on the outside. What I fell in love with was your soul.”

      She broke down into real tears this time. Her entire body was wracked with sobs, and she held on to me like I was a lifeline in a storm-tossed sea. After about 30 seconds of crying, she finally looked up into my eyes and gave me a heartbreaking smile of gratitude.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      “I love you no matter what body you’re in. I will stay with you no matter what happens. Because I love YOU. But it’s going to be all right. We’re going to track down Orlo, and we’re going to get your body back, no matter what. I promise you.”

      She closed her eyes, smiled through her tears, and nodded her head silently. Then she took a deep breath – or at least pantomimed taking one, since I wasn’t sure she could actually breathe – and looked at me with calm resolution. “Thank you. It’s just… it’s really hard.”

      “That’s what she said,” Stig called out.

      “NOW’S NOT THE TIME,” I yelled at him, then turned back to Alaria. “I’m sure it’s really… uh, difficult.”

      “Imagine if you got transported into a robot body and lost three inches off your penis.”

      Ouch. I hadn’t thought of it that way.

      “That would be rough,” I said with a straight face, “especially since there would be almost nothing left.”

      She burst out into laughter, and it was like music to my ears.

      “But, hey, at least what I DID have would be hard all the time,” I said as I gently rapped on her metal skin.

      She laughed even harder. When she stopped, she smiled and kissed me on the lips.

      I’ll admit, it was odd kissing hard metal instead of supple flesh – although it was interesting, too. Her lips were exquisitely sculpted and smooth, and they felt sensual to the touch.

      Then she pulled back and gave me another smile. “All right – let’s go get that son of a bitch.”

      “That’s the Alaria I know,” I said with a grin, then turned back to Stig and Grung. “Okay guys, time to hit the trail.”

      I started walking along the flattened swath of grass that marked the war golems’ trail. Behind me I heard the whirring of Grung’s internal motors, and the CLUNG, CLUNG, CLUNG of his feet on the ground.

      Stig waddled up beside me. “Why aren’t we using the horse, boss?”

      “Um…”

      I looked over at Alaria, whose brow furrowed with the tiniest of scowls.

      I turned back to Stig. “Because if one of us can’t ride, then none of us ride.”

      “It’s not my fault she’s a porker now,” Stig said.

      “Hey!” I snapped.

      “You little – ” Alaria roared, and suddenly the purple light was glowing in the palm of her hand.

      “ALARIA, NO!” I yelled, but she was already shooting.

      I have to give it to Stig – he was one nimble bastard. He dove out of the way of the first blast. Then, because he was being attacked, his teleportation powers kicked in. He kept appearing in little puffs of smoke all around Alaria, and she kept firing at him to no avail.

      “ALARIA, CUT IT OUT!” I yelled until she finally did.

      When Stig stopped teleporting, I scolded him, “You know better than to say something like that!”

      “I don’t want to walk,” he grumbled.

      “Well, too damn bad!” I snarled.

      We started down the path of crushed grass, all of us in a foul mood.

      All except Grung, who came to the rescue. “UM, FRIENDS?”

      From anybody else, I would have interpreted the comment as sarcasm – after all, he’d only known us half an hour, and Stig, Alaria, and I were definitely not acting like friends at the moment – but I could tell from his voice that he was sincere.

      “What is it, Grung?”

      “I COULD CARRY YOU.”

      I looked up at him in surprise, then considered it. It was actually a pretty good recommendation, considering that every one of his strides was around 20 feet long. For all of us to travel at the same speed, we would have to run to keep up with him, or he would have to basically shuffle along.

      However, I had a history of abusing people who had put their trust in me, and I was a little gun-shy about doing it again.

      “That’s really nice of you, Grung, and I appreciate it, but we can’t impose – ”

      “Yes we can,” Stig said, and scrambled up Grung’s leg like a cat scampering up a tree. He leapt from the top of Grung’s boot to the bottom of his torso, grabbing a handhold at every riveted metal plate, until he finally sat atop Grung’s arm like a parrot on a pirate’s shoulder.

      “IT’S NO BOTHER,” Grung said. “I CAN JUST CARRY YOU IN MY HAND.”

      I looked at Alaria. She shrugged.

      “Well, if you wouldn’t mind – ”

      He lowered to his knees, then placed the back of his hand flat on the ground. The palm and cupped fingers were easily the size of a La-Z-Boy recliner.

      “Um… there’s probably not room for both me and Alaria on your hand, so should one of us sit on your shoulder like Stig?”

      “THAT WOULD BE A GOOD IDEA.”

      “Do you have a preference?” I asked Alaria.

      “No – whatever you want.”

      “I’ll take the shoulder, then.”

      I stepped into his left hand and he raised me up to his shoulder, where I sat down and held on to the cut-out part of his chassis that made room for the head. Not the most comfortable mode of travel, but it beat walking dozens – or potentially hundreds – of miles on foot.

      Grung lowered his hand again and Alaria gingerly sat down in his palm. Then he raised her up into the air.

      Seconds later Grung began to walk, and the ground sped away beneath us.

      “Thanks, Grung,” I said appreciatively.

      “YOU’RE WELCOME… FRIENDS.”

      Even though he didn’t have a mouth, I could hear the smile in his voice.
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      As Grung lumbered across the landscape, I looked over his shoulders, arms, and chest. From this close a distance, it was easy to see there were definitely panels and seams that were not riveted to the rest of his body.

      “Grung, do you have some kind of weapons system inside you?”

      “OH YES.”

      “Like what?”

      “WELL, FIRST IS MY ARM CANNON, WHICH FIRES AN ENERGY BEAM,” he said, lifting up the giant gun barrel that took the place of his right forearm. “I ALSO HAVE MISSILES.”

      The iron panel I was sitting on raised up two feet in the air.

      “Whoa!” I yelled as I scrambled not to fall.

      “SORRY.”

      “That’s okay…”

      I gingerly peered over the edge of the iron plate. Beneath me was a lattice with four missiles inside. They were grey metal with rivets on them, more steampunk than 21st-century US military, but I had no doubt that they could do some real damage.

      “Holy crap,” I muttered.

      “I ALSO HAVE A FLAMETHROWER.”

      Underneath Alaria, the floor of his palm retracted with a metallic shhh, and her ass fell into the gap with a CLANK!

      “Hey!” she snapped, and pulled herself up by grabbing onto Grung’s fingers and hauling herself out of the hole.

      As she moved out of the way, I saw an evil-looking nozzle attached to hoses and wires.

      Then there was a click, a spark – and the nozzle burst into flame.

      “AAAH!” Alaria screamed.

      “For God’s sake, don’t turn it on!” I yelped.

      Stig just snickered and pointed at Alaria from his perch on Grung’s other shoulder.

      “OH, I AM SORRY TO ALARM YOU.”

      “No problem, could you just put everything back the way it was?”

      “OF COURSE.”

      The flame extinguished, the cover retracted back over his palm, and the panel I was sitting on lowered back into his shoulder.

      “Thank you,” I muttered. I settled down hesitantly, well aware that I was sitting atop a whole mess o’ Grade-A death.

      “I WOULD NOT HAVE HARMED YOU WITH MY WEAPONS SYSTEMS.”

      “I know, I know… but accidents happen.”

      “Grung,” Alaria asked, “how did you activate your weapon systems?”

      He thought for a second. “I DON’T KNOW… HOW DO YOU LIFT YOUR ARM? YOU JUST DO.”

      “Did you always know how to do it? Or did you have to learn?”

      “ORLO TOLD ME ABOUT THE WEAPONS SYSTEMS, BUT ONCE HE TOLD ME, I HAD TO PRACTICE TO TRIGGER THEM. SO I SUPPOSE I ACTUALLY DID HAVE TO LEARN.”

      Alaria narrowed her eyes.

      “What are you thinking?” I asked her.

      “The first time I fired off these…”

      She looked at the palm of her hand.

      “…whatever these energy bolts are, I was trying to throw a fireball. When I ripped open the door in Orlo’s laboratory, I wasn’t trying to be strong, I was just doing what came naturally. I didn’t have to change anything to see in the dark. So if I try to summon my other powers, maybe I’ll find out other things I can do.”

      “Cool, you should try that out – but maybe not on Grung’s hand. Just in case.”

      “Good idea,” she said, and vaulted off of Grung’s hand to the ground below.

      It was a 15-foot drop. If I had taken that fall, I probably would have broken both of my legs. But she handled it like she had just hopped down from a foot-tall step.

      “Hold up for a second, Grung. Let’s see what happens.”

      Grung turned around so that we could all get a look as Alaria stood in the field.

      “Okay,” she announced, “I’m going to try to summon my pitchfork.”

      She thrust her hand into the air –

      Nothing.

      “Damn it,” she muttered.

      “Try the whip,” I suggested.

      She flung out her hand again, fingers extended –

      Zilch.

      “Daggoth’s taint!” she raged.

      “How about flying?”

      She glared up at me. “I don’t even have wings.”

      “Maybe Orlo gave you some sort of antigravity device.”

      “What?”

      “Never mind, just try it.”

      She sighed, shook her head like it was an idiotic idea, and then ran forward a couple of feet.

      As she did, metal panels that had been flush with her skin suddenly popped out from her shoulder blades. Two small cylinders jutted out five inches, and segmented metal fins extended a foot on either side. They were curved and black and looked for all the world like miniature bat wings.

      “Holy shit, Alaria,” I cried out joyfully, “you’ve got – ”

      Before I could say ‘wings,’ the cylinders ignited like tiny rockets, and she blasted up into the air.

      “AAAAAAH!” she shrieked as she flew in an awkward spiral up through the air.

      “Whoa,” Stig said.

      “Steer, Alaria, steer!” I shouted.

      “What do you think I’m trying to do?!” she screamed, right before she lost altitude and faceplanted.

      “Oh shit – Grung, let me down!”

      The robot lowered me to the ground, and I ran 200 feet over to Alaria.

      When I got there, she was picking herself up out of the ground. And when I say OUT of the ground, I mean it. There was an Alaria-sized crater in the soil.

      Her face was flecked with dirt and pieces of grass, but she otherwise seemed unharmed – just severely disgruntled.

      “Are you okay?!”

      “I guess,” she said as she spat out blades of grass.

      “You flew!”

      “I know, I was there,” she said bitterly. “IF you can call that flying. More like falling sideways.”

      “But if you practice, you can get better!” I said chipperly.

      She glared at me. “I don’t intend to be in this body long enough to learn how to do it.”

      “Yeah, but – you can fly!”

      “You’re just trying to make me feel better about a terrible situation.”

      “Well… maybe a little…”

      She grumbled and headed back towards Grung. As she did, the black fins retracted, the jet engines popped back into hiding, and the metal panels lowered to become flush with her skin.

      “You should practice!” I called out after her.

      “I’m riding.”

      “But – ”

      “Riding!” she yelled without looking back at me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      Alaria didn’t bother trying to fly again, even though I gently suggested it a couple of times. I guess she was still having a hard time accepting the whole situation, and any attempt to learn more about her new body just seemed like an admission of defeat. Like she was accepting that she would remain a robot longer than she wanted. Or maybe she just wanted to ignore the situation, as though that would make it go away.

      I was familiar with that last part, and knew it didn’t help to be nagged or prodded, so I left her alone.

      Grung must have carried us for an hour. With his giant steps, we made excellent time – but we never once saw a hint of the war golems in the distance, other than the crushed path they had left us.

      Our progress came to an end when we reached a giant chasm. It stretched for miles to our right and left, and it had to have been at least a mile across. Thankfully there was a fairly gentle descent into the gorge, though the valley was filled with thick, jungle-like foliage. It looked like somebody had plunked down part of the Amazon in the middle of the Grand Canyon.

      The tromped-down grasses on the plains gave way to flattened bushes and shattered trees, making the route even more obvious than it had been before. We could see about 200 feet of pathway that the war golems had carved out. Then the trees became too tall, and the visible part of the trail disappeared under the green canopy.

      “Okay, I guess we’re going down there,” I said.

      Grung started down the incline, but it was slow going. He wasn’t as comfortable on a steep hill, especially one covered with fallen tree trunks, so we were slowed to a relative crawl.

      The jungle itself was pretty, and thank God not as humid as others we had encountered. I could actually enjoy the scenery, like the beautiful flowers in the treetops and the small monkeys that fled as we approached.

      Finally, the hill leveled out to even ground. Grung continued walking along the path cut for us by the other war golems – until I saw something unusual off to the left.

      It was a temple. Actually, more like a village compound with a temple at the center of it, all of it made out of crumbling stone. Besides the temple, which had to have been 30 feet tall, there were dilapidated houses and Stonehenge-like monoliths jutting out of the ground.

      Everything looked like it had been abandoned decades ago, and the jungle had taken it all back. Trees grew on the top of the temple, their roots diving deep into cracks in the stone. Vines twisted over giant faces carved into the walls, partially concealing their gentle, thoughtful faces. The depictions were humanoid, though they didn’t look 100% human – or Elvish or Orcish, for that matter. Maybe they were from a race that had long since died out.

      The one truly bizarre thing was that the entire compound was pocketed with holes. And I don’t mean little rabbit burrows – I’m talking sinkholes 15 feet in diameter. Some of the buildings had partly collapsed into them, and a few of the Stonehenge slabs tilted at crazy angles as they threatened to fall into the nearest crater.

      “Interesting,” I mused aloud. Had we not been on a tight schedule, I would’ve gladly inspected the ruins to see if there was some kind of quest to be had. But we had to go capture Orlo and get him to transfer Alaria’s soul back into –

      BLAM!

      An explosion blew up the nearest house, hurling fragments of stone through the air. I was mostly shielded from the blast by Grung’s hull, but I heard the plink plink plink of stones clattering against his armored plating.

      “Goddess!” Alaria shouted.

      “ACK!” Stig screeched as he flattened himself against Grung’s shoulder.

      “What was that?!” I yelled.

      “AN EXPLOSION,” Grung said.

      “I know that, but where did it – ”

      BOOM!

      Another explosion hit a nearby fallen tree, and splinters of wood rained down all around us.

      What the hell was this?

      Had Orlo circled back around and decided to finish us off?

      But if that was the case, why were they explosions and not magical attacks?

      Maybe he left one of his minions behind to take care of us…

      “Is it a war golem?” I yelled.

      “I DO NOT KNOW,” Grung answered with preternatural calm.

      “Why aren’t you fighting back?” Alaria demanded.

      “I CANNOT SEE WHERE THE ATTACK IS COMING FROM, SO TRYING TO TARGET IT WOULD BE POINTLESS.”

      “Maybe you should TRY!”

      Alaria might have been annoyed, but I knew Grung was right: until he could lock onto a target, he would be wasting ammunition.

      Another explosion blew apart a tree standing right next to us. A massive limb ripped off the trunk and slammed down onto Grung, slapping me, Stig, and Alaria with leaf-covered branches.

      “Grung, get us out of here!” I yelled.

      Grung shrugged off the tree limb and started walking along the war golems’ path –

      A new explosion blasted right in front of us. I covered my head as stones and dirt plink plinked all around us.

      “Head into the jungle!” I yelled. “Whatever it is, it’s not a very good shot – but if we stay out in the open, sooner or later it’s going to get lucky and score a direct hit!”

      Grung shouldered his way into the virgin jungle, pushing aside trees and tromping through the underbrush.

      Another explosion blasted somewhere far behind us.

      We had done it! Now that our attacker couldn’t see us, we at least had a chance at escaping the –

      Suddenly the world went crazy as Grung stumbled. My entire body plummeted ten feet, and I barely hung on to my handhold as he struggled to regain his balance.

      “Aaaah!” Alaria yelled.

      “UH OH,” Grung muttered.

      “What happened?!” I yelled.

      Even though Grung had stopped moving, the foliage was slowly rising past us at the rate of an inch per second.

      “I APPEAR TO HAVE STEPPED INTO SOME KIND OF LIQUID GROUND.”

      I pulled myself over the edge of his shoulder and looked straight down.

      This part of the jungle differed from the others. There were trees, but the nearest was fifteen feet away. The only thing on the sandy ground beneath us were rotting leaves, but Grung was sunk into them up to his thighs.

      Then, as the giant robot shifted, I saw a ripple spread out along the ground like it was made of liquid.

      “Quicksand,” I said in horror.

      “WHAT IS QUICKSAND?”

      Reasonable question from a guy who had never been outside before.

      “It’s bad. Grung, you have to set us down near those trees over there and then climb your way out.”

      “ALL RIGHT.” The robot swiveled his waist and extended his arms to the base of the nearest tree.

      “Alaria, wait,” I cautioned.

      I slid down Grung’s arm and stepped cautiously onto the ground, testing it to see if it would hold. It did, although it was softer and loamier than I would have expected.

      “Alaria, Stig, get off over here!” I said as I put my full weight on the relatively firm ground.

      Alaria joined me, and Stig scampered down Grung’s other arm to the base of the tree.

      Grung had already sunk midway up his chest.

      “Everybody follow me,” I ordered. We retreated 30 feet, careful to stick to soil with trees growing in it. Then I shouted, “Grung, grab a tree and pull yourself out!”

      “ALL RIGHT.”

      He grabbed the nearest tree. His immense weight pulled its roots out of the soil and toppled it over, but it fell across the pit of quicksand like a chin-up pole for a giant.

      Grung put his entire weight on the tree. It creeeaaked and moaned under him, but he was starting to pull himself out of the muck.

      Then I heard a thhhhhp sound and saw a black shape whiz right through the air.

      BOOM!

      The tree exploded halfway down its trunk and snapped in half, and Grung’s full weight plunged back into the quicksand.

      The concussive force of the explosion knocked me, Alaria, and Stig onto our backs. Thank God there was no quicksand behind us, or we would have all been goners.

      Still, my eyes were watering, my face stung with bits of shrapnel, and my ears rang like somebody had fired a cap gun right next to my head.

      The ringing wasn’t enough to deafen me to Grung’s anguished screams, though.

      “FRIENDS, HELP ME!”

      I looked up in horror to see the robot flailing about in the quicksand. He was already up to his chin and sinking fast.

      “Grung, don’t move!” I screamed. I could barely hear my own voice – it was more of a vibration through my own skull. “If you move, you make it worse!”

      He either didn’t hear me or was so panicked that he didn’t pay attention, because he kept thrashing. A second later, his goggle eyes disappeared beneath the surface. One forearm still flailed above the quicksand, and then his hand completely disappeared. There was one last ripple in the sandy surface, and then everything was still.

      The jungle returned to an eerie silence.

      “What the hell just happened?” Alaria whispered, her eyes wide.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered back, distraught.

      “What do we do?”

      I looked out into the tangle of jungle ahead of us. It was a nearly impenetrable thicket of underbrush – except for the open spaces filled with rotting leaves, which now seemed sinister beyond compare.

      “We can’t go this way. We have to go back.”

      “But then it will be able to see us!”

      “Not if we get behind the temple. Once we get there we’ll figure out what the hell we’re dealing with.”

      Suddenly Alaria broke down crying.

      “What?” I asked, alarmed. In a way, seeing the vulnerability from her in a moment like this was even more frightening than what had just happened to Grung.

      “I should have practiced flying when you told me to,” she sobbed. “If I had, I could have just flown us out of this.”

      A resentful, angry voice flared up in my head – Yeah! Why didn’t you LISTEN to me? – but I knew it wouldn’t help to say it out loud. In fact, in the state Alaria was in right now, it would be a brutal act of violence to voice my frustrations.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “You didn’t know.”

      “I could try, if you want,” she said fearfully, though I could tell she knew it was a bad idea.

      I shook my head. “If something goes wrong and we crash, we could wind up in quicksand, and that would be even worse. Anyway, even if we flew, whatever it is might be able to take us out midair. It’s better if we stick to the ground.”

      She stopped whimpering and nodded.

      “Come on, guys,” I whispered, and motioned for them to follow me.

      We snuck from tree to tree, making sure we didn’t cross any of the patches of ground that were most likely to be quicksand. Within minutes we had reached the flattened path, and the temple was just another 50 feet beyond it.

      “Okay,” I whispered to my demons, “here’s what we’re going to do – ”

      BLAM!

      A tree exploded not 30 feet behind us.

      “RUN!” I screamed.

      We dashed across the flattened foliage and ran full-tilt for the temple. Stig got out ahead of us because he could run like a dog on all fours.

      There was a thhhhp sound, and a black blur whizzed through the air and pierced Stig’s side.

      I heard him scream in pain, then watched as he disappeared in a burst of fire.

      Something fell to the ground from the swirl of smoke he left behind.

      An arrow – sleek, black, with a razor-edged tip.

      A jumble of thoughts and feelings raced through my mind.

      I knew intellectually that Stig wasn’t dead – that he hadn’t actually been killed permanently, and I could just summon him again – but I felt overwhelming grief to see him die so suddenly. It was like my brain couldn’t catch up with my feelings.

      My second thought was, Holy shit – that arrow just one-shotted him!

      Like me, Stig was Level 23 with the hit points to match. A normal blow would just shave off a portion of his Health, not eradicate all of it. For something to kill him with one shot, it had to be incredibly powerful.

      My third thought was, An arrow.

      That means a Hunter.

      Which explained a lot, and filled me with a whole new level of dread.

      The Hunter must have had explosive-tipped arrows, which explained why everything was blowing up.

      He couldn’t have been all that great, though, since he’d never scored a direct hit.

      Well, that is, until Stig.

      Maybe he’d just been too far away before, and now he was closer.

      Which was not good news.

      I looked over at Alaria in a panic. “Fly behind the temple and hide!”

      “But what about – ”

      “JUST DO IT!”

      I think I frightened her into acquiescence. The rockets and black wings popped out of her back and she took off in a wild ascent, shaky and spiraling. Her legs kicked beneath her like a little kid trying to summon the strength to do a pull-up, but she managed to fly and then crash-land somewhere behind the temple, hopefully out of immediate danger.

      I was almost to cover and feeling the tiniest bit confident about our chances when the first arrow hit me.

      THOCK!

      “AAAAH!” I screamed as searing pain flashed through my chest.

      I managed to stumble and fall behind the nearest rock outcropping, where I sat on the ground panting and looked at the thing sticking out of me.

      It was an arrow of the kind that had killed Stig – and it had clipped off 25% of my hit points.

      One fuckin’ arrow, 25% of my Health.

      Whoever I was up against, he was one powerful son of a bitch.

      I grabbed the shaft and tried to pull it out, but the barbed tip was caught in there deep. Even touching it hurt like a motherfucker.

      I couldn’t pull it out – not with my pain settings at their current level.

      I hurriedly went into my menu to ‘Sensory Settings.’ If I lowered them to 1%, the arrow would feel no worse than a splinter, and I could yank it out no problem.

      I opened up the submenu, selected the slider, and moved it to the left –

      But the slider would only go halfway.

      Suddenly a window popped up.

      

      WARNING! Poisoned Arrow has disabled all pain-nullifying measures and potions by 50%! Time left: 20 Minutes.

      

      What the FUCK?!

      This goddamn arrow had somehow cemented my pain levels at 50% for the next 20 minutes! I’d never seen anything like this before!

      After Saykir had tortured me in the Northern Wastes, one of the guys in game development had promised me that torture was only supposed to be a threat, not an actual thing.

      Guess they hadn’t worked out all the bugs yet.

      I tried and tried to move the slider, but it wouldn’t budge past the halfway mark.

      God DAMN it!

      This is going down in the QC report!

      Well – my enemy was still out there gunning for me, and I couldn’t move as quickly with an arrow in my chest.

      There wasn’t anything else to do, so I grabbed the arrow, gritted my teeth, and pulled as hard as I could.

      And shrieked in agony as I ripped it out.

      Had there been any gore in OtherWorld, it would’ve been a bloody mess, but the razor-edged triangle came out clean. It just shaved another 15% off my hit points.

      As the pain gradually faded, I threw the arrow away and cursed my shortsightedness. I was down to 60% hit points, but because I didn’t have a visible target yet, I couldn’t Soul Suck him yet. Which meant I was going to have to rely on my regular healing rate of 0.3 hit points per second, unless my enemy oh-so-helpfully decided to come out of hiding and present himself as a sitting duck. Which wasn’t going to happen.

      I cursed myself for selling off all those healing potions I had found in the Tomb of Tharos, thinking I would never need them because of my self-healing spells.

      What an idiot.

      I resolved never to put myself in this situation again. That is, if I made it out.

      It was a Hunter chasing me, I knew that much – but who? And why?

      Hunters were one of the classes in OtherWorld. Just like I was a Warlock, and just like there were Mages, Paladins, Warriors, and Priests, Hunters were a class that came with their own special abilities. They were the only people who were able to use ranged weapons like bows and arrows, crossbows, and guns with anything more than passing efficiency.

      Yes, OtherWorld had guns, just like they had cannons – except that the technology level hovered around what was available during the American Revolutionary War. So lots of flintlocks and single-shot pistols like the one the bartender had pointed at my face, but no AK-47s or Uzis.

      Unlike some other videogames, any player in OtherWorld could pick up a crossbow or gun and use it – but the results were generally pathetic. If you were anything other than a Hunter, you could practice five hours a day for the rest of your life and still never get above 30% accuracy. The Hunter class started off at 60%, and both accuracy and range increased as players leveled up.

      And you weren’t just limited to regular arrows. You could gradually unlock a whole cornucopia of crazy weapons, sort of like Hawkeye in The Avengers. Electrical arrows that stunned opponents. Poisoned arrows that slowly killed them over time. Arrows with ropes attached to them so you could scale high walls. Arrows that released a liquid-nitrogen-like substance that could freeze armor and allow you to shatter it with a second shot. And, yes, explosive-tipped arrows.

      I knew all of this because one of my favorite characters before I took the job at Westek was a Level 55 Hunter, and I had amassed a pretty badass armory of trick shots. But my explosive arrows weren’t capable of blowing up anything bigger than an enemy’s unprotected head.

      Which meant that the guy chasing me was probably substantially higher than Level 55.

      Which fucking SUCKED. Players didn’t do well against way higher levels. Not unless they had a whole army of demon pirates and frost elves helping them out.

      I was contemplating what the hell I should do when I heard a voice call out from the jungle.

      “Do you have it?”
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      The voice was a deep, rumbling bass. It had a slight accent that sounded European, and the words were very precisely enunciated.

      I sat there frowning and wondering, What the hell?!

      Then the voice spoke again.

      “Do you have it.”

      A slight change in pronunciation – less of a question now, more of a statement.

      “Are you talking to me?” I shouted back without looking around the stone I was hiding behind.

      “Do you have it.”

      Another minor change in delivery.

      “Have what?!” I yelled back. “And why the fuck are you attacking us?!”

      The speaker ignored my question. “Do you… have it.”

      “Have WHAT?!”

      “Do you HAVE it.”

      Ordinarily I would’ve been annoyed as fuck by some asshole repeating the same sentence over and over again. But when you knew that the person behind the voice had blown lots of shit up, one-shotted a good friend, and sunk two inches of razor-sharp steel into your shoulder, annoyance gave way to creeping terror.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” I shouted.

      “Do… you have it.”

      This whole interaction seemed oddly familiar – like a memory of a nightmare from a long time ago – but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      “No, I don’t have it!” I yelled, hoping to change things up, maybe provoke a different response.

      No such luck.

      “Do you have IT.”

      “I told you no!”

      “Do you have it.”

      “NO, motherfucker, NO! I already told you that!”

      I racked my brain for why this felt so familiar.

      For some reason I kept expecting it to be a different voice – one with a German accent. But why?

      Then from out of my subconscious emerged the whine of a dentist drill, and suddenly I knew.

      Marathon Man.

      It was an old movie with a 20-something Dustin Hoffman as the hero. The villain is a Nazi dentist who pulled the gold crowns from Jewish prisoners’ teeth in Auschwitz, then went into hiding in South America after World War II. He travels to New York decades later because his brother has died and left behind a fortune in a safety deposit box. The Nazi tortures Hoffman by drilling into a live tooth because he wants to know if the diamonds can be retrieved safely, or if the FBI is lying in wait for him. The entire time he’s tormenting Hoffman, he asks only one question:

      Is it safe?

      This entire scenario was obviously patterned after that.

      But why? I didn’t know about any diamonds.

      When I didn’t answer, the voice asked again, “Do you have it?”

      The Marathon Man reference reminded me that whoever the fuck was chasing me was just a character in a game, written by a bunch of game programmers cribbing from an old movie.

      Instead of being frightened, I got pissed off.

      “Yeah – yeah, I have it!” I yelled. “Come and get it, asshole!”

      I heard a rustling in the underbrush.

      YES.

      If he came out of hiding, maybe I could dive from behind my cover, target him, and turn this into a real fight.

      “Do you have it.”

      “Yeah, it’s right here – all ten inches of it, and it’s going up your ass! Come here and bend over!”

      All of that was bravado. I was psyching myself up to leave my cover so I could attack him.

      Plus I had nowhere near ten inches.

      The voice sounded amused. “Do you have it.”

      I heard more rustling in the brush, roughly seven o’clock to my position.

      This was it.

      No more hiding. No more listening to stupid questions.

      On three: one, two – THREE!

      I dove out from behind the rock, ready to Soul Suck the bastard –

      THHHP –

      THOCK.

      An arrow slammed into my shoulder before I got two steps.

      The impact spun me around, and I immediately collapsed onto my back.

      As soon as I got hit, I gasped in pain. Even at 50% sensory levels, it was agonizing – though the arrow had only shaved off 10% of my hit points.

      I hadn’t even gotten a look at my attacker yet, but I knew he was still out there, so I forced myself up to a sitting position –

      THHHP –

      THOCK.

      Another arrow, this time to my gut.

      Another 20% gone.

      I was down to 30% Health.

      I screamed in agony, but managed to stay propped up on my elbows to see who the hell was shooting at me.

      I almost wished I hadn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      A hulking figure at least nine feet tall emerged from the jungle. It was a Hunter, all right. I knew that because it was carrying a bow, with another arrow nocked and pointed right at me.

      But nothing else about him looked like any other Hunter I had ever seen.

      He was clad all in black armor – leather, I was assuming, because hunters couldn’t use chain mail or plate in OtherWorld. It restricted their movements and slowed them down too much.

      But the armor was crafted exactly like plate. It looked like somebody in the 21st century had used an elaborate suit of samurai armor as a template, then used precision instruments to cut greaves and gauntlets and joints out of hard, black leather, so that they would all fit together like puzzle pieces. The way that everything overlapped looked almost insect-like. Organic. Like it was an outgrowth of his body rather than a suit.

      The only exception was the helmet, which resembled something out of science fiction. In fact, it looked like it had been patterned on Darth Vader’s. It was wider, though: the flaring black helmet extended past the Hunter’s collarbones and covered almost half of his broad shoulders. The facemask was similar to Vader’s, although instead of a triangular grate there was a bulbous oval that covered his nose, mouth, and chin. The glass oval eyepieces were slanted, so that it looked like he was squinting derisively.

      Over the top of his shoulder I saw a quiver filled with dozens upon dozens of arrows. There were darts secured to his forearms, strapped to his gauntlets. Multiple bags and knives dangled from his belt, including one almost as big as a short sword.

      But most terrifying of all was the collection of skulls, which hung on silver chains pulled tight across his chest. Unlike orcs I had seen, who let the flesh decay from their vanquished enemies’ heads, these skulls were all boiled clean and bleached pure white. There were multiple races, all of them missing lower mandibles. The squat, wide skull of a dwarf. The elongated, thin cheekbones of an elf. A Neanderthal-looking orc. Several I wasn’t sure what they were, but I noticed one with horns sprouting from its forehead.

      On more than half of the heads, there were crowns bolted into the bone. Gold and silver with precious stones affixed.

      There was a scene in the movie 300 where an emissary comes to see Leonidas to pressure Sparta into surrendering to the Persian king Xerxes. As a form of intimidation, the messenger carries a chain with skulls wearing crowns – all the kings that the Persian Empire had destroyed.

      That’s basically what this guy was wearing, except his barrel chest was so huge that the skulls almost looked like toys – even the orc’s.

      He didn’t really need them for intimidation purposes, though. For any regular player in the game, checking out his stats would suffice.

      A Level 89 Hunter. 975,000 hit points.

      Jesus Christ, I’m fucked.

      He was a living, walking nightmare – and he was advancing towards me with an arrow pointed right at my head.

      Actually, my mistake – three arrows nocked on three different strings. One of the abilities of higher-level Hunters was that they could fire three arrows at once, at either the same person or three different targets. Not realistic in the real world, but this was OtherWorld. Earth logic didn’t always apply.

      And then he said the magic words.

      “Do you have it?”

      “Yeah,” I snarled as I threw up my hands to cast a spell, “right h– ”

      THOCK THOCK THOCK.

      Three arrows slammed into me – one in each shoulder, another in my gut – and knocked me backwards to the ground. I had just started Soul Suck, but the brutality of the attack ended my spell before it began.

      I was down to 12% Health.

      A shadow passed over my face, and the Hunter knelt down next to me. There was a metallic schink sound, and a glimmering Bowie knife the length of my arm pointed in my face.

      The Hunter began to trace my skin almost lovingly, the tip of the knife scraping across my skin.

      “Do you have it?” he asked in a rumbling whisper.

      I stared up at him, gritting my teeth against the pain. “Who… who are you?”

      “I am all of your bad choices come back to haunt you.”

      He had a Spanish accent. I could hear it now that he’d said something other than the same four words over and over again.

      Suddenly it hit me where I recognized the voice from.

      No Country For Old Men.

      The game designers had patterned this guy after one of the scariest motherfuckers in all of cinema: the dead-eyed killer Anton Chigurh, played by the Spanish actor Javier Bardem.

      First a Nazi dentist, now a sociopathic bounty hunter.

      Bounty hunter –

      SHIT.

      That was when I finally figured it out. I was an idiot for not putting it all together earlier.

      I closed my eyes and grimaced. “Varkus.”

      “Yes,” the voice rumbled.

      “You’re a bounty hunter.”

      “I am the bounty hunter, so far as you are concerned.”

      “What are you? An orc?”

      Other than actual giants, only an orc could be that massive and still look humanoid. Ursines and some other races were bigger, but the proportions were different.

      “You do not need to know that. You only need to know that I am Suffering and Pain personified. My name is Shyvock. I tell you this so that you can scream it as I tear your limbs off one by one.”

      Shyvock. Like Shylock, the loan shark who demanded his pound of flesh.

      I was facing down a Shakespearean nightmare, as well.

      “Unless,” the Hunter continued, “you answer the question correctly. And so I ask again: do you have it?”

      “The 4000 gold,” I muttered.

      “Actually, the day you fled Exardus, the sum owed was 4386. However, in order to pay for my services, and as an extra penalty for leaving without paying your debt, the fee is now 10,000 gold. Do you have it?”

      I groaned in despair.

      “There’s no way I can ever pay that off! I couldn’t even pay the 4000, how am I going to – ”

      “That is not my concern,” the Hunter interrupted. “All I want to know is, do you have it?”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “Gooooood,” Shyvock drawled, and I could hear the smile behind his mask. “I was concerned you might be able to pay, and I would not be able to have my… fun.”

      My skin crawled.

      “Varkus told me you are a warlock, and that you resurrect after every death.”

      “No,” I lied.

      WHAM!

      A fist the size of a bowling ball slammed into my face, breaking my nose. I could hear the crack! vibrating inside my head as pain exploded through my face.

      9% Health.

      “I will ask you again,” Shyvock said as I howled in pain, “and this time I would appreciate it if you do not lie to me. You are a warlock, and you resurrect after every death. Correct?”

      “Y-yes,” I gasped.

      “Good. My instructions were to kill you 300 times, then deliver you to Varkus. I am looking forward to it, for I have many, many ways of killing people, and I have not been able to practice for some time now. But first I must deliver you to a graveyard, so that you cannot escape. As a gift, I will give you the choice of your first death. One: flaying you alive. Two: bending your knees and elbows completely backwards, then breaking every other joint in your body until you expire from the pain. Three: disembowelment. You decide. We have a long journey ahead of us, so you have plenty of time to think about it.”

      He reached down, grabbed me by my shirt, and started to hoist me up –

      An electric TZZZAP! ripped through the air, and a ray of violet light struck Shyvock in the shoulder.

      Alaria!

      I looked over and saw her standing 100 feet away at the corner of the temple, her arm extended and her palm smoking from the just-fired bolt of energy.

      Shyvock’s cry of pain sounded like a lion roaring. “ARRRRHHH!”

      The blast didn’t exactly cripple him, but it knocked 2% off his total hit points – way more than I was expecting.

      But more than anything, the attack just pissed him off.

      Shyvock dropped me, stood up, and pulled an arrow from his quiver –

      That was when I hit him with Soul Suck.

      Beautiful, life-giving Health poured back into my body. I could literally feel myself coming alive again.

      Great for me, but not so damaging to him. I drained less than half a percentage of his hit points – but at least now he wouldn’t be able to kill me with one kick to the head.

      I didn’t waste the distraction that Alaria had provided for me, either. As I cast the spell, I kicked with my feet and scooted backwards across the grass, putting at least a few extra feet between me and the Hunter.

      Another violet blast hit Shyvock on his chest, shaving off more hit points and knocking him slightly off balance – but he still managed to release the arrow.

      Less than a second later, I heard Alaria’s digitized scream as her hand exploded.

      “AAAAAAAH!”

      Oh SHIT –

      I cut short my attack, flipped over onto my front, and sprinted for all I was worth towards the nearest stone hut.

      There is a famous shot of Wolverine from the comics where he’s pierced by 100 ninjas’ arrows. (They also stole the shot for the second movie.) Motherfucker looks like a pin cushion, but he’s still fighting through it all in a berserker rage.

      I felt exactly like that.

      Except I was running, not fighting.

      And I only had four arrows sticking out of me instead of a hundred.

      And I suppose I was filled more with terror than rage.

      But fuck it, I wasn’t Wolverine. Running with four arrows sticking out of me was tough enough.

      In less than a second, I had a fifth.

      A red-hot pain slammed into my back between my shoulder blades. I stumbled, but managed to make it behind the cover of the ruins.

      I had Soul Sucked enough Health out of Shyvock to get me up to 50%, but the newest arrow took me back down to 30%.

      Fuck it – at least I was alive and on the move.

      From where I stood, I had a better view of Alaria. She was huddled behind the edge of the temple, and clutching her forearm in pain.

      I couldn’t see much from this distance, but I could tell that her hand was completely gone. The wound was severe, but had only knocked off 15% of her hit points.

      That’s what being a robot made out of metal will do for you.

      No problem – I had enough Health to heal her. If I dropped too low, maybe I could even die and resurrect somewhere miles away from here, wherever the closest graveyard was that Orlo hadn’t destroyed.

      I raised my hand and mentally activated Self-Sacrifice –

      Nothing.

      …what the fuck?

      This time I physically selected the button on the action bar at the bottom of my vision. I aimed my hand –

      Again, nothing.

      WHAT THE FUCK?!

      Were these magic-dampening arrows he’d shot in me? Had they short-circuited my ability to cast spells?

      No, that didn’t make any sense. If that were the case, then the Soul Suck I’d cast on him shouldn’t have worked.

      That was when the awful possibility occurred to me:

      Maybe I can’t heal her because she’s a robot.

      If that were the case, it was fucking catastrophic.

      It meant that whatever her total hit points were now, that was all she was ever going to have. And that was a huge problem.

      If what Orlo had said back in the laboratory was true, her soul would not return to her flesh-and-blood body if she died.

      Which meant that if she died in her robotic form – if Shyvock was able to blast her with a couple of arrows to the head –

      “ALARIA!” I screamed. “GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!”

      She looked over at me in alarm and shook her head. “I’m not leaving you!”

      “I CAN’T HEAL YOU!” I screamed. “GET OUT, NOW, BEFORE HE CAN HIT YOU AGAIN!”

      Her yellow eyes widened in shock.

      On second thought, maybe revealing my succubus’s primary weakness out loud wasn’t the best idea. I had done it because I didn’t think she would leave me unless I convinced her of the gravity of the situation – but Shyvock immediately took advantage of the new intel.

      I heard his boots stomping across the grass towards the temple.

      He was fast for his size, but Hunters in OtherWorld were known for the accuracy of their long-range attacks, not their sprinting speeds. He was a big guy carrying a lot of weight, so we had at least a couple of seconds before he reached her.

      I figured I might be able to buy her a couple more.

      “GO NOW!” I shouted as I summoned four imps.

      Four tiny explosions erupted in Shyvock’s path, and the imps immediately attacked him.

      Alaria looked at me with agonized indecision.

      “GO!” I screamed in panic.

      The terror in my voice must have convinced her, because the tiny rocket boosters and wings popped out of her back.

      Meanwhile, the imps got off four fireballs that inflicted less than a tenth of a percentage point of damage, but at least they were in Shyvock’s way and were annoying as hell.

      He stomped on the first one and sent it back to Limbo in a puff of smoke. Then he pulled back his bowstring and fired.

      The arrow shot through all three remaining imps like a bullet through water balloons, and they disappeared in puffs of smoke.

      Right about then the rockets on Alaria’s back erupted with fire.

      Shyvock resumed running. He was only ten feet away from the corner of the temple when he drew his next arrow –

      That’s when I cast Hellstorm.

      A swarm of tiny black-winged demons appeared in Shyvock’s face and pelted him with chunks of flaming sulfur.

      The hunter roared in frustration, swatting at them like gnats – which is all they were to him. Their attack barely shaved off another tenth of a percentage point, but they distracted him for a few precious seconds.

      Alaria took off low, flying just a few feet off the ground. She accidentally caromed off the side of the temple like a billiard ball, then blasted through the trees, mowing down everything in her path.

      Shyvock got to the edge of the temple and fired one arrow just as she disappeared into the jungle. There were too many trees in the way, though, and the arrow exploded uselessly against one of their trunks.

      The roar of Alaria’s engines disappeared into the distance. She was safe.

      However… I wasn’t.

      The Hunter looked around at me as he pulled another arrow out of his quiver.

      “Not wise, little warlock,” he snarled. “I rescind my earlier offer. I am going to flay you, break your knees, AND disembowel you before I let you die. And from there it will only get worse.”

      Shit.

      I turned tail and ran, trying to keep the stone ruins between me and the Hunter.

      What the hell was I going to do? There was no way I could fight this guy one-on-one.

      I could summon Stig, but what good would that do? He wouldn’t fare any better than the other imps, and Shyvock would probably just one-shot him again.

      If only I had Grung to help me – if only he hadn’t fallen in that damn –

      Quicksand!

      That was my only hope. Maybe there was an outside chance I could lure Shyvock into the jungle and drown him in one of the pits.

      I raced back into the jungle, staying on the firm path between trees, avoiding the open areas. That also had the beneficial effect of keeping trees between me and the Hunter, out of his line of sight.

      Or at least I hoped so.

      I raced around the spot where we had lost Grung.

      Poor guy… first time outside, and that’s how he died…

      The ground looked solid, although now that the dead leaves had been disturbed, you could see a wet sheen to the soil. But other than that, it looked harmless.

      I hid on the opposite side of the clearing behind a tree trunk and prayed to God that the Hunter was ignorant about quicksand.

      For a few moments there was no sound but the birds and insects around me in the jungle.

      I crouched there, terrified, as I waited.

      And waited.

      Another half a minute passed, and I began to wonder if maybe I had somehow miraculously evaded my attacker –

      When I heard the ih-ih-iiiiiih of a bowstring tightening just a few yards behind me.

      I lowered my head and muttered, “Shit.”

      “Turn around,” a deep voice said. “Slowly.”

      I turned to see Shyvock standing 15 feet away, his bow drawn, an arrow aimed directly at my head.

      “Perhaps it is because you are not a hunter that you do not know this – ”

      “I was,” I snarled. “Once upon a time.”

      “And you stopped to become a warlock?” He chuckled. “A weak warlock at that? Then you are an even greater fool than Varkus said.”

      I didn’t figure it was worth explaining quality control jobs at the company that had created his digital ass, so I just kept silent.

      “If you were a hunter, then you know two of the hunter’s greatest strengths.”

      I did.

      “Tracking and stealth,” I mumbled.

      Which is how he had snuck up on me.

      I had completely forgotten in my panic. I was thinking like a Warlock, not a Hunter.

      “I will admit, it was somewhat clever of you to try to use the quicksand to your advantage. Although surely you do not think that I engaged you here by chance, do you?”

      I frowned, unsure of what he was talking about.

      “A good hunter will track his quarry through any terrain. An excellent hunter – a brilliant hunter – will decide the terrain he faces his quarry on. He will stalk him, remaining hidden, until the environment best suits the hunter’s strengths. You had a metal giant as a companion. As strong as I am, it would have been an unnecessary expenditure of my efforts to destroy it. So instead, I forced you from the main path into this forest, where I disposed of the giant… and then was able to concentrate on my primary goal. You.”

      Shit.

      Ten minutes ago, I had thought that the Hunter wasn’t all that great because he’d never scored a direct hit on Grung. But this guy was a master shot. He could’ve picked a fly off Grung’s shoulder at 100 yards.

      Now I knew that he’d never been aiming at Grung in the first place.

      We hadn’t escaped the explosions.

      We had been herded.

      I closed my eyes and cursed myself.

      I had been five moves behind this guy at every step.

      “Stand up and put your hands behind your head,” Shyvock commanded.

      I did as I was told, even though the arrow stuck between my shoulder blades made it excruciating.

      “Can you at least take the arrow out of my back?” I asked between gritted teeth.

      “No. Turn around and walk towards the temple.”

      Asshole.

      As we crossed the narrow ribbon of solid ground, Shyvock started to talk. “The civilization that built the temple originally chose this location because of the quicksand. They believed that it was a natural barrier to attacks, and would protect them like a moat or mountains. You saw the sinkholes back in the village?”

      “Yes.”

      “They did not realize that the entire area was unstable. Not until their buildings began to be swallowed by the earth one by one. They eventually had to abandon their city, and the jungle reclaimed it, as it eventually reclaims all things. Do you know why I tell you this?”

      “Not really.”

      “Because a great hunter learns as much about the terrain as he can before he engages his prey. I knew you were coming here. I staked it out before you arrived. And I used it to my advantage.”

      I’d about had enough of this guy’s self-congratulatory bullshit. He was almost as bad as Orlo.

      “Why don’t you do something to both our advantage and shut the fuck u– ”

      THOCK.

      “GAAAAH!” I screamed as another arrow sank into my back.

      Down to 17% Health.

      I stumbled as it hit me, and my left foot slid from stable ground into quicksand. I drew my foot back quickly, my boot covered in damp sand midway up my calf.

      “Asshole – I could’ve fallen in there!” I yelled angrily as I turned around –

      And found myself looking at an arrow pointed between my eyes.

      Shyvock drew back the bowstring a foot.

      “Next time, little warlock, keep your comments to yourself. Now turn around and walk.”

      I stewed silently with rage but did as I was told.

      Bastard, I thought. It’d serve you right if I fell in and drowned.

      Wait a second –

      I stopped in my tracks as a lightbulb went off in my head.

      Why the fuck WOULDN’T I fall in and drown?

      All I had to look forward to were 300 gruesome deaths and a bunch of Shyvock’s self-congratulatory monologuing.

      Why not just go ahead and end it right here, right now?

      I didn’t exactly relish the thought of drowning to death in quicksand, but once I died I would resurrect.

      And because Orlo had destroyed all the graveyards for miles around, I would come back far away from this goddamn prick.

      “Keep walking,” Shyvock ordered.

      “Fuck you,” I snarled, then dove to the left of the path.

      My back hit the quicksand with a splash! It was like landing in a pool filled with gritty pudding. I could feel semi-liquid gunk moving around me in waves, but I didn’t submerge entirely – my head was still sticking out.

      Shyvock lowered his arrow as though in defeat.

      “HA – what have you got to say about that, shithead?” I crowed.

      I sounded more cheerful than I felt, especially as the sand began to creep up around my ears.

      But hell – if I was going to go out, I was going to enjoy the last few minutes of my life.

      “Fuck you, ‘master hunter’! What are you going to do now?!”

      Shyvock leisurely put his arrow back in his quiver and selected another by touch.

      This one was different. The end of the shaft was connected to a looped handful of what looked like silver chain. The chain ended in a small hook, which he attached to his leather gauntlet.

      …oh no…

      It was an arrow designed for scaling walls.

      GOD DAMN IT –

      Shyvock drew back the bow and let the arrow fly straight into my right shoulder.

      THOCK.

      “OWWW!” I howled.

      I sank lower, and liquid sand began to fill my mouth.

      I thought about intentionally inhaling it – but before I could, Shyvock began pulling on the line and reeling me in like a fish.

      I skimmed across the surface of the quicksand, pulled painfully by the arrow embedded in my shoulder.

      “Clever, little warlock,” the Hunter said. “Just not clever enou– ”

      Suddenly the quicksand underneath me erupted like a volcano.

      I was thrown ten feet into the air on a tidal wave of wet sand, then crashed down on the firm bank.

      What the FUCK?!

      I looked back in shock to see a sandy, amorphous shape emerging from the gunk.

      But a familiar pair of goggle eyes gave away who it was.

      “GRUNG!” I cried out.

      Shyvock stumbled backwards, but not fast enough to avoid the giant, sand-covered hand that grabbed him around his body and pinned his arms to his side.

      “THAT WASN’T VERY NICE, WHAT YOU WERE GOING TO DO TO IAN,” the robot said, though its voice was choked slightly by the wet sand over its mouth. Speakers. Whatever.

      “How did you get out?!” I asked.

      “THE SAND WHERE I FELL WAS FAIRLY DEEP, BUT I COULD STILL MOVE, SO I BEGAN TO WALK IN WHAT I HOPED WAS THE CORRECT DIRECTION. I WAS ABOUT TO SURFACE WHEN I HEARD THE HUNTER TALKING TO YOU, SO I DECIDED TO WAIT UNTIL YOU WERE CLOSER.” Grung looked at Shyvock, clamped firmly in his hand. “TELL ME – DOES THAT MAKE ME A MASTER HUNTER, TOO?”

      I almost laughed my ass off.

      When Shyvock didn’t answer, Grung looked over at me. “WHAT SHOULD I DO WITH HIM?”

      “Kill him!”

      “Wait – ” the Hunter said.

      “BUT I DON’T REALLY WANT TO KILL ANYONE,” Grung whined.

      Jesus – really? A pacifist war golem?

      But he had just saved my ass, so I tried to work with him.

      “Then why not do what he did to you?” I suggested. “Put him at the bottom of the quicksand.”

      “WON’T THAT KILL HIM?”

      “The quicksand will. You won’t.”

      Grung thought about that for a second, then nodded. “I SUPPOSE THAT IS FINE.”

      “No, don’t – ” Shyvock yelled, but was drowned out as Grung dunked him beneath the surface of the sand.

      “Awesome job, Grung!” I yelled happily.

      “THANK YOU,” the robot said as it crawled all the way out of the quicksand and onto the ribbon of land between trees.

      Just in case the Hunter tried to take me down with him, I grabbed the arrow connected to the wire (and thus to Shyvock at the bottom of the quicksand) and yanked it out of my right shoulder.

      “Gaaaaaah!” I screamed as it tore out of my skin.

      Now I was safe. There was no way for the fucker to get me.

      “ARE YOU ALRIGHT?”

      “I will be in a minute,” I grunted, then screamed as I tore out the other arrows one by one. The ones in my back that I couldn’t reach, I had Grung pull out.

      By the end I was sweating and nearly dead from the pain – but it was over.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      “WHERE ARE STIG AND ALARIA?”

      “Stig died, but I can easily summon him back. But I don’t know where Alaria went, so we have to go find her.”

      I looked down at the quicksand. The surface was undisturbed… peaceful, even.

      I tried to ‘select’ Shyvock as a target to make sure he was actually dead – that his hit points were down to zero – but because he was out of my line of sight and buried beneath a dozen feet of wet soil, there was no way to know for sure.

      Was he really dead, though?

      There’s a rule in television shows and movies: if you don’t see them die onscreen, they ain’t really dead.

      I was afraid the same rule might apply here. But there was no way in hell I was going down after him to make sure.

      If he wasn’t dead, he would be soon. And if not soon, then… well, at least he was out of my hair for the moment.

      “Are you okay after having been in all of that quicksand?” I asked Grung.

      “SOME OF IT GOT IN MY JOINTS, SO I DON’T MOVE AS WELL… BUT IT’S BETTER THAN BEING DEAD.”

      “True dat,” I muttered, then motioned towards the temple. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

        

      

    

    
      As we continued down the trampled path the other war golems had left behind, I sat in Grung’s hand and summoned Stig.

      He came back freaked out as hell. As soon as he reappeared, he raced around the grass in a circle like a hyperactive dog, then scrambled up Grung’s body for safety.

      “Ugh,” was the first thing he said. The war golem was still covered in a thin layer of drying sand, so now Stig was covered in a thin layer of drying sand, too.

      Then he remembered that wet sand hadn’t been the thing that killed him.

      “What was THAT?!” he whimpered.

      I filled him in, and he gradually calmed down.

      “Are you sure he’s dead?” he asked fearfully.

      “No, but there’s nothing we can really do about that right now.”

      “I think we should go back, boss.”

      “And do what? Throw you in there to make sure he’s dead?”

      Stig slapped the metal plate he was sitting on. “What about firing one of these at him?”

      The rockets.

      Dammit, he was right. I should have had Grung blow Shyvock up, just to be sure.

      But I didn’t really want to risk running into the Hunter again so soon, so I started making up excuses. “We can’t target him, so we couldn’t be sure if we hit him or not. We might even end up blowing all the wet sand out of the pit and freeing him. Is that what you want?”

      “No,” Stig grumbled.

      I made a mental note to myself, though: If Shyvock comes back, blow him up.

      “Where’d Alaria go?” Stig asked.

      I scanned the skies above the jungle. “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”

      “Shouldn’t we call for her, boss?”

      “I’m afraid if she’s far enough away, she won’t be able to hear us. Anyway, let’s wait until we’re out of here first.”

      With Grung tromping along the pre-cut path, we made it through the jungle and up the opposite slope of the canyon in 15 minutes. The giant robot stood at the top of the ridge, and we stared out at the sea of green treetops below us.

      I stood up on Grung’s outstretched palm and cupped my hands around my mouth.

      “ALARIA!” I yelled out over the green abyss. “ALARIA, WHERE ARE YOU?!”

      All my shouting was like a cricket chirp on the bank of a vast lake of silence.

      “WOULD YOU LIKE ME TO MAKE A SOUND?” Grung asked.

      “Sure, that would be great! What are you going to – ”

      A deafening foghorn erupted from Grung’s upper body.

      REEEEEE-OOOOOOOOO.

      I was knocked flat on my back against his curled middle fingers.

      Stig stumbled backwards in fright and fell 20 feet to the ground below.

      “Ow,” I heard his muffled voice say from behind Grung’s feet.

      “Dude, a little warning might’ve been nice!” I yelled over the ringing in my ears.

      Grung didn’t reply.

      “Grung? Are you listening to me?” I snapped.

      “I THOUGHT YOU WERE TALKING TO SOMEONE NAMED DUDE.”

      “…what?!”

      “YOU SAID, ‘DUDE, A LITTLE WARNING WOULD HAVE BEEN NICE.’”

      “Yeah, I meant you!”

      “MY NAME IS NOT DUDE.”

      “It’s an expression! It’s a way that guys talk to each other!”

      “I AM NOT A GUY. I AM A DEMON TRAPPED IN A ROBOT’S BODY.”

      Jesus. His literalism was killing me.

      “Never mind – next time you do that, give us enough warning so we can get far enough away so that you don’t blow out our eardrums!”

      “I’M SORRY. I WILL DO BETTER IN THE FUTURE.”

      “It’s all right,” I said grumpily. “Just don’t let it happen again.”

      Grung tilted his head up and looked past me. “I THINK THAT MIGHT BE HER.”

      I turned around. Out over the jungle, trails of white smoke had erupted from the treetops and were zigzagging crazily over the green canopy. I could see a bright gleam of light at the head of the projectile – like the sun reflecting off a metal hull.

      “Put me down, put me down!” I said excitedly – then remembered who I was talking to. “Gently!”

      Grung bent down and lowered his hand to the ground, and I jumped off.

      The erratic rocket was getting closer. Sure enough, it was Alaria – although I never really had any doubt that it was.

      Rather than try to attempt a landing near us – probably out of concern that she might misjudge and kill me accidentally – she just cut her engines. Which led to her tumbling head over heels through the grass.

      I raced over to her as she wobbled unsteadily to her feet.

      “Are you okay?!”

      Rather than answer my question, she looked at me with a combination of anguish and joy, and leaned in desperately to kiss me.

      Our mouths pressed together, and once more I felt the sleek, sensual pressure of her lips against my skin.

      And I could smell her. In addition to the tang of grass and fresh dirt that still clung to her, I noticed the distinct scent of coconut oil.

      She had been crying.

      I broke off the kiss and cradled her face in my hands. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”

      In answer, she held up her left arm. The hand was completely gone. Her forearm was scorched black like it had been in a fire, and her wrist was just jagged pieces of metal. Inside where bone and muscle should have been I could see wires and gears.

      “Jesus,” I murmured as I gingerly held her arm and inspected the damage. “Oh my God, baby, I’m so sorry – how bad does it hurt?”

      “It doesn’t.”

      I looked at her face in shock. “Then why are you crying? Is it because you lost your hand?”

      “No.” Her lips trembled and she looked ashamed, like a child convinced she’d done the worst thing in the world. “I… I left you…”

      I laughed in relief and grabbed her tight to me. “I told you to!”

      “But I left you to that – that THING,” she cried, and the tears rolled down her cheeks again. “You would never have left ME!”

      I took her face in my hands. “I can’t die. Normally you can’t either, but you can right now, and I cannot risk losing you. I can’t. If that happened, I don’t know what I would do. So do NOT feel bad, because you protected the single most important thing in the world to me: you. Okay?”

      She sobbed but nodded. “…okay.”

      I kissed her again until she calmed down. Then I pulled away to see what we could do about the damage to her arm.

      I tried for 10 minutes to use Self-Sacrifice on her, but it didn’t work. I even double-checked the spell by sending Health over to Stig. It worked, which meant that as long as Alaria was in her robot form, I couldn’t heal her.

      I looked up at Grung. “Do you have any way of healing damage to yourself?”

      “I THINK I RECOVER FROM THINGS LIKE ELECTRICAL SHOCKS OR VIOLENT BLOWS… BUT IF THERE IS PERMANENT PHYSICAL DAMAGE, THERE IS NOTHING I CAN DO ABOUT IT. ORLO HAS TO REPAIR ME BACK AT THE LABORATORY.”

      “Well, that’s not an option,” I growled, and turned around to look at Alaria again. “Here’s the deal: you are not to engage in battle, ever, unless it’s absolutely necessary – got it?”

      She didn’t like that. “But – ”

      “No buts. You can’t heal yourself, and I can’t heal you, so stay out of harm’s way at all costs – understand?”

      “I’m not wearing a collar,” she said sullenly. “You’re not my master.”

      “No, but I love you, and I WILL NOT LOSE YOU. That would kill me. So DO NOT engage the enemy. EVER.”

      I had never seen the look before that she gave me.

      It was close to a romantic swoon.

      “But you would give your life for me,” she protested. “I can’t just – ”

      “I’ll resurrect, but we don’t know for sure that you will. Until we do, you stay safe. Got it?”

      She stayed silent for a long moment. Finally she closed her eyes, resigned, and nodded.

      “I need to hear you say it.”

      “I’ll stay out of harm’s way,” she murmured.

      “I think I’m gonna need to hear a Hell Oath to make sure.”

      “Ian!” she complained. “If we do that, that binds me totally and completely, and there might be a situation where I need to attack! Do you REALLY want to risk everyone and everything for one succubus?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hey!” Stig shouted nearby.

      “Okay, not Stig,” I grumbled, then looked up at the giant war golem. “And if I could save you, Grung, I definitely would.”

      “I UNDERSTAND,” he said placidly. “WE HAVE ONLY JUST MET.”

      “Cool – glad you understand.” I was about to turn back to Alaria –

      “I WOULD NOT SAVE YOU, EITHER,” the robot continued.

      I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. “Uh… okay… good to know – ”

      “AFTER ALL, YOU DID NOT SAVE ME WHEN I FELL IN THE QUICKSAND.”

      “I thought you were dead!” I protested. “And I was kind of getting my ass handed to me by a vicious psychopath!”

      “SO YOU WOULD HAVE SAVED ME?”

      “If I was able to beat that guy, and I thought you were still alive, yes, I would have tried!”

      “OH,” the robot said, and seemed to reconsider. “WELL, IN THAT CASE, I WILL DO WHAT I CAN TO SAVE YOU IN THE FUTURE.”

      “Thanks,” I said sarcastically, then turned back to Alaria. “The point is, you’re more important to me than anybody else in the world, and I’m not sure I trust you to look out for your own self-interest, so I want to hear the Hell Oath.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said as she shook her head, “but I’m not going to do it.”

      I started to get angry. “Alaria – ”

      “I don’t want my hands tied in case I need to save you. So stop asking.”

      “Listen – ”

      “No, YOU listen. You freed me, and part of that is allowing me to make my own choices. Please respect my decision.”

      I stood there looking at her for a long time. Then I sighed. “I love you.”

      The corner of her mouth turned up in a little half-grin. “I know.”

      I laughed, and we kissed again.

      “All right,” I said, “let’s go find that midget son of a bitch who can put you back in your body.”

      Excuse me – ‘little person.’

      Ahhh, fuck it, and fuck that guy. Fuckin’ midget asshole.
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      We continued across the grassy plains, following the flattened path the war golems had left behind. Along the way, Alaria – chastened by her previous close call with Shyvock – practiced flying.

      At first it was pretty rough going. Her trajectories were zigzags back and forth, her take-offs were abrupt and explosive, and basically the only way she knew how to land was to completely cut her engines and somersault across the plains going 50 miles an hour.

      Every time she face-planted, Stig would cackle and clap. “Do it again! Do it again!”

      After about the fifth time, she fired a violet bolt over his head as a warning shot.

      He hunkered down flat against Grung’s shoulder and didn’t say squat after that.

      But over the course of the morning she vastly improved. She learned to take off smoothly from either standing or running. She could fly in straight paths for extended periods of time, and make both curving turns and hard pivots mid-air. And she finally reached the point where she could land, although she had to hit the ground running, and half the time she stumbled and fell.

      “I hate this,” she grumbled.

      “You’re doing great,” I assured her. “And if you want to save me, it might include swooping into battle, picking me up, and flying me out of there.”

      She would just sigh dramatically, then go back to practicing.

      About three hours after we left the jungle ravine, she came back from a high-altitude flight with an uneasy look on her face.

      “I think I see them.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a lot of them.”

      “War golems?”

      “And somebody else.”

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know – I was too far away to see the banners, and I didn’t want to get any closer in case they spot me. But it looks like there’s an army of at least 10,000 out on the plains.”

      I stared at her in shock. “Are you sure?”

      “Just a guess, but I don’t think I’m exaggerating.”

      “How far away?”

      “Maybe 15 miles from here. This plain we’re on now drops off abruptly, and there’s a new field below. That’s where they are.”

      “All right,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “Let’s go see what we’re up against.”

      I sent Stig out ahead of us as point man. I didn’t want Grung getting too close to whomever was the hell was out there; he was tall enough that he might attract attention from far away. Alaria also stayed on the ground, just in case – neither of us wanted any war golem surface-to-air missiles chasing her.

      Nothing happened for the next dozen miles, which we covered pretty quickly thanks to Grung’s giant steps. But soon after that, Stig came racing back croaking, “Boss, boss, I see them!”

      Grung got down on his belly and started crawling across the plains. The rest of us just went slower until we reached the edge, where we dropped to our stomachs, too.

      It was just as Alaria had said: a steep escarpment with a drop-off of at least 300 feet. Below that, there was another vast savanna of wild grass that extended in every direction as far as the eye could see.

      And gathered out in the middle of the plains was an army.

      If anything, Alaria had probably underestimated their numbers. There were dozens of tents made of animal skins, thousands upon thousands of tiny figures milling about or engaging in sparring – and several rows of war golems standing at attention along the periphery. We were so far away that the robots looked like action figures, and all the soldiers looked like ants.

      But the banners flying over the tent were visible, and the blood-red colors gave them away.

      “Orcs,” I muttered. “Several different tribes, too.”

      You could tell because even though the flags were all red, they had different Orcish symbols on them. I had no idea what the hell they said, but they were noticeably different.

      “They must be joining together for a common cause,” Alaria said.

      “What?”

      “What orcs always do – invade, pillage, kill, and conquer.”

      “But what the hell is there to invade out here?”

      “THERE IS ACTUALLY A LARGE HUMAN CITY CALLED WISTROSS 50 MILES SOUTH OF THE PLAINS OF MOR-EL,” Grung offered helpfully.

      “How the hell did you know that?” I asked. “Did you log onto the Internet or something?”

      “WHAT IS THE INTERNET? IS IT AN EXPRESSION?”

      “No, it’s – never mind. How do you know about Wistross?”

      “WHILE I WAS STILL IN MY DEMON BODY, SOME OF MY FONDEST MOMENTS WERE READING THROUGH BOOKS IN ORLO’S LIBRARY,” the war golem said wistfully. “I PARTICULARLY LIKED READING ABOUT THE REGIONS AROUND US – IN CASE I EVER GOT TO THE CHANCE TO GO OUTSIDE.”

      “So the little bugger is going to team up with the orcs and invade Wistross…”

      “I DO NOT BELIEVE THAT IS ENTIRELY CORRECT.”

      “Which part?”

      “THE PART ABOUT ORLO PARTICIPATING IN THE INVASION. HE IS MERELY SUPPLYING THE WAR GOLEMS.”

      “Seriously? How do you know that?”

      “I OVERHEARD HIM NEGOTIATING WITH AN ORC MESSENGER. HE SAID THAT THE GOLEMS WOULD FUNCTION PERFECTLY EVEN THOUGH HE WOULD NOT BE THERE.”

      A lightbulb went off in my head, and I laughed bitterly. “Motherfucker’s Tony Stark before he turned into Iron Man!”

      “Who’s Tony Stark?” Alaria asked.

      “Isn’t HE an iron man?” Stig said as he pointed at Grung.

      “WHAT IS A MOTHER… FUCKER?” the war golem asked.

      I ignored all their questions. “Orlo’s an arms merchant! He’s making weapons and selling them to the orcs!”

      “THAT IS NOT ENTIRELY CORRECT, EITHER.”

      “What now?” I asked in irritation.

      “THE MESSENGER WAS NOT ENTIRELY PERSUADED THAT THEY NEED THE WAR GOLEMS. THE MESSENGER SAID THE ORCS HAVE SOMEONE CALLED THE BLUE PRIEST WHO IS CAPABLE OF SUMMONING HORRIFIC GODS, BEFORE WHICH ALL OTHERS WILL BOW IN TERROR.”

      Great. We were up against 10,000 orcs, a couple dozen war golems, a powerful Warlock, and maybe some priest who could summon nightmarish deities.

      Yeah, those odds were great.

      “What are we going to do?” Alaria asked.

      “Well… if we wait for Orlo to make the sale, then he’ll probably leave and go back home, in which case we could try to pick him off.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “But if we do that, the orcs are going to use the war golems to invade a kingdom and kill or enslave tens of thousands of people.”

      “SO WE SHOULD WAIT UNTIL HE SELLS THEM THE WAR GOLEMS AND LEAVES, YES?” Grung asked.

      I stared back at him. “NO! No, we’re not going to do that!”

      “WHY NOT? WON’T IT BE EASIER TO CAPTURE HIM IF HE DOESN’T HAVE THE WAR GOLEMS?”

      “Yes, but then tens of thousands of people might die or become slaves!”

      Grung shrugged. “I DON’T KNOW ANY OF THOSE PEOPLE.”

      “That’s not the point!”

      “WHY WOULD YOU RISK YOUR LIFE FOR PEOPLE YOU DO NOT KNOW?”

      “That’s a good question,” Alaria said drily. She was always dinging me for do-gooder causes, and I’m sure her opinion now was no different.

      “Because it’s the right thing to do!” I insisted.

      “TO RISK YOUR LIFE FOR HUMANS YOU DO NOT KNOW?”

      “Not just humans!”

      “WOULD YOU RISK YOUR LIVES FOR ORCS?” Grung asked – not in a smartass way, just with a note of curiosity in his voice.

      “If they were peaceful.”

      “ORCS AREN’T PEACEFUL,” Grung pointed out.

      “If there were a bunch of women and children orcs not bothering anybody,” I said, irritated, “then yes, I would.”

      “WHAT ABOUT TROLLS?”

      “Same thing. Peaceable trolls, women and children, yes.”

      “GOBLINS?”

      “Yes.”

      “OH,” Grung said. He paused, then asked, “HOW HAVE YOU MANAGED TO STAY ALIVE UP TO NOW?”

      Alaria snorted with laughter. “That’s a good question, too.”

      I shot her a look.

      “Well, it IS,” she said with a barely suppressed grin.

      “Are you saying we shouldn’t stop them?” I snapped.

      “No,” she said in a gently mocking voice, “I’m saying I wouldn’t expect any less from the Emancipator of Abaddon.”

      “THAT WAS YOU?!” Grung asked, surprised.

      “Yeah,” I admitted with a bit of pride.

      “OH. ORLO HATES YOU FOR THAT.”

      “Yeah, well, Orlo can bite me.”

      “WHY WOULD HE BITE YOU? DO YOU TASTE GOOD?”

      “Parts of him do,” Alaria said, then turned to me. “How are we going to do this?”

      I looked down at the camp. We hadn’t been able to beat Orlo alone – how the hell were we going to beat him combined with two dozen war golems and 10,000 orcs, and maybe with a god thrown into the mix?

      As I was sitting there stewing in despair, something began to happen down on the plains.

      There was a sound of horns – the ugly blat of Orcish war trumpets – and the thousands of ants out on the field began to scurry around and form into groups.

      “What’s going on?” Alaria asked.

      “I don’t know – maybe they’re going to move out.”

      If that was the case, we – and tens of thousands innocent men, women, children – were screwed.

      A few tiny figures emerged from the tents and stood in front of the thousands of troops. One of them began to speak. I could hear the faint rumble of his voice, deep and angry, but it was so far away that it sounded like a tuba version of Charlie Brown’s teachers: waah wah wah waah wah waaaaah.

      After only a few moments of that, though, something absolutely fucking insane happened.

      There was a shimmer in the air, and a figure materialized in the camp.

      It had to have been at least 100 feet tall, because it dwarfed the war golems assembled behind it.

      It was a gigantic orc – green and muscular and ugly, like all the rest. Just 15 times taller.

      “Holy shit,” I realized, “that’s the god! The Blue Priest must be summoning the god!”

      And then it spoke.

      Its voice rolled out like thunder across the plain. Its words were intelligible even at this distance, though I still didn’t know what it was saying, because it was all in Orcish.

      “KRAST VOK NAR KRIK THOK! VAKAROKNIK MOK VAROK!”

      “OH MY,” Grung said, and I could hear metal parts rattle against each other as he began to quake.

      “Goddess fuck me,” Alaria whispered in terror.

      They weren’t the only ones who were scared. Down on the plains, most of the orcs fell to their knees in terror or prostrated themselves before the massive deity.

      I couldn’t blame them for their reactions. I almost shat my pants when he spoke –

      Until Stig said something odd.

      He cocked his head to the side and muttered, “That guy looks familiar.”

      I looked at my imp like What the fuck are you talking about?

      Then I took a long, hard look at the giant and realized Stig was right.

      This orc god was definitely memorable, because he was different from most orcs (aside from his size). For one, he didn’t wear the plate armor or chain mail of a warrior. He was dressed in tattered animal skins.

      And half of his body was fucked up. There were boils and blisters and sores covering the left side of his face, kind of like an especially disgusting version of Two-Face.

      He didn’t carry the traditional orc scimitar or war hammer, but a scythe.

      Like the Grim Reaper.

      We weren’t looking at a god of war, or a god of the hunt, or any of the other super macho fuckers the orcs loved to worship.

      “YES!” I cried out in jubilation and started to pump my fist in the air.

      Alaria stared at me, probably wondering if I had completely lost my marbles.

      “That’s Dvrak, the Orcish god of dishonorable death!” I said, almost laughing in my glee.

      “So?”

      “So Stig and I saw him several times on our way to Kvartos, when we went to find Mirk and then rescue YOU! Remember, Stig?”

      My imp squinted, then muttered, “Oh yeaaah…”

      “So, what, you’re on good terms with that walking nightmare?”

      “No – but I know the guy who summons him,” I said with a grin. “And so do you.”

      Alaria scowled at me and held out her one good hand like, Will you just fucking TELL me already?

      “Who?”

      “Dorp!”

      Alaria looked bewildered. “That annoying blue illusion demon?”

      She probably wasn’t too enthused about Dorp, seeing as he had conjured a particularly embarrassing and alarming vision of her back on the pirate ship Revenge while we were docked in Exardus.

      “Yeah!”

      “So you’re saying that thing out there is an illusion?”

      “I’d bet a million gold on it!”

      “You don’t have a million gold, boss,” Stig pointed out.

      “It’s an expression!”

      “How did your illusion demon end up working for the orcs?”

      “I don’t know – the point is, he’s down there, and I know him! I can go talk to him!”

      Nobody seemed to recognize what an incredible stroke of luck this was. Grung was silent, Alaria just stared out at the god, and Stig gave me a sickly frown, the way you might look at your buddy right before you broke the news that his girlfriend was banging half the town behind his back.

      “Uh, boss?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You DO remember what you did to Dorp before he took off, right?”

      I shifted uncomfortably on the grass. “I know, it was bad – ”

      “It wasn’t just bad, boss. It was really bad.”

      “Yes, but –

      “You made him cry, boss.”

      Alaria stared at me.

      “I was in a bad place at the time,” I snapped defensively.

      “I don’t think he’s going to be happy to see you.”

      “That’s what you don’t understand! This is my chance to make it right! This is my chance to apologize!”

      “Yeah, I don’t know how much good that’s going to do,” Stig said.

      “Well,” I said resolutely, “I have to try.”

      Suddenly a quest window popped up.

      

      You Always Hurt The Ones You Love

      

      I frowned. I don’t know if I’d go THAT far…

      I continued reading.

      

      Kiss and make up with everyone’s favorite illusion demon.

      500 XP and Peace of Mind.

      

      The 500 XP was barely worth doing the quest for.

      But the game knew me well. The way I had treated Dorp had haunted my dreams ever since. The peace of mind would be priceless.

      I hit ‘Accept,’ and the window disappeared.

      “What about Orlo?” Alaria asked angrily.

      “We’ll get to him,” I promised her.

      “What about all those millions of humans you were going to save?” she asked sarcastically.

      “Tens of thousands. We’ll save them, too.”

      “What is this, just a way to salve your conscience?”

      “…maybe,” I admitted.

      She groaned. “Your conscience is incredibly inconvenient, do you know that? First saving a bunch of people we don’t know, now APOLOGIZING – ”

      “I know, I know. But I have a feeling that Dorp is the key to all this. That somehow if I make things right with him, we’ll change the odds in our favor.”

      “How?”

      “Imagine if he turned to our side. He could basically frighten all the orcs off, which would mean we only have to deal with the war golems.”

      “And Orlo.”

      “Hey, it’s better than having to deal with war golems, Orlo, AND 10,000 orcs.”

      “But to do that, you’re going have to win Dorp back to your side,” Alaria pointed out.

      “Yeah, so?”

      “Not gonna happen,” Stig said.

      “It could,” I said defensively.

      “You made him cry, boss.”

      “Would you stop saying that?!”

      “How exactly do you intend on changing his mind when you can’t get to him?”

      “That’s the thing – I’m going have to go down there.”

      Alaria looked at me in shock. “You have to be kidding me.”

      “Nope.”

      “How are you going to sneak into their camp?”

      “I can turn invisible.”

      “For 15 seconds at a time.”

      “Fine – I’ll go in under the cover of darkness.”

      “What are you going to do when you get down there? You don’t know the layout of the camp, you don’t know anyone down there who can help you get to Dorp – ”

      “Yes I do. And I think I might be able to get her to help us.”

      Alaria looked puzzled – then shocked – then absolutely furious.

      “SORAIYA?!”

      “Yeah.”

      “We can’t trust her! She betrayed us!”

      “You heard what Orlo said – he ordered her to find out why we were there. She didn’t have any choice. And she subverted his orders by having a threesome with us.”

      “WHAT’S A THREESOME?” Grung piped up.

      “Don’t ask,” Stig said.

      “BUT… I ALREADY DID.”

      Stig shook his head in annoyance. “Lots of – ”

      He thrust his finger through an OK sign.

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “WHAT IS – ”

      Grung was about to do his own version of Stig’s gesture, then realized he didn’t have two hands to do it with. He just stared in puzzlement at his arm cannon, trying to figure out how to make it work.

      “Guys, cut it out!” I barked at them, then turned back to Alaria. “Soraiya’s our best option for me getting to Dorp.”

      “You just want to sleep with her again,” Alaria snarled.

      “I do not!” I said, shocked.

      “At ALL?” Alaria asked as she leaned in suspiciously.

      “Well, I mean, not without you!”

      “I’m never fucking that bitch AGAIN, and neither are YOU!”

      “WHAT IS ‘FUCKING’?” Grung asked.

      Stig helpfully demonstrated.

      fwap-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “BUT WHAT IS – ” and he stared at his arm cannon in consternation as he made an OK sign with the other hand.

      “Okay, okay,” I said to Alaria, “neither of us will sleep with her again. Why are you so upset?”

      “What, other than the fact that she helped put me in this metal body? NOTHING!”

      I realized that Alaria was still struggling with being trapped inside a robot, no matter how temporarily. I also realized that it must rankle her to think that I would even consider sleeping with another woman while she was in this state. Which I wouldn’t!

      But would she believe that?

      “Babe, I swear on whatever you want me to swear on, I will not sleep with her, I do not want to sleep with her – I only want you.”

      Alaria’s lower lip trembled. “Even like this?” she asked as she held out her charred forearm.

      “You got that trying to save my life.” I took her arm and kissed the blackened metal. “I love you no matter what. And I want you and only you.”

      “But what if we can never fuck again?” she asked bitterly. “Why WOULDN’T you leave me for another woman?”

      “Because I love you.”

      “That’s not enough,” she said, and I could hear the despair in her voice.

      I knew I was never going to convince a sex demoness that sex didn’t matter as much as love – so I tried a different tack.

      “Well, you can still give me a hand job,” I said, pointing at her other arm.

      She stared at me in shock – then burst out laughing.

      “Asshole,” she giggled, and punched me lightly in the shoulder.

      Unfortunately, she was punching me with a fist made of metal, and she didn’t know her own strength. It felt like Mike Tyson had slammed my bicep with a pair of brass knuckles.

      “AAAAAAAH!” I shouted, and grabbed my arm in pain. One love tap had set me back 5% of Health.

      “Oh honey, I’m so sorry,” she said, and put her hand out to try to soothe me.

      “It’s all right,” I wheezed through clenched teeth.

      She looked unhappy, but her accidentally hurting me turned out to be what I needed to win the argument.

      “FINE,” she groaned, “you can go look for Soraiya… but PROMISE me you won’t sleep with her.”

      “I promise.”

      “How are you going to get down there?”

      “I told you, I’ll sneak down under the cover of darkness.”

      Alaria folded her arms across her chest. “What, you think the orcs are blind? Their guards will spot you in a second.”

      “I can turn invisible – ”

      “For 15 seconds.”

      “I’ll steal a cloak!” I snapped. “An ORCISH cloak!”

      “You look nothing like an orc, even with a cloak on. You won’t get ten feet before they recognize you as an outsider and either kill you or capture you.”

      I stewed silently for a moment, knowing that she was right.

      “I COULD GO,” Grung offered.

      I turned to him in surprise. “What?”

      “I AM A WAR GOLEM. I WILL FIT IN.”

      “Won’t they suspect something? Especially since you’re showing up a day late?”

      Grung thought for a second, then pointed at the little panel in his chest. “I WILL SAY THE MOUSE CAUSED ME TO STOP WORKING. WHEN I WOKE UP, THEY WERE ALL GONE. SO I FOLLOWED THEIR TRAIL HERE.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “It’s better than sneaking in and stealing a damn cloak,” Alaria muttered.

      I thought about it for second, then said to Grung, “I guess you could find Soraiya and bring her out here to us…”

      “We are NOT bringing that bitch out here! She’ll just betray us again, and we’ll ALL end up captured!”

      “She’s the only one who can get me to Dorp!”

      “I AM AFRAID IT IS A MOOT POINT. ONCE I AM INSIDE THE CAMP, I WILL NOT BE ABLE TO LEAVE WITHOUT ATTRACTING UNDUE ATTENTION,” Grung said apologetically.

      “Crap…”

      I racked my brains, and found myself looking at the panel on Grung’s chest.

      “If there was room for a mouse inside your body, could Stig maybe fit in there?”

      “No,” Stig snapped.

      “OF COURSE. I HAVE SEVERAL HOLLOW PLACES IN MY BODY WHERE ARMAMENTS ARE STORED.”

      “Really? That’s great news!”

      “NO,” Stig growled.

      “Come on, this could be exactly what we need to get to Dorp!” I pleaded with the imp.

      “NO.”

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t like being inside tight spaces.”

      “Funny,” Alaria said with a half-smile, “neither does Ian. At least, not as much as looser ones.”

      I looked over at her and gave her a Very funny look. “This is serious. Come on, Stig – ”

      “If you want him to sneak somebody down there so bad, YOU do it!”

      “I would if I could, but – ”

      “THAT IS ENTIRELY POSSIBLE,” Grung said, followed by the whir of an electric motor.

      I watched in surprise as the metal paneling that made up Grung’s rib cage opened up like the gullwing door of a DeLorean.

      Inside his body were a number of missiles on some sort of lattice that connected to the rocket launchers in his shoulders.

      Grung reached inside his body and pulled the lattice out, missiles and all.

      Once he removed it, there was a space more than big enough for Stig – but it even looked like I could squeeze myself in there.

      This would be perfect – just like the Greeks and the Trojan horse!

      Trojans… heh heh…

      Word association led from one thing to another, and suddenly I was thinking of condoms and a radio commercial I had heard recently with a catchy theme song.

      The videogame was ABSOLUTELY reading my mind, because a quest window suddenly popped up with the chorus to the song:

      

      Trojan Man – Trojan Maaaan!

      Get deep inside your companion’s body and use him to sheathe your bare skin so you can penetrate even DEEPER inside the orcs for maximum effectiveness!

      

      “Really?” I groaned out loud.

      “What?” Alaria asked.

      She couldn’t see the quest window, and I was NOT about to tell her what it said.

      “…nothing,” I said, and instead scoped out the rewards.

      

      2000 XP

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

      

      HA. Looked like my instincts were right about Orcish cloaks.

      If I used it to replace my Cloak of the Northern Wastes, I would lose 10 Intelligence… but I would get a huge boost in Stamina, plus a nice little addition to Critical Strike – which meant the chances of one of my attacks randomly dealing double the ordinary damage would go up.

      It was worth it, so I selected ‘Accept.’

      I guess I was ‘going in.’

      “I’ll get inside Grung,” I announced, “and he can sneak me into the camp.”

      Alaria sighed. “Even if you do talk to Dorp, and you somehow manage to convince him to forgive you, and he DOES manage to scare away the orcs, how are we going to take on Orlo and the war golems? There’s just no way.”

      “…there might be.”

      “How?”

      “By building an army of our own.”

      She frowned in utter disbelief. “How in the Seven Hells are we going to do that?”

      I grinned. “By calling in several hundred favors.”
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      It was an exceedingly simple plan. I needed an army, so I was going to put out a call and hope that the cavalry would come save my ass.

      While in Exardus, I had run the Tomb of Tharos dungeon a LOT so I could make enough gold to pay off Varkus.

      I’d encountered some real douchebags – like the undead Priest and Brazilian Shadow Knight who had ratted me out to my boss for, ahem, admittedly inappropriate behavior – but the vast majority of people I’d met were pretty cool. As a result, I now had a ‘Friends List’ 400 strong. Not only had we gotten along well, but the vast majority had been appreciative that I had guided them through the dungeon like a pro. (Which is what happens when you run a dungeon 150 times.)

      I currently wasn’t that far from Exardus, not in the grand scheme of things, and I was hoping that if I put out a distress call, some of my fellow players might show up.

      It would be hellacious odds – 10,000 orcs and two dozen war golems, plus a master Warlock – but it would be a fight for the ages.

      Here’s the message I sent out:

      

      Hey guys, Ian here.

      I need a favor. And it’s a big one.

      I am working on a quest chain, and I’m currently camped out on the edge of the plains of Mor-El. There is an army of 10,000 orcs, plus two dozen giant robots called war golems they bought from an arms merchant. I believe they are going to invade a neighboring human kingdom and try to enslave them.

      My objective is I’m trying to kill the Warlock who sold them the golems. I don’t need help with that – I just need help in fighting the orcs.

      Not gonna lie, this one is a real bastard.

      The biggest problem is that the Warlock destroyed every graveyard within dozens of miles – so if you get killed in battle, I have no idea where you’re going to resurrect.

      Second huge problem: one of the demons I liberated is working with the orcs. He’s capable of projecting your worst fears as an illusion out onto the battlefield. It can get pretty gnarly, so let that inform your decision.

      I know this is a big ask, but if you’re anywhere near the region, can you come to the giant cliffs west of Mor-El? My succubus, Alaria, who is now in robot form (long story) will be waiting for you. I am going to go try to infiltrate the Orcish camp, and I could really use your help if I end up starting a war.

      If you can’t do it, or it’s just not something you want to get involved in, I understand. No hard feelings.

      But if you CAN help, I would owe you big time. Be sure to approach from the west, north, or south. You don’t want to accidentally stumble across 10,000 orcs.

      It’s the Alamo, I’m down to a couple of soldiers and a handful of bullets, and I sure could use the fuckin’ cavalry right about now.

      Thanks,

      Ian

      

      I closed down my messaging app in the system, not wanting to be distracted by a flood of replies. Besides, at this point, all I could do was pray that enough people would show up. I had other things to worry about now.

      First item on the agenda was getting into the orc camp.

      Grung could smuggle me in, but we also had to get down the escarpment. We scouted out the cliff until we found the path the war golems had obviously taken – an almost 60% incline (or would that be a 30% decline?) with deep troughs gouged out from the robots’ oversized feet.

      “I guess this is it,” I said uneasily as I stared down the 300-foot drop to the plains below. Then I said to Alaria, “Stay here no matter what happens, all right? My friends should be showing up over the next couple of hours. They’re expecting to meet a hot robot succubus, so I need you to be here to meet them.”

      “I don’t like this,” she grumbled.

      “I know, but I have to do it. The same way you need to get your ex-masters, I need to make things good with Dorp. And the only way we’re going to get out of here alive is with an army behind us. So please, just be here to meet them, okay?”

      “Okay,” she grumbled, and then her expression turned from truculent to pleading. “Just promise me you won’t sleep with her.”

      “I won’t, I swear.”

      “And don’t trust her. I mean, any more than you have to. She lied to us before, and she’ll do it again.”

      “I promise I’ll keep both eyes open and trust her only as much as I need to.” I turned to Stig. “Take good care of Alaria for me, okay?”

      “Okay, boss.”

      I pulled Alaria close to me and kissed her. She hung on to me, desperate to keep me there with her – but it was time to go.

      I turned to Grung. “All right, let’s get this over with.”

      I crawled up into the chamber originally meant for the missile reloading mechanism. He had placed it on the ground, leaving me plenty of room to hide inside his metallic body.

      Theoretically.

      In reality, it was like being inside a coffin that was 50% too small.

      “Jesus Christ,” I muttered as I crammed myself inside the hole.

      “Did he get inside one of those things?” Stig asked, perplexed.

      “No, and he at least had a rock he could roll out of the way,” I griped as I contorted my body like I was in Cirque du Soleil. My knees were up against my chest, my arms were smashed against my face, and I could barely breathe.

      The last time I had been this cramped was back in the womb.

      Let’s just hope getting out this time wasn’t as difficult as when I was born. My mom still complains about the 18 hours of labor.

      “Okay,” I wheezed. “I’m ready.”

      A motor whirred, and the gullwing door slowly closed over Grung’s rib cage. I was plunged into darkness with the smell of machine oil and metal all around me.

      Holy fuck knuckles, this was a bad idea.

      “I AM GOING DOWN THE CLIFF NOW,” Grung said. His voice reverberated all around me like the voice of God.

      “Fine,” I managed to squeak.

      And thus began my descent into hell.

      I could hear Grung’s inner gears clattering and clanking all around me as he walked.

      There was a terrifying pitch backwards as he started to slide down the escarpment. His feet grated across the rocks, which vibrated throughout his frame – and me. I felt like I was trapped inside a dorm-room fridge-sized vibrator.

      Then it turned into the world’s worst water slide without any water.

      We slid sideways, backwards, sideways again, and then everything went topsy-turvy as we somersaulted over and over with a deafening CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

      Oh God, please don’t let me throw up in here – I don’t want to drown in my own vomit!

      The somersaulting finally stopped and Grung came to a halt. I wound up with my entire body weight pressing my face against a metal panel.

      Fuuuuuck…

      “ARE YOU ALL RIGHT, IAN?” Grung’s voice rumbled all around me.

      “Fine,” I mumbled as I tried to keep the contents of my stomach where they belonged.

      There was more whirring and clanking, and we rose vertiginously up into the air – but at least I was right-side up again.

      I could hear every motorized stride of Grung’s legs and feel every crunching footstep on the ground.

      After about four minutes, a harsh, muffled voice called out, “You – what in Dvrak’s name are you doing out here?”

      An orc – probably a guard on patrol.

      “I AM A WAR GOLEM,” Grung’s voice reverberated around me.

      “I can see that! Why aren’t you with the others?!”

      “I MALFUNCTIONED BACK AT BASE AND SHUT DOWN. WHEN I WOKE UP, EVERYONE WAS GONE. I ONLY NOW JUST ARRIVED.”

      “Go over there where you belong!”

      “THANK YOU, I WILL,” Grung said, and began walking again. After another minute of jostling around, I began to hear the muffled chatter and shouts of the war camp all around me.

      “IAN, I’M HERE,” Grung said as quietly as he could, although his voice still echoed all around me. “WHAT SHOULD I DO?”

      “Do you see Orlo or Soraiya anywhere?”

      “NO.”

      As much as I wanted to get the hell out of my tiny metal coffin, I knew it was more important to stick to the plan.

      “Walk around and see if you can spot her. If anybody gives you any grief, tell them you just got here and need to report in first.”

      Grung did just that, walking around the camp, occasionally fielding angry shouts from orcs who cursed him out for not staying with the other war golems.

      To distract myself from the stifling, cramped, foul-smelling hellhole I had subjected myself to, I brought up my message app and scrolled through the replies.

      Unfortunately, there weren’t as many as I had hoped. Most said they would try to make it as fast as they could, although a few begged out.

      One in particular stood out from the rest.

      I had sent it to an acquaintance – not one of my favorite people, but he had the added advantage of being a much higher level than me. If he could show up and fight, he would be worth four or five other players just on his own.

      Yep, I’m talking about Robert the QC Warlock.

      At least he had responded right away, which was more than I could say for most of the people on my Friends List.

      As I read the words in his reply, I imagined his Matthew McConaughey-esque voice.

      

      Ian –

      Wish I could help you out, ese, but I’m too far away to get there in time. Good luck.

      The thing about the graveyards isn’t that big a deal. I’m assuming you’re not Level 24 yet, but when you are you’ll get a new power that – well, I don’t want to spoil the surprise. Just level up as fast as you can, muchacho. Hopefully it’ll happen before the battle so you can take full advantage of it.

      

      I was at the low end of 23 and nowhere near Level 24 – so NO, Robert, I wasn’t going to get it before the battle. Thanks for explaining exactly what the power was, though. VERY helpful.

      

      By the way, I used the advice you gave me on threesomes. SUCCESS! Had my first ménage à trois the other day with Kilara. Magnificent. The other chick was a water elf, second in hotness only to my lady. It went down like this (as did the chicks, if you get my drift)…

      

      And then he went on for three fucking pages about how many times he boned his water elf and succubus.

      Typical Robert. One line saying he was sorry he couldn’t help… another line saying something that might have helped, but was too fucking vague to be of any use whatsoever… and then three pages of explicit details about his sex life, which I had absolutely no interest in.

      Just as I was about to reply, Grung’s voice vibrated all around me.

      “MISTRESS SORAIYA.”

      My stomach twisted in anticipation, and I shut down the messaging app so I could pay full attention to what was going on.

      I heard Soraiya answer, although she sounded cold and imperious – completely different from what I was used to. “Which one are you?”

      “GRUNG.”

      “Oh yes, I remember you,” she said in a bored voice. “Why aren’t you with the others?”

      “I WAS DAMAGED AND ARRIVED SEPARATELY AFTER THE REST OF THE CARAVAN.”

      “Well, get back with them and stay there,” she snapped.

      “BEFORE I LEFT HOME, I ENCOUNTERED A HUMAN WARLOCK AND A SUCCUBUS IN ROBOT FORM.”

      There was a pause, and then Soraiya’s voice became closer to what I was used to. “What happened to them?”

      “I KILLED THEM.”

      It was a test. Alaria had been so damn certain that Soraiya would turn on us again that she’d insisted on vetting her first.

      “…what?” Soraiya said in a daze.

      “I HEARD THEM TALKING ABOUT KILLING MASTER ORLO, SO I ATTACKED THEM. I HAD TO EXPEND MOST OF MY ARMAMENTS, AND THERE WAS A GREAT DEAL OF DAMAGE DONE TO THE HANGAR AS A RESULT, BUT THEY ARE BOTH DEAD.”

      “…I see…”

      “DID I NOT DO THE RIGHT THING?”

      “…what? No, no… you did well. I just… never mind.”

      Her voice sounded – sad wasn’t the word, but definitely stunned. Maybe even wistful.

      She quickly recovered her bitchy schoolmarm voice. “Now go stay with the other war golems.”

      “ACTUALLY, THERE IS ONE MORE THING – BUT IT IS A SENSITIVE MATTER, AND I WOULD LIKE TO SPEAK TO YOU ABOUT IT IN PRIVATE. MAY WE GO SOMEPLACE TO TALK?”

      “I’m busy, Grung.”

      “IT IS URGENT, MISTRESS, AND OF THE UTMOST IMPORTANCE.”

      “Then tell me now.”

      “WE MUST SPEAK IN PRIVATE.”

      Soraiya harrumphed like a bratty teenage girl. “Fine. Lead the way.”

      Grung walked for about 30 seconds until the chatter of the camp died away.

      “Well?” Soraiya demanded.

      “ACTUALLY, EVERYTHING I TOLD YOU WAS A LIE. IAN AND ALARIA ARE BOTH ALIVE.”

      “What?! Really?!”

      She sounded far more enthused – but then her voice took on a more suspicious tone. “Then why did you lie to me?”

      “BECAUSE I WAS AFRAID OF WHO MIGHT OVERHEAR.”

      “Where are they?”

      “IN A SECRET LOCATION FAR AWAY FROM HERE. WHAT DO YOU WANT ME TO DO?”

      “Take me to them immediately!” she exclaimed.

      “AS YOU WISH.”

      A motor whirred, the gullwing door pulled away from Grung’s ribcage, blinding sunlight filled my little metal coffin, and I tumbled out ten feet and crashed onto the ground in a pile.

      “Hey,” I coughed. “Long time no see.”

      Soraiya’s face was the definition of surprise. She looked at me in absolute shock – and then you would’ve thought she had won the lottery.

      “IAN!” she cried out.

      She fell to her knees and French-kissed me with abandon. And grabbed my crotch to boot.

      “MMMPH!” I yelled into her mouth as I pushed her away.

      She looked puzzled. “What? What’s wrong?”

      “I, uh, I promised Alaria there wouldn’t be any hanky-panky going on.”

      I had thought Alaria was just being paranoid. I figured there was no way anything would happen – that I wouldn’t even be given the opportunity to cheat. It was an enemy camp, after all, surrounded by thousands of bloodthirsty orcs.

      I guess Alaria knew succubi way better than I did.

      “Where is she?” Soraiya asked.

      “She’s up on the hill – but right now I need your help.”

      “Anything!”

      I looked around. We were in back of a bunch of tents – officers’ quarters, I was guessing. There were orcs around, but the closest was a couple hundred feet away and looking elsewhere.

      “Do you know the guy who summoned that Orcish god this morning?”

      “The Blue Priest? I’ve met him, yes.”

      “Is he a demon named Dorp?”

      Soraiya gawped in amazement. “How did you know that?”

      “Because he used to work for me.”

      Her eyes bugged out. “You have got to be kidding me.”

      “No. And I need to talk to him as soon as possible.”

      She arched one eyebrow and looked like she was pondering the possibility. “I think I can sneak you in.”

      “Great. Can we do it now?”

      “Absolutely. We just need a disguise for you.”

      “How about a cloak?” I suggested.

      “That would work perfectly.”

      Ha!

      Suck on THAT, Alaria!

      Soraiya looked up at Grung. “You’ll need to return to the other war golems, though. You’re attracting attention here, and we can’t have that right now.”

      Grung looked down at me for confirmation.

      “It’s okay,” I nodded. “And don’t worry – I won’t leave without you.”

      “DO YOU PROMISE?”

      “I promise.”

      “ALRIGHT…” Grung said, then shuffled off to join his compatriots on the other side of camp.

      “What was all that about?” Soraiya asked.

      “Long story. How about that cloak?”

      “I need to go grab one and make sure Dorp isn’t surrounded by the general’s men. Stay right here and I’ll be back.”

      She stood up and disappeared through the space between two tents.

      HA!

      I felt totally vindicated. All of Alaria’s paranoia had been for naught; Soraiya was still on our side.

      I was rehearsing my speech to Dorp when 30 orcs spilled out from the tents around me, their scimitars and war hammers at the ready.

      I froze and stared at them. “Um… hi…”

      Soraiya stepped out from amongst them, a fierce look on her face. Strangely, though, she held a black cloak in her hands, like she’d actually gone and fetched it for me.

      “Seize the human!” she yelled, at which point the orcs rushed in.

      “Fucking BITCH!” I screamed, but I think ‘bitch’ got muffled when one of the orcs body-slammed me into the grass.

      I pictured Alaria with arms folded, shaking her head in disgust.

      I concentrated on my imminent ass-whupping instead. I wasn’t really in the mood for I-told-you-so’s.

      The orcs stomped me until I was within a few thousand hit points of death. Luckily Shyvock’s poisoned arrow had worn off long ago, and I was able to adjust my pain levels to near zero. So I basically felt like a rubber chicken getting kicked around by a bunch of toddlers.

      “That’s enough,” Soraiya ordered as I was approaching death. Then she fastened a chain around my neck and yanked me to my feet. “I’ll handle him from here.”

      As she led me through the camp toward the tents, I muttered, “You’re a good actress, I’ll give you that.”

      “Thank you,” she said smugly.

      “The French-kissing was over the top, though. I should have known it was fake after that.”

      She looked back at me, amused. “You think that was acting?”

      “Obviously.”

      “The only acting I did was when I pretended to be on the orcs’ side.”

      I stared at her. “What?”

      “I’m on your side, Ian, not theirs.”

      Maybe the orcs had stomped me harder than I’d thought, because absolutely none of this was making sense. “Why’d you have them beat the shit out of me, then?!”

      “There are hundreds of spies in this camp. Any one of them could have seen me talking to you, so I had to make your capture look realistic.”

      “If you were so worried about being seen, then why’d you French kiss me?!”

      “That part was spontaneous, and a mistake on my part,” she admitted. “But if anyone saw it, I could just say it was a magical succubus attack intended to stun you into submission and make you more docile.”

      The ‘magical’ part might not have been the case, but the rest wasn’t too far from the truth.

      Before I could form a coherent response, Soraiya continued. “You’ll notice that I ordered your companion back to the other war golems.”

      “So?”

      “So I didn’t want both of you getting caught.”

      “…oh…”

      Then I got angry again.

      “But if you take me in there in front of everybody in chains, I’m screwed!”

      “I’m only doing it to get you to your demon friend. Here,” she said as she handed the black cloak to me surreptitiously.

      Suddenly, ‘2000 XP’ glowed in the air and a message appeared:

      

      You have penetrated DEEP inside the orcs!

      In fact, no one has EVER been THIS deep inside them before!

      

      Oh God.

      

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

      

      Aha. So I’d completed the quest.

      “When you two walk out of here,” Soraiya continued, “you’ll need to look like something other than a pasty white human.”

      “Um, yeah… about that…” I said as I put the cloak in my bag.

      “What?”

      “I’m not entirely sure he’s going to come with me.”

      Soraiya stopped and turned around in amazement. “What?”

      “Yeah… he might not come.”

      She stared at me. “Might not?”

      “There’s a chance, yeah.”

      “What kind of a chance?”

      “Fifty-fifty. At best.”

      She continued to stare at me. “Let me get this straight. You broke into an Orcish war camp in broad daylight to rescue someone who might not want to be rescued… because why, exactly?”

      “I, uh… I needed to apologize to him.”

      Now that I said it out loud, I had to admit, it sounded pretty dumb.

      Soraiya’s mouth dropped open, but she didn’t say anything.

      I sighed. “Look, I know it probably sounds stupid to you – ”

      “Stupid? No. Not at all.”

      “Oh,” I said, happily surprised.

      Then she continued.

      “It’s imbecilic. Idiotic. Moronic. It is quite literally the stupidest thing I have ever heard anyone do in my entire life, and I’m several hundred years old, so I’ve seen and heard about a lot of stupid things.”

      I frowned. “I liked it better when you were just leading me to the tent in silence.”

      “Too bad,” she snapped, and started dragging me by the chain again. “If this plan blows up in your face – which I’m betting it will – I’m not going down with you, understand? You can live and die by your own stupidity, but leave me out of it.”

      “Fine. Just get me to Dorp.”
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      We entered one of the larger tents and walked past a couple of orc guards. I guess Soraiya had some real pull, because neither of them blinked an eye.

      The interior of the tent was somewhat rough, although it was still luxurious by orc standards. There were chairs upholstered with animal hides, and a collection of bottles filled with what I presumed was alcohol. Several torches dispelled the gloom with a tiny bit of light.

      There was a bed at the far end covered in more animal hides, on which lay a familiar figure. My illusion demon looked the same as the last time I’d seen him in Exardus, except his skinny frame was covered in a white robe that offset his blue skin.

      As we entered the room, he was lying on his back with one sleeved arm on his face, blocking out the torchlight. As soon as he heard the jingling of my chain, he took his arm away from his face and looked up. “I’m sorry, I don’t want any visitors right – ”

      That was when I stepped out from behind Soraiya.

      He bolted upright in bed as soon as he saw me. His black, beady little eyes couldn’t really get any bigger, but his hairless brows shot up in surprise.

      “Hi Dorp,” I said shyly.

      He didn’t say anything back. He just stared.

      “We caught this human on the outskirts of camp,” Soraiya announced coldly, playing her bitch part to a T. “He says that he knows you, and that he has important information for you. I thought I would bring him by before I took him to Orlo to be executed.”

      Dorp just sat there on the bed, shocked into complete silence.

      Soraiya paused uneasily. “Do you know him?”

      Dorp nodded a tiny bit.

      “All right, go ahead,” Soraiya said to me. “Say what you have to say.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but before I could get the words out, Dorp started screaming bloody murder.

      “GENERAL KRORT, GENRAL KRORT, HELP!”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I said to Dorp, waving my hands in the air. “I’m here to apologize, man!”

      Dorp paused for about three seconds – then started screaming again.

      “GENERAL KRORT, GENERAL KRORT, GET IN HERE!”

      Soraiya sighed. “That went well,” she murmured.

      The flaps of the tent ripped open and a small entourage of orcs burst in. Half a dozen guards flanked a massive orc in spiked iron plate armor with scars across his face. A smaller, hunchbacked orc followed along behind him, carrying an iron box about a foot wide.

      “By Krallok’s crown, what is the cause of this uproar?” the biggest orc thundered.

      Dorp pointed at me savagely. “General Krort, I want this human thrown in jail!” he said in his breathy, wimpy, sad-sack little voice.

      “Jail?” Krort snorted. “This is an Orcish military camp. There is no jail. We can flay him alive, though, if he has offended you.”

      Jesus, flaying people seem to be a popular trend.

      “Dorp, I came here to say that I’m sorry for how I treated you!” I said hurriedly.

      Every single orc in the room looked at me like I was utterly insane.

      “What did you just say?” Krort asked in shock.

      I glanced over at him, then back at Dorp. “I came here to apologize.”

      There was a second’s pause – after which all the orcs burst out into raucous laughter.

      “What a fool!” Krort howled to his buddies. “Even for a human, he is enormously stupid!”

      Soraiya just closed her eyes and grimaced.

      I ignored them and focused on Dorp. “I came here to say that I know I was a terrible master. I used you, and what I said to you in Exardus was inexcusable. And I’m really, really sorry.”

      Krort scowled. “This man was your master?! You were a slave?!”

      Dorp looked panicked. “No – no, he lies!”

      Oh shit – I’d embarrassed him even more. I’d really stepped in it now.

      “Uh, master at arms,” I said hastily. “I know I was a bad master at arms. But I want you to know how sorry I – ”

      “YOU?!” Krort snorted. “A master at arms?!”

      The orc grabbed my arm in his hand, which was the size of a Christmas butterball turkey. My bicep looked like a drinking straw in his grip.

      “The only arms I think you could have mastered were gnome-sized!” Krort roared,

      and all the orcs burst into laughter once again.

      A familiar, nasal voice rang throughout the tent.

      “I don’t appreciate the disparaging comments about my race, General Krort!” Orlo said as he waddled into the room. “What in the world was so important that you had to interrupt our negotiations to – YOU!”

      Orlo stopped in his tracks and stared as he caught sight of me, then burst out laughing.

      “Oh my, this is just too much!”

      Krort looked down at Orlo in surprise. “You know this human?”

      “Yes – he invaded my lair back in Verlandia!”

      “And now you’ve brought him into my camp?!” Krort roared.

      “I didn’t bring him anywhere – he must have followed me here!” Orlo turned to his succubus. “Soraiya, what is the meaning of this? Did you capture him?!”

      “Some Orcish soldiers apprehended him on the edge of camp,” she said, so cool that ice wouldn’t melt in her mouth.

      “Then why do you have custody of him?” Krort growled.

      “And why didn’t you bring him directly to me?” Orlo fumed.

      Soraiya looked meaningfully at Orlo. “Perhaps this is something we could discuss later? In private?”

      “Why would you need to discuss it in private?” Krort snarled. “What manner of treachery is this?!”

      Orlo stamped his foot angrily as he addressed Soraiya. “You’ve been consorting with the enemy again, haven’t you!”

      “Consorting?!” Krort roared. “Your demoness is working with an enemy SPY?!”

      Partially because I was pissed at Orlo, and partially because I was more afraid of the orcs, I blurted out, “No, we just fucked.”

      Krort and his orcs stared at me in silence –

      And then almost pissed themselves with laughter.

      Orlo turned bright red and glared at me like he wanted to flay me with a butter knife.

      Soraiya turned her head towards me slowly like the little girl out of The Exorcist, and looked like she might just join her boss in the ‘skin removal’ festivities.

      Okay, so it probably wasn’t the smartest thing I’d ever said.

      But I was caught between a rock and a hard place. Or between an orc and a gnome place, you might say.

      If I made Orlo mad, that could have unfortunate consequences, both for me and Soraiya.

      If I made the orcs mad, then that could turn out badly, too.

      But I was forgetting the most important thing: I had come here for Dorp, and Dorp alone.

      I turned back to my demon. “I want you to know that I am sincerely sorry for everything I did. It was wrong of me, and you deserved better. You deserved a lot better.”

      Dorp narrowed his beady little eyes at me, but didn’t say anything.

      “Well, Blue Priest?” Krort chuckled. “Do you accept this human’s apology?”

      Dorp stood there for a long moment in silence.

      “No,” he said finally. “No, I don’t.”

      My stomach felt like I was on a rollercoaster. “Dorp, these guys – they’re trying to use you just like I did. They don’t care about you – ”

      “And you do?!” he snarled in his helium Eeyore voice.

      “More than they do! I don’t want you to necessarily go with me, but I want you to be free, not a servant to a bunch of warmongering assholes – ”

      It suddenly felt like somebody had clocked me in the head with a ham hock.

      When the stars cleared from my eyes I was on the ground, gazing up at Krort and his balled-up fist.

      Apparently I’d been bitch-slapped.

      “The Blue Priest is an honored member of my army, kvrak,” the general snarled. “You, however, are worm filth. Take him away!”

      “No,” Orlo said, “give him to me! I will visit horrors upon him that you cannot even conceive of!”

      The general snorted. “It seems you should be more concerned with those in your employ, gnome. You may sell weapons, but it would appear your underlings are selling you out.”

      Orlo went scarlet red. “Then give me what you owe me, and let us conclude our business!”

      “What, this?” the general taunted, and swept his hand towards the hunchback with the iron box.

      Right on cue, the orc opened up the box and revealed a pile of gold coins.

      I stumbled to my feet, my eyes wide with amazement.

      Those were hundred-gold pieces in there – and there were dozens upon dozens of them. The contents of that box would more than repay whatever I owed Varkus, including the extra bounty that Shyvock had mentioned.

      “As I told you before,” Krort snarled, “you don’t get your money until we have an appropriate demonstration of your merchandise’s abilities. And we won’t have that until we march on Wistross, so – ”

      At that exact moment, somewhere far out on the plains, came the sound of a war horn.

      Krort looked around in surprise, though his expression quickly gave way to bloodlust. “What was that?”

      Without waiting for a reply, he barked, “Come with me, Blue Priest! Guards, bring these others as well!”

      The orcs grabbed me by my arms and forced me to my feet, then frog-marched both me and Soraiya out of the tent. Orlo waddled along angrily behind us, alternately berating his succubus and complaining about the money due him.

      When we got outside, I had to squint my eyes to adjust to the light – and what I saw both terrified and elated me.

      Up on top of the ridge above the plains of Mor-El stood a single, shining figure.

      Behind her were hundreds of other figures, too far away to distinguish who or what they were.

      But I knew.

      The cavalry had arrived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      I hastily opened my messaging app and was dumbfounded by the hundreds of replies I saw there. All I had time to read were the subject lines, but they were legion.

      We’re in!

      Hold on, we’re coming!

      Be there soon

      Don’t start the war without us!

      I choked up a little.

      My only fear was that Alaria would join them in the fight and that something would happen to her.

      General Krort began to laugh.

      “Well, gnome, it appears fate has provided you with an opportunity to prove your creations’ worth.” He turned to the camp and bellowed, “TO WAR, BROTHERS – TO WAR!”

      All 10,000 orcs roared with one voice as they raised their weapons in the air, then began running as fast as they could towards the distant cliffs.

      Krort turned to Orlo. “Of course, if your machines are as powerful as you say, then my men will not even need to fight. Which would be a pity… but it IS what I’m paying you for.”

      “What you’ve promised to pay me for,” Orlo said bitterly.

      “I will – if you can deliver.”

      “Say the word,” Orlo sneered, “and I will unleash mechanized hell upon them!”

      “Make it so, gnome.”

      Orlo turned towards his war golems and cried out in his nasal voice, “Those of you promised to the orcs – see the invaders up on the ridge? KILL THEM!”

      Twelve of the war golems turned and aimed their arm cannons towards the cliffs in the distance. At the same time, multiple surfaces on their bodies began to pop up: hatches on their shoulders, trapdoors on their biceps, and metal irises on their chests.

      What came next was a cross between a Civil War bombardment and War of the Worlds.

      Their arm cannons all lit up from within, and a mechanical whine began to cycle louder and louder: vrrrr, Vrrrr, VRRrrr, VRRRRRR –

      BLAM!

      A dozen blasts of yellow light exploded from their arms and hit the figures atop the ridge.

      I watched in horror as entire swaths of the cliff – and presumably my friends – exploded. But when the smoke had cleared, I wanted to whoop with joy.

      Shimmering forcefields had protected everyone on top of the ridge.

      Thank God for Mages.

      As war golems paused to recharge their arm cannons, they began to fire missiles from the open hatches on their shoulders.

      The air filled with plumes of smoke heading straight for the ridge –

      And then all across the top of the mesa, blasts of fire and rays of light shot into the sky. Dozens of missiles exploded harmlessly in the air above the advancing army of orcs.

      At the same time, ten-foot-tall walls of ice appeared in front of the group along the ridge, only to be shattered seconds later by the missiles that got through.

      “Lackluster, gnome,” Krort sneered. “The interlopers appear to have met your ‘mechanized hell’ with defenses of their own.”

      Orlo became furious. “Just wait until the second volley! I’ll slaughter them by the dozens!”

      He had just turned back to the war golems when the ground exploded beneath us.

      I went flying through a cloud of dirt and grass.

      When I landed, I propped myself up on my forearms and looked around.

      Krort was prostrate in the dirt.

      Orlo had gone flying ass over teakettle.

      Dorp was cowering with his head between his knees. His robes had slipped down to his shoulders, exposing his skinny blue ass.

      Soraiya was completely disheveled, and every other orc in the group was either on his face or his ass.

      Ten feet away, a crater was smoking in the ground.

      At first I wondered who amongst my friends on the ridge had been able to deliver that powerful an attack, especially from that far away –

      And then I looked at the ranks of war golems, and saw one whose body was pointed towards us rather than towards the ridge.

      Grung.

      YES!

      I flashed him a discreet thumbs up, and he returned it with a metal one carefully hidden by his side.

      I only had a few seconds to take advantage of the orcs’ discombobulation, so I yanked the chain from around my neck and took off at a sprint.

      In the distance, I saw an amazing sight: highways of ice being cast from the top of the mesa down to the plains, and dozens of figures zipping down the icy incline like children on playground slides.

      My friends were about to bring the fight to the army of orcs.

      Maybe they could attack them from the front, and Grung and I could attack them from the rear –

      Suddenly the world went to hell all around me.

      Fire exploded in a line in front of me, racing 200 miles per hour from north to south, cutting me off from the army of orcs far ahead.

      One second I was running across grass, and the next I was confronted with a raging firestorm.

      I stopped running, terrified by the wall of flames raging just a few yards away –

      But something was off.

      I couldn’t feel any heat from the fire.

      The crackle and roar of the fire was terrifying, yes, but I should have felt like I was being roasted alive.

      I didn’t have time to think about that, though, because a figure stumbled out of the flames right in my path.

      It was an orc, and his green skin was literally melting off his body, bubbling and sliding off the muscle beneath. The other half of him was in flames, and he screamed at me in agony from out of the ruins of his face.

      I backed away in terror, my heart thudding in my chest –

      And then I realized what was going on.

      Dorp.

      Dorp was reaching inside my head and pulling out my greatest fears.

      I gritted my teeth and forced myself to run directly at the burning orc.

      Within two seconds I had not only passed through him like he was a ghost, but through the wall of flames as well.

      You sneaky motherfucker, I commended my former illusion demon.

      Now that I was on the other side of Dorp’s illusion, I could see the orcs racing towards my friends at the bottom of the mesa.

      I kept running – and then I heard something.

      I looked down, and saw that I was running through a nest of venomous snakes writhing in the grass.

      “HOLY SHIT!” I yelled as I leapt up in the air.

      Cobras, adders, rattlesnakes – all of them reared up in the air, ready to strike as I landed –

      And then I realized again what was going on.

      Motherfuckin’ Dorp.

      I willed myself to raise my eyes to the horizon as I hit the ground, and refused to look at the illusions striking at my feet.

      He didn’t stop with the snakes, though.

      Far from it.

      It was like running through a carnival ride of horrors, from obvious physical threats to my worst feelings of humiliation.

      I passed my own body lying broken and bloody on the ground, reaching up to me and screaming for help.

      Strangely enough, that was nowhere near as horrifying as the next vision: me, naked, lashed to a wooden cross, my penis only 1/10 of its actual size, as dozens of gorgeous women stood around laughing and pointing at it.

      If I ever got out of this alive, I was seriously going to kick Dorp’s ass for that one.

      And then I came to the most frightening one of all.

      The horrifying part about it was I wasn’t sure if it was real or not. Alaria lay in a crater on the ground, her metal skin mangled by an explosion. Her body was gone below the waist, and a snarl of wires protruded from the bottom of her torso. She looked up at me pitifully, her eyes flickering as she cried out in terror, “Ian? Ian, help me – it hurts so much – so… much…”

      Her eyes grew dark, and she died.

      I stood there, shaken to my core, and involuntarily bent down to touch her –

      But my hand disappeared through her body.

      I was suddenly filled with rage.

      I wasn’t just going to kick Dorp’s ass, I was going to fucking kill him for that one.

      It was all I could do to tear myself away from Alaria’s broken body, but I forced myself onwards.

      Up ahead, the orcs had come to a stop, and I could hear the sound of weapons clashing against each other.

      More than that, I could hear the crackle of energy bolts, the roar of fireballs, the whooosh of Rogues going in and out of stealth, and the bloodthirsty cries of battle.

      The orcs had run into my friends, and the battle had begun.
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      I had reached the front line of orcs vs. players, and everything was a violent free-for-all.

      I cast Doomsday on a random orc foot soldier. Then I then hit him with Soul Suck. By the time he figured out what was happening and turned around to face me, Doomsday kicked in. A couple of Darkbolts later and he was dead at my feet.

      One down, 9,999 to go.

      My friends were doing a lot better than I’d anticipated. The orcs were getting sliced and diced by ice bolts, rays of energy, and dark magic spells – not to mention all the Paladin hammers, Warrior swords, Rogue knives, and Barbarian clubs bashing through their ugly green skulls.

      It wasn’t all good news, though. All around me, exploding missiles cut indiscriminate swaths of carnage through the ranks. Orcs, humans, dwarves, elves – all were just cannon fodder for the war golems. I wasn’t sure if the robots’ aim was bad, if they were just being indiscriminate, or if Krort was willing to sacrifice his own troops to destroy the enemy.

      To top it all off, Dorp was doing his damnedest to scare the shit out of everybody. Giant spiders roamed the battlefields. There were a couple of gargantuan snakes, too – hooded cobras fifty feet tall.

      Over on my left, the orc ranks thinned, and a group of adventurers burst through – including one very familiar face: a dwarf Paladin with a massive war hammer.

      “You bastard!” Hodin roared cheerfully. “I knew you’d pull me into some sort of shit sooner or later!”

      He was one of the friendliest players I had ever met, and one of the first people I’d run the Tomb of Tharos with back in Exardus.

      My heart soared as I ran towards him. “You fucking ROCK! Thank you, man!”

      “Ah, don’t mention it!” he called out as he hurled his war hammer through a group of orcs.

      “Where are the others?”

      “Brak is around here somewhere. Therasia’s with the ranged fighters, and Jaxos is at the back with the other healers keeping everybody alive. These orcs are a real bitch! The robots, too!”

      “Tell me about it!” I shouted as I cast some Darkfire.

      “And the fuckin’ spiders and snakes – Jesus! I’ve never seen an army of orcs with a bunch of – ”

      “They’re illusions.”

      “What?! Really?!”

      “Yeah, remember that illusion demon I mentioned in my message? If you see something you’re particularly afraid of, it’s probably fake.”

      “Huh… that explains why they’re not even attacking…”

      “Did you see Alaria?”

      “The robot chick?”

      “Yeah!”

      “Yup.” He whistled, right before he bashed in an orc’s skull. “If that’s what you get when you’re a Warlock, I’m thinking about becoming a Warlock, man.”

      “Was she alright?”

      “Yeah, she’s back with the healers, helping to keep them safe.”

      I heaved a giant internal sigh of relief.

      “What about the angel, where’s she?” Hodin asked. “She’s smokin’ hot, too.”

      “She’s still back in Exardus.”

      “What?! What happened?!”

      “Long story. Can you help me get back to Alaria? I need to – ”

      Suddenly a half-dozen orcs ganged up on Hodin all at once. Hodin was a tank, so he drew their aggro away from me. Thank God, or I would have been slaughtered in seconds. At least he had a shit-ton of plate armor to help protect him.

      I did my best to help out, but I could only cast Doomsday so fast.

      I could see he wasn’t going to make it.

      “RUN FOR IT!” I shouted at him, but he ignored me and kept on fighting – right up until the moment an Orcish scimitar ran him through.

      He grunted in pain and winked out of existence.

      As soon as he was gone, the six orcs all turned towards me.

      Being the consummate fighter I am, I immediately turned tail and ran in the opposite direction. The orcs ignored me and attacked the nearest Warrior instead.

      As I broke through the front ranks, I raced past dozens of familiar faces I’d met in the dungeon. Some people called out happily, like, Awesome party, dude! Others cursed my name and told me I owed them big time.

      I just agreed and kept running. I had to find Alaria.

      I finally reached the healers. Colored bolts of energy swirled from their hands out into the fighters, restoring their hit points.

      At the center of the group, a metallic figure fired violet death rays at any orc that dare come close.

      I rushed over to her. “Alaria!”

      As soon as she saw me she cried out in relief, then ran into my arms.

      Unfortunately, she still didn’t know her own strength.

      “Oof – a little gentler,” I wheezed.

      She immediately let go. “Oh, I’m so sorry!”

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. Where’s Stig?”

      She pointed out at the battlefield, where fiery clouds kept disappearing and reappearing just long enough for a couple of tiny fists to come out and pummel some orc in the face.

      Attaboy, Stig!

      I switched from watching him to noticing how well our side was organized. First up was the front line, comprised of both tanks and damage dealers. Warriors, Paladins, Rogues, Monks – anybody who used melee weapons (or their fists) was up there in hand-to-hand combat.

      Next up were the Mages, Hunters, and other ranged fighters – the players who could strike from a distance. They were supporting the brawlers on the front line.

      Behind them all were the healers, mostly Priests and Druids. They were sending out healing blasts to the guys on the front lines and keeping them alive.

      I scanned the healers and saw a lot of familiar faces – including Jaxos, the ursine Druid who was part of Hodin’s crew. My heart fell as I imagined having to tell him that his group leader was dead, resurrected God knows where, maybe 50 miles away from here –

      And then suddenly Hodin raced past me from behind the ranks of healers.

      “What are you doing back here?!” he laughed. “Slacker!”

      He raced back into the front lines, leapt 15 feet into the air, and crashed down in the midst of a bunch of orcs.

      “What the fuck?!” I cried out as I pointed at Hodin. “He’s dead!”

      “He doesn’t look dead to me,” Alaria said, puzzled.

      “But – I saw him die not three minutes ago! How the hell did he get back to the battle so fast?!”

      “Oh – some of your warlock friends were able to set up a graveyard.”

      I looked at her in amazement. “What?!”

      “Yeah – like that one,” she said as she pointed at the row of ranged fighters.

      “Hold on, I’ll be right back,” I said, then sprinted towards him.

      His name was Travos. He was a pretty cool guy who played as a goblin Warlock. His imp, succubus, and a couple of other demons were running interference for him as he cast Doomsday and rained Hellstorm down on the nearest group of orcs.

      “Travos!” I yelled as I ran up beside him.

      “Ian! Good to see you!”

      “You too! Tell me something: how the fuck did you set up a graveyard?!”

      He looked at me, puzzled. “Haven’t you reached Level 24 yet?”

      Level –

      Ohhhhhh yeah.

      I had totally forgotten about Robert the QC Warlock’s message.

      “No,” I admitted. “What happens at 24?”

      “You get Gravesite. It’s the ability to set up a temporary graveyard, so that you and anybody in your group can resurrect wherever you wan. It’s like creating your own save point.”

      “Holy shit, that’s awesome!”

      “Yeah, it comes in handy. When I read your message I was kind of confused, but when I got here, me and a couple of the other Warlocks set up gravesites. Good thing, too – it’s rough out there.”

      I looked out at the battleground. Our front line was losing tanks at a furious pace, but every few seconds a new player would run up from behind the row of healers and return to the fight.

      “Without the gravesites,” Travos continued, “we’d all be dead by now. In fact, lemme send you an invite, otherwise you won’t be able to use them to resurrect.”

      Travos made a motion with one hand, and a computer window appeared in front of me:

      

      Join ‘Orc Busters’ party?

      Invitation From Travos

      Accept / Decline

      

      “Cute name,” I said as I hit ‘Accept.’

      “The orcs on our side didn’t care for it, but whatever.”

      “You said ‘gravesites,’ plural – so there’s more than one?”

      “Yup – four total, one from each Warlock we’ve got who’s Level 24 or higher.”

      “Where are they? The graves, I mean.”

      “Up on the cliff.”

      Sure enough, several people were sliding down the ice floes from the top of the mesa. They were resurrecting up there, then coming back down here to rejoin the battle.

      Brilliant.

      “Awesome – thanks, Travos, but I got to go.”

      “Cool – catch up with you later, man.”

      Now that I had a nearby gravesite to resurrect to, it was obvious what to do next: head out into battle and kick some unholy ass.

      I was just about to do that when the ground shook beneath my feet.

      BOOM.

      BOOM.

      BOOM.

      A dozen war golems – the ones who had been firing on us all along – were now lumbering across the landscape towards the battle. Some of them were deliberately squashing players underfoot; all of them were using their arm cannons to blast my friends to kingdom come. (Or, you know, back to the top of the mesa.)

      Then something else unexpected happened.

      A small, flapping black rectangle shot up over the heads of the war golems, soared high above the battleground, and disappeared over the edge of the mesa.

      What the fuck?

      It looked like a flying carpet – but whose?

      Then I remembered what Grung had said about a certain gnomish Warlock who had one as his mount.

      THAT’S not good…

      My suspicion was confirmed as a Warrior came sliding down the ice floe. As soon as he hit the bottom he yelled, “There’s a gnome up there destroying the graveyards!”

      Shit.

      I had to get out up there – but how?

      I didn’t have any teleportation or levitation powers, and interrupting a Mage for help in the middle of this fracas would be a terrible idea.

      Then I realized that the fastest way to the top was simply to die.

      That is, if Orlo hadn’t already destroyed the gravesites up there by the time I bought the farm.

      I ran fast as I could towards the nearest group of orcs.

      “AAAAAAH!” I screamed as I dove into them headfirst.

      “RRAAAAR!” they roared back as they sliced and diced me like a Cuisinart.

      Everything went black, and suddenly I was back on top of the mesa. Beside me stood a statue of a dwarf carved from marble with runes carved into the base. Dotted across the plateau were two more objects, each a different race’s idea of a grave marker. One was a goblin’s cairn made of rocks, and the second was a six-foot-tall obelisk with intricately interwoven elven symbols. That was the one Orlo was battering with a blast of black lightning from his fingertips. Over to his right, another patch of ground was already a smoking crater of rock shards and blackened grass.

      As soon as Orlo saw me, he started cackling – although he didn’t let up his attack on the obelisk. “I thought you would show up here sooner or later! I should thank you!”

      I hit him with Soul Suck. It made perhaps a 0.2% dent in his hit points – but he just ignored it. He was intent on monologuing.

      “After that missile misfire that set you free – I don’t know how you managed that, but it very nearly derailed all my plans! Because of it, General Krort wasn’t going to pay me at all! Defective merchandise, he said! And then your friends showed up and slaughtered a thousand of his soldiers in a matter of minutes, and I was able to raise my price by 50%! Of course, I threw in a bonus: I saw your piddly little warlock friends establishing gravesites up here, so I offered to take care of the problem personally. I don’t know how you found so many peons who were able to resurrect…”

      That confused me until I remembered that in OtherWorld, only players resurrected. NPCs didn’t come back, and they outnumbered players three dozen to one. So to an NPC like Orlo, ‘resurrectionists’ were a fairly uncommon phenomenon.

      “But in the next 60 seconds they’ll be resurrecting a hundred miles away! Hahaha!”

      He threw one final blast that shattered the obelisk, leaving a smoking ruin in the ground.

      As Orlo started in on the goblin cairn, two of my friends suddenly appeared from the dwarf gravesite: an undead Hunter and a human Monk.

      That’s what I’d been waiting for. I was just surprised it had taken that long for a couple of players to die on the battlefield.

      “Kill the gnome!” I screamed as I hit Orlo with Soul Suck.

      The players glanced at each other, shrugged, and then started to lay a smackdown on Orlo. The Hunter shot him with arrow after arrow, and the Monk battered him with kicks.

      “You fools!” Orlo screamed. “Do you know who I am?!”

      “Dead meat,” the archer yelled as he let loose another fusillade.

      “Hardly!” Orlo yelled. With one hand he kept pummeling the goblin cairn with black energy, and with the other he pretty much evaporated the Monk in two shots.

      But it didn’t matter – because the Monk immediately resurrected three feet away, along with a dwarven Warrior and a troll Mage from down below.

      “KILL THE GNOME!” I screamed.

      The new guys immediately joined the attack. Orlo was so powerful that he could kill them within seconds – but he could only kill one at a time. And they would immediately resurrect just feet away, along with another batch of fresh recruits straight from the Orcish battleground.

      As more people joined the fight, we started whittling away at Orlo’s hit points even more effectively. He was already down to 87%, and new fighters were joining us every second.

      Unfortunately for the guys 300 feet below us, fewer players were returning to the battlefield because they were all staying to help me fight Orlo. Without reinforcements, things got harder for the front line. Which meant more deaths at the hands of the orcs, which meant more and more players were resurrecting around me every few seconds. We were getting an ever-increasing number of new arrivals to fight Orlo, although I knew it was coming at the expense of the battle down on the plains.

      For a brief moment, I allowed myself the hope that maybe we could kill the little bastard and I could finish off my quest in the next three minutes.

      It was looking hopeful. After all, Orlo had kneecapped himself by turning all of his demons into war golems. Ordinarily he would have been able to summon a platoon of demons that could have wiped us out – but they were all down on the plains below, encumbered by five-ton bodies made of metal.

      Of course, he still had one demon left in reserve.

      “You gnats are so annoying, it appears I need my flyswatter!” he yelled. “SORAIYA!”

      A shadow passed across the ground. I looked up to see a bat-winged silhouette against the sun.

      “Enchant and kill them all!” Orlo screamed.

      Whether she wanted to do it or not was immaterial. She still wore a collar, and Orlo’s command was Law.

      I had never seen a succubus in her full seductive glory in battle before. Oh, I had had plenty of opportunities to observe Alaria’s charms in bed – but in battle, she often went straight for brute force. I had never seen what a succubus could truly do in a fight when she let loose with her sexuality.

      Soraiya flew at a Barbarian and gazed into his eyes with a seductive smile. There was some sort of red glow in the air between them, and then the guy’s eyes went completely blank. I don’t mean he stared blankly; I mean that his eyes turned completely white, with no pupils or irises whatsoever. He went from an ax-wielding maniac to a slack-jawed, drooling moron in one second flat.

      Then her fingers curved like claws and she slashed his throat.

      There was no blood in OtherWorld, otherwise everybody within ten feet would’ve been sprayed red. But with one strike she took off half his hit points.

      Then she slammed her hand through his rib cage and ripped out his heart.

      Literally. There wasn’t any blood, but we all heard the CRACK! of his ribs, and then she pulled out his still-beating heart. Total Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom moment.

      The Barbarian winked out of existence. He rematerialized a few feet away, but he was a little stunned – as any of us would have been had we just had our hearts ripped out.

      By that point she was on to the next guy, seducing him with one glance and then gouging out his eyes.

      To say she was freaking out my fellow players was an understatement.

      “Kill her!” the undead Hunter yelled, and suddenly half of the players focused their attention on Soraiya.

      “NO!” I yelled. “Keep attacking the gnome! HE’S THE BOSS!”

      But they allowed themselves to be distracted, and Orlo’s hit points – which had dropped to 63% – stopped dwindling quite as fast.

      The players managed to kill Soraiya, yes, but Orlo just resurrected her immediately with a wave of his hand.

      And in that time, he finished destroying the goblin cairn, blasting the rocks in all directions.

      Now there was only one left, the dwarven gravestone – and he turned his attention to it immediately.

      More and more players were popping out of it, since it was the only one available.

      “KILL THE GNOME!” I screamed at them, and they all joined in on the attack on Orlo – but the master Warlock ignored them.

      He knew the key was destroying the gravesite.

      Once it was gone, no one could resurrect here anymore. They would all be transported somewhere dozens of miles away.

      Whether we killed Orlo or not, the most important thing was to get more gravesites going.

      I looked around. Out of the 50+ players on top of the mesa, I didn’t see a single Warlock. They were one of the least-played classes in OtherWorld (or would be until the adult expansion pack kicked in – at which point tens of thousands of horny guys were going to be switching classes and summoning hot succubi as fast as they could).

      Unfortunately, when a group outside the Tomb of Tharos already had a Warlock in their party, they usually didn’t choose me to be their guide. Why have two Warlocks when that meant not having a Mage, or maybe a close-quarters brawler like a Warrior or Rogue?

      As a result, I had precious few other Warlocks on my friends list – and they were apparently all still fighting the orcs down on the plains of Mor-El.

      Which meant that was where I had to go.

      “Don’t stop attacking the gnome!” I shouted, and ran in the opposite direction.

      “Where are you going?!” somebody yelled.

      “We need more gravesites!” I yelled, and jumped down the nearest ice floe.

      The ride was terrifying and thrilling all at once. It was like riding a combination waterslide and ice toboggan. I screamed as I zipped down the icy incline, then tumbled across the grass.

      As soon as I came to a halt, I leapt up and headed for my goblin friend Travos.

      As I ran, I saw the toll of our sustained assault on Orlo. The orcs were ruthlessly beating down the remaining tanks. A few green uglies had even broken through the front ranks and were taking out Mages and Hunters.

      If we lost our gravesites, it was only a matter of minutes until the orcs massacred every single player.

      Not only that, but the war golems had struck several nasty blows against the rearguard of healers. The robots must have run out of missiles, because now they were relying mostly on their arm cannons as they waded through the orcs and headed for the rear echelon of players.

      Several robots had been turned into burnt-out shells, but the majority were still steadily advancing like AT-ATs on Hoth.

      I couldn’t distinguish which war golem was Grung, though I hoped and prayed he wasn’t one of the dead ones.

      I ran over to Travos, who was casting Doomsday as fast as he could.

      “Dude, what the hell is going on?!” he yelled as soon as he saw me. “We’re getting slaughtered down here!”

      “We need more gravesites!”

      “What happened?!”

      “There’s a Level 90 Warlock destroying the ones up there – hurry, set one up NOW!”

      “Okay,” he said, and began moving his hands in complex patterns. Tendrils of black energy began to swirl through the air and build the latticework of a familiar outline on the ground: seven small boulders stacked in a pile.

      Suddenly, two shapes shot into the air over our heads: a black, flapping rectangle to the right, and a winged woman to the left.

      SHIT. Orlo must’ve destroyed the last gravesite.

      I hesitated to do anything, fearful to call attention to Travos, but my fears were in vain. Orlo knew exactly what was going on, and the flying carpet banked around and headed straight for us.

      Shit, shit, shit –

      I tried casting a Darkbolt at the flying Warlock, but the bastard knew my limitations and stayed just outside my firing range.

      However, Travos and I were both within his.

      The goblin grave was almost finished when bolts of blue lightning shot down from the sky into Travos’s back. He fought valiantly to complete the gravesite, but he was already at 53% hit points when he’d started. Orlo’s spell finished him off within seconds – and as Travos disappeared, the spell he had been weaving evaporated, too.

      DAMMIT!

      I looked around wildly for another Warlock – and saw Soraiya at the other end of the field, ripping out someone’s throat.

      I would’ve bet money it was a Warlock.

      Orlo was targeting the only people who could help us win this battle. And the crazy thing was, no one else realized it except me.

      I began running through the ranks of Priests and Mages, desperately searching for a Warlock who could create a gravesite.

      Unfortunately, Orlo had a better vantage point, and he could see where all the demons were fighting and all the black magic spells were being cast. The flying carpet sped a couple hundred feet to the right, and more blue lightning shot down and obliterated another player.

      Then Soraiya took off into the sky, and no more attacks emanated from the flying carpet.

      Orlo had gotten them all.

      At the same time, dozens upon dozens of players were sliding down the ice floes towards us. As soon as they hit the ground, they started shouting at the top of their lungs.

      “No more graveyards!”

      “This is it, this is the last stand!”

      “Give it everything you’ve got, people!”

      Players continued to die, winking out of existence – but this time they didn’t come back. They were resurrecting dozens of miles away, unable to return to the battle.

      We were losing – one death at a time, unable to replenish our numbers.

      Despair overwhelmed me. I glared up at the black flying carpet. Even though I couldn’t see him, I was absolutely sure that Orlo was sneering down at me with his smug little grin.

      “Ian, what is it?” a familiar voice asked nearby.

      I looked over to see Alaria five feet away. She was firing as fast as she could, trying to protect the healers as much as possible.

      “It’s over,” I spat, my gut wrenching as I said it. “Orlo got all the warlocks, and there’s nobody else left who can set up graveyards. As soon as people die, they’re not going to resurrect anywhere close enough to the battle.”

      “What about you? Can’t you do it?”

      “I’m not powerful enough yet.”

      “How much more powerful do you have to be?”

      I paused.

      That was a good question.

      In my panic to kill Orlo, inform the other Warlocks, and run around like a chicken with my head cut off, I had completely forgotten that I was on the path towards Level 24.

      I checked my stats.

      Holy shit!

      I hadn’t gotten any XP for my fight against Orlo, since I’d never killed him (or anything else) – but all of Stig and Alaria’s efforts out on the battlefield had raised my experience level considerably. I was within spitting distance – only 10,000 experience points left.

      I lunged at Alaria and kissed her, which surprised the hell out of her. Then I backed away.

      “If things go bad, promise me you’ll fly away as fast and as far as you can. Got it?”

      “But – ”

      “PROMISE ME!”

      She glowered. “I promise.”

      “Okay.” I kissed her again quickly, then turned back to the orcs.

      Time to level up.

      I cast Doomsday as fast as I could, making sure to keep my hit points as high as possible just in case Orlo came for me.

      Apparently he was in a gloating phase, though, because neither he nor Soraiya made a move for my position. Either that, or he wanted to wait until I reached my goal – and then destroy me.

      But I couldn’t think about that now. I had to get 10,000 XP.

      Twenty seconds after the first Doomsday spell, they began to detonate one after the other in three-second increments. 750 XP, 750 XP, 750 XP –

      A band of orcs cut down the last Paladins standing between them and me, and headed my way.

      Shit.

      I turned tail and ran back behind the ranks of Mages and Healers.

      “Hey man,” one of them shouted angrily, “we’re here fighting your goddamn battle – the least you could do is fight it with us!”

      I could understand her anger, but I didn’t have time to reply. I just cast more Doomsday spells on the advancing orcs, praying that I would be able to reach Level 24 fast enough.

      The orcs chasing me got too close to the Mages and Hunters, who cut them down one by one. I added to the slaughter using Hellstorm –

      And then suddenly a golden column of light enveloped me, along with the sound of trumpets.

      ‘LEVEL 24’ appeared in front of me in golden letters, along with some of the most beautiful words I had ever heard (outside of things Alaria said to me before, during, and after sex):

      

      You have a new ability: Gravesite.

      

      YES!

      I immediately punched the button, and black tendrils of energy began to swirl from my fingertips. The black energy coalesced into an oval shape on the ground, then began to spread and flesh it out.

      A flash of light later, and a slate gray headstone was standing upright in the grass.

      YES!

      In the next two seconds, five players resurrected in front of me. They looked at me in surprise – then whooped and hollered and headed back out into battle.

      YES, YES, YES, YES, YES –

      Suddenly a black lightning bolt shot down from the sky and began to eat away at the stone on the gravesite.

      My eyes bugged out and horror, and I saw that the attack was coming from the flying carpet far overhead – just out of my range of attack.

      NO, NO, NO, NO, NO –

      “KILL THAT GUY!” I screamed at the Mages and Hunters around me, even though I knew it was fruitless. He would destroy the gravesite before we could even reduce his hit points by 10%.

      And that’s exactly what happened. Most of the Hunters and Mages were too low a level for their attacks to reach Orlo. The few capable of hitting him got in a couple of shots – and then the flying carpet backed up another ten yards, tantalizingly out of their reach.

      Six seconds later the gravesite blew up.

      Shards of stone blasted through the air. All that was left was a black, smoking crater.

      FUCK that guy.

      No problem, I’ll just make another –

      But when I hit the button on my action bar, it was greyed out.

      What the fuck?!

      Oh no – no no no no no –

      I could see by the timer beneath the icon that there was a ten-minute cooldown.

      God DAMN it!

      Ten minutes in battle was an eternity! Everyone would be dead by the time I could create another grave!

      That’s why Orlo had waited. He wanted me to feel the full, crushing weight of my failure. I was sure of it.

      I cursed at the sky and blasted every orc within range, but I knew it made no difference. We were doomed to fail.

      But if we were going to die out here, at least we could ensure that the orc army couldn’t do any more harm. Including those goddamn war golems of theirs.

      I started attacking the nearest metal robot with gusto. I figured maybe I could spite Orlo at least a little by destroying a couple of his toys.

      I was wrong.

      As though to say I give zero fucks, the carpet flew back towards the orc camp and the dozen war golems still standing in a line. Soraiya followed her master, ignoring the melee below.

      Then all 12 golems in the camp turned and began marching AWAY from the battlefield.

      They were leaving.

      Either Orlo didn’t give a shit because the orcs had already paid him, or he was leaving them to die out of spite.

      Asshole! I raged inwardly.

      Not because he was screwing over the orcs. After all, that was helping me and my friends out immensely.

      No – I was angry because the little prick didn’t even consider me worthy enough to kill.

      I know that’s stupid. I was still alive, and should have been grateful. But when you’re so beneath the contempt of your enemy that he doesn’t even bother to kill you – or just keeps you alive to taunt you – it starts to get to you.

      My friends and I had made astounding inroads against the orc army. There looked only be a couple thousand of them left. The entire plain was strewn with their corpses.

      And there were only six golems left, which was astounding in and of itself. How the hell had we managed to kill that many when they were mostly out of range of our fighters?

      Then I realized that they were taking friendly fire from a single golem in the rear – Grung! That’s why so many golems had been destroyed!

      But without any gravesites left to resurrect at, we were toast.

      The orcs were advancing in a wave, taking out Warriors and Paladins and Rogues with abandon. They’d finally reached the Mages and Hunters and were destroying them, too. It was like stories of the Civil War, where Grant had been willing to sacrifice two Union soldiers for every Confederate they killed. The orcs didn’t care how many men they lost at this point. They overwhelmed the ranged fighters with numbers, decimating them.

      When they reached the healers, it would all be over.

      And then, just when I thought it couldn’t get any worse, it did.

      Out of nowhere, a dark blur whizzed through the air and THOCKED into my shoulder.

      “GAAAAAH!” I screamed in agony.

      Even though the arrow took off 10% of my hit points, it shouldn’t have been that painful. I’d turned down my sensory levels to 1% back when the orcs were curb-stomping me in their camp, so what the fuck was going on?

      A delightful little window popped up to tell me.

      

      WARNING! Torture Arrow has pierced your armor, negating all potions and magical spells, and restoring pain levels to 50%!  Time left: 20 Minutes.

      

      WHAT?!

      The message was strangely similar to the one that had appeared when that other arrow had hit me just a few… hours ago…

      Oh no… please, God, no –

      The angle of the arrow meant it had to have come from up above. I craned my neck and looked to the skies in terror, and saw something almost as scary as any of the illusions Dorp had thrown at me earlier.

      A hundred feet above the battlefield, a gigantic bat was hovering in the sky, its wings beating the air. The creature was enormous, with a wingspan of at least 30 feet. It was also hideous, with its snub nose and six-inch-long fangs covered in blood.

      But that wasn’t nearly as terrifying as what was on its back.

      Shyvock.

      NO! I screamed inwardly. NO!

      He had survived.  Goddamn him, somehow he had survived.

      The Hunter gave me a mocking little salute, then drew back another arrow as the bat hovered there midair –

      Suddenly a rocket shot through the sky and blew up the bat’s left wing.

      I followed the trail of smoke back to a war golem at the very rear of the battleground.

      “ATTABOY, GRUNG!” I screamed with joy.

      The flaming bat plummeted down to the ground, taking out a good two dozen orcs as it plowed through them like a fiery meteorite.

      As awesome as the sight was, I knew that there was no way the crash had killed Shyvock. I just wasn’t that lucky.

      He was coming for me – which meant I had to get somebody else the fuck out of here, NOW.

      I ran towards the healers again and found Alaria still blasting away.

      “Ian, what are you – ”

      “Shyvock’s back,” I interrupted.

      Her entire face lit up in terror. “What?”

      “Did you see that giant bat get blown up a few seconds ago?”

      “Yes – what about it?”

      “That was his mount. Grung shot it down, but if Shyvock survived the quicksand, I’m absolutely sure he survived the crash.”

      She shook her head, not wanting to face reality. “Maybe you’re wrong – maybe he died – ”

      From the battlefield came a massive explosion and the shriek of rending metal.

      Both Alaria and I looked back and saw a war golem – the same one who had blown up the bat, and thus almost assuredly Grung – with a smoking crater in its chest. A second later, three arrows shot up out of the crowd of orcs and exploded in Grung’s chest.

      I watched helplessly as the gentle giant staggered backwards and toppled to the ground with a CRASH!

      Shyvock had taken his revenge.

      I turned back to Alaria. I could see by the horror in her expression that she knew it was Shyvock.

      “You have to go, NOW,” I ordered her.

      “But the healers – ”

      “I don’t give a fuck about the healers if it means sacrificing you. They’ll resurrect – you won’t.”

      “Then come with me!”

      I shook my head. “I asked all these people here to help me – I can’t leave them.”

      “Well, I’m not going to leave YOU, either!”

      I grabbed her by the arms. “You don’t understand – if he kills you, I HAVE NOTHING LEFT. If you die, NOTHING else matters to me!”

      She was crying. “Ian – ”

      “PLEASE, just GO!”

      She gave me one last anguished look – kissed me hard – and then out popped the rocket engines and fins.

      A second later she took off and flew away.

      Relieved, I turned back to the battle.

      Shyvock was heading this way. I could see his progress through the ranks of orcs as he cut them down. It was like some nightmarish creature moving through a cornfield, trampling every single stalk in its wake – but you never see the creature itself.

      It was the weirdest fucking sensation. I was scared, yes, but also elated. The boogeyman was coming for my head, and yet he was wiping out all my other enemies in the process.

      No matter how many soldiers he killed, though, the remaining orcs were going to slaughter my friends before Shyvock reached me.

      I checked my action bar and saw that I still had five minutes until I could create another gravesite.

      That was it. The fat lady had sung.

      I saw by his icon that Stig was dead, too. I could summon him, but what would be the point? I wasn’t going to bring him back just so I could watch him die all over again, too.

      One by one the remaining Mages and Hunters were cut down. The healers worked heroically to keep them alive, but the orcs were just too powerful.

      I cast Doomsday after Doomsday, trying to help but failing. My comrades in arms fell like dominoes, and I was powerless to stop the massacre.

      The orcs killed the last Mage, then started in on the Priests and Druids. Their powers were geared for healing, not self-defense, and they were wiped out even faster. We all retreated, step by step, until our backs were against the cliff – but the orcs surged forward with bloodthirsty abandon.

      Within thirty seconds, every single one of my friends was dead. I alone remained.

      Forty orcs stood just a few yards away, panting and wild-eyed – but they didn’t attack.

      Then I figured out why I was still alive:

      They’d been saving me for last.
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      “Make way!” a voice roared out, and the group of orcs split right down the middle.

      General Krort emerged with Dorp by his side. Krort eyed me with a hatred so powerful I could feel it like electricity across my skin – but the power of Dorp’s loathing dwarfed even his.

      “YOU!” Krort roared. “YOU are to blame for this! I will string you up and have you tortured for weeks, human! I will have healers keep you alive so I can take my time killing you!”

      I realized why he was so angry: of his army of 10,000, there were probably only a few hundred left.

      Basically, my best play at this point was to get him so angry that he killed me quickly.

      Wasn’t going to happen, though.

      “No,” a dark, Spanish-tinted voice called out from behind the orcs. “He is mine.”

      SHIT.

      Krort and his remaining soldiers looked around in shock. Through a gap in their numbers, I could see Shyvock, standing alone in a field of corpses.

      “FOOL!” Krort bellowed. “YOU have been a thorn in my side, as well! Bring me his head!”

      Ten orcs detached from the group and started towards Shyvock.

      The Hunter calmly lifted up his bow and fired three arrows at once. While they were still a blur in the air, the three arrow tips each exploded into three smaller parts, and the resulting shrapnel struck nine of the ten orcs between the eyes.

      The shot probably wouldn’t have killed them had they been at full strength, but they’d just survived a brutal battle and were low on Health.

      Nine bodies fell to the ground at the same instant, leaving one unlucky fellow to look around him in shock.

      He raised his eyes to the Hunter, then slowly began to back away.

      “COWARD!” Krort roared, and motioned at the lone survivor. Another ten orcs leapt forward and cut him down mercilessly.

      “Blue Priest!” Krort snarled. “Show this fool who he is dealing with!”

      Dorp hunched over and did his James McAvoy/Professor X thing – and then stood back up, his face both confused and frightened.

      “WELL?!” Krort demanded.

      “It’s not working,” Dorp said in his helium Eeyore voice.

      “WHAT?! Summon his worst fear!”

      “That’s the thing,” Dorp whined. I could hear the panic in his voice. “I don’t think he’s afraid of any– ”

      His words were cut short as an arrow pierced his neck.

      I watched in horror as the poor demon clutched his throat. He looked at me in a panic – Help me! – then fell to the ground and disappeared, leaving only the arrow and his white robe behind.

      Krort stared at the ground, dumbfounded.

      Then he turned back to Shyvock and pulled his battle ax from his back.

      “KILL HIM!” he roared as he led the charge towards the Hunter.

      Every remaining orc followed the general.

      Shyvock just calmly walked backwards and fired exploding arrows at them, felling them in groups.

      Krort was the last one left standing – partially because he was the most powerful, but also because he wasn’t a foot soldier, and had taken the least amount of damage during the battle. He bellowed in rage as Shyvock hit him with an arrow that exploded in his chest – and yet he kept going.

      I could see his hit points dropping rapidly, but he still raised his massive battle ax above his head, ready to strike the Hunter down –

      But rather than retreat again, Shyvock actually stepped forward.

      The orc general buried his ax in Shyvock’s shoulder, splitting the leather armor like a watermelon rind.

      Shyvock stepped in even closer like a boxer might, right next to Krort’s body.

      My view of the altercation was hidden by the massive orc, who almost completely blocked Shyvock from view. For a second I allowed myself to hope that my two enemies would kill each other –

      But the orc didn’t make another move. He just stood there… and then slowly leeeaaaned backwards and fell WHAM! onto his back.

      In his gut, right under the rib cage, was the handle of a giant Bowie knife.

      Shyvock limped over to the body, knelt down, and pulled the knife out of the corpse with a shhhuck sound.

      Then he looked up at me. “Time for you, now, little warlock.”

      Fuck, fuck, FUCK –

      I blasted him with Soul Suck, hoping to take advantage of the grievous wound in his arm, but he still had over 40% of his hit points. My Level 24 spells barely made a dent.

      As my blue lightning pierced his chest, he calmly sheathed the knife, whipped out his bow, and nocked a single arrow.

      He aimed it at me, and I saw his hand jerk –

      I dove hard to my right, hoping that a miracle would occur in the game’s algorithms and I might dodge the arrow.

      No such luck.

      Because he hadn’t fired.

      He’d just twitched his hand to fake me out and make me think he was going to fire.

      I dove to the ground, and then he shot the arrow right into my chest.

      THOCK.

      I screamed – more from frustration than pain, although it was still plenty painful.

      Over half of my hit points, gone – just like that.

      I’d started at 75% Health. Now I was down to 32%.

      As Shyvock limped towards me, he pulled a small vial from his belt, uncorked it with a flick of his giant thumb, then opened a small vent in the faceplate of his mask. He shoved the neck of the bottle through the hole, tilted up his hand, and drank.

      I couldn’t see anything in the gaping hole that Krort had left in his armor – no skin color or texture that would tell me whether he was an orc or some other race – but I could see one thing for sure: his Health meter zoomed up by a good 15%, putting him back at 55% of his hit points.

      Once he was finished with the healing potion, he threw it off to the side, where it landed atop a pile of dead orcs.

      “You have caused me a great deal of trouble today,” Shyvock said, his stride slightly improved.

      He leaned over, clamped his right hand around my neck, and lifted me into the air so that my feet were dangling off the ground and I was staring into the black, glass eyes of his mask.

      “All of this suffering… all of these dead… for 10,000 gold.” He shook his head. “You would think these fools would have just paid me. Then they might have all walked away alive. But know this: no matter how many die, I always get paid.”

      “I… I’ve got the money,” I wheezed as his massive hand choked me.

      “Why did you not say so?” He held out his other gloved hand. “Give it to me.”

      “I… don’t have it… with me,” I choked out.

      “Then you do not have it.”

      “I can tell you where to get it. Even more than 10,000, probably. Maybe ten times that amount.”

      Shyvock’s hand eased up around my neck. “Tell me, and I will spare your life.”

      Now that I could breathe, I saw that I had been working at cross purposes to my own best interests.

      I had panicked, afraid to die – but that was exactly what I SHOULD do in this situation.

      After I’d realized my error, I did everything I could to correct course.

      “Fuck you, you stupid, goat-fucking, inbred son of a bitch. I’d rather die than you get your hands on that gold.”

      I was trying to enrage him, in the hopes that he would snap my neck and I would immediately resurrect somewhere 100 miles away.

      No such luck.

      The Hunter regarded me with his soulless Darth Vader eyes, then chuckled.

      “Good try, little warlock.”

      He opened his hand and dropped me to the ground, where I crumpled into a pile.

      Then he went over and sat down on the nearest clump of orc bodies, as easily as if he were settling back into an easy chair. “Tell me where the gold is.”

      “I told you to go fuck yourself.”

      “This could go very easily for you, or very hard. I would advise the former. Tell me where the gold is.”

      “NO.”

      He got up calmly from his throne of corpses and walked over to me. I freaked out, turned, and tried to scrabble away across the grass – until I felt a giant hand grab my foot. He lifted my leg up in the air so that I was dangling face-first in the grass.

      Two seconds later there was a blinding pain as I felt my ankle snap 90 degrees to the right.

      “AAAAAAAH!” I screamed.

      It wasn’t a mortal wound, but it was a very painful one.

      The whole ‘Poisoned Arrow’ and ‘Torture Arrow’ bullshit was DEFINITELY going down in the QC report.

      Not to mention that 5% of my hit points went away just like that, leaving me at 19%.

      Shyvock let go of me. My broken ankle hit the ground with an excruciating burst of new pain that shaved off an extra 1%.

      Then he reached down and picked up the other foot, and dangled me in the air exactly the same way. “Where’s the gold?”

      “No, please, don’t – ” I babbled.

      “‘No, Please, Don’t’ – is that a city? A region I am unfamiliar with? Somehow I do not think so. Where is the gold?”

      “Please, I’m begging you – ”

      “You do not have to beg, just tell me where the gold is.”

      I gritted my teeth and prepared for the pain. “Fuck you, you overgrown – ”

      SNAP.

      “AAAAAAAH!”

      I screamed in pain as my other ankle was obliterated, and then screamed again when it hit the ground.

      12% Health.

      Despite my attempt to face death bravely, my panicked desire to avoid excruciating pain overrode it. I tried to crawl away on my hands and elbows, dragging my useless feet behind me through the grass –

      I felt the heavy weight of his foot clamp down on the side of my right knee.

      “Where’s the gold?” he asked.

      Fuck, this is a hundred times worse than the ‘Do you have it?’ game.

      “What are you going to do to me if I tell you?” I asked.

      “I will let you go.”

      “And pay off Varkus for me?”

      The bounty hunter chuckled. It was an ugly sound. “Probably not.”

      I twisted my body and looked up at him, enraged. “So you’re just going to steal the money?!”

      “‘Steal’ suggests that I did not work for it. I have worked very hard for it, little warlock.”

      “Why don’t you just take me back to Varkus? That way you get the bounty plus whatever you recover from the – ”

      I stopped myself before I said it.

      Shyvock noticed. “From the what?”

      I just stared up at him, dreading what I knew was going to come next.

      He put a little more weight on my knee. I winced, but I didn’t say anything.

      “To answer your question,” Shyvock said, “I know that if I brought you to Varkus, you would tell him about the gold, then I would forfeit a certain amount to him. Why do that when I can keep it all for myself? If you tell me where the gold is, I will let you go. You will have to take your chances with other hunters, but at least you will be alive. So tell me: recover the gold from what?”

      “Fuck you.”

      He put all his weight on my knee, and it snapped like kindling.

      “AAAAAAARH!”

      I know it was only at 50% sensation, but the pain wasn’t the worst thing. It was the horror of watching your limbs get twisted in a direction they were never supposed to bend. I couldn’t even imagine how painful this would be if I were at a hundred percent sensory level.

      But now I was down to 6% Health.

      Just a few bits of torture more and I was off the hook.

      Then Shyvock did something I didn’t expect.

      He reached down, flipped me over onto my back, and pinned one massive hand against my chest. With his free hand he pulled out one of the vials from his belt, flicked off the cork, and jammed it into my mouth.

      No – NO, GOD DAMN IT –

      I tried to block it out with my tongue, but he punched me in my solar plexus. It wasn’t much more than a love tap, but it made me gasp – and suddenly the fiery healing liquid was flowing down my throat.

      Whatever the fuck he had given me, it was some good shit, because my health points zoomed back up to 70%.

      I could feel my knee and both ankles pop back into place. If they weren’t entirely healed, then they were at least functional again.

      Under ordinary circumstances, I would’ve been happy.

      These were not ordinary circumstances.

      “MOTHER FUCKER!”

      I had to fight back tears of frustration. I’d been so close, so goddamn close to getting away through death.

      Not any longer.

      Shyvock walked back over to his throne of corpses and settled down on the bodies. “I have many more healing potions, little warlock. For one as weak as you, they should keep you alive for a very, very long time. Or I could break you until you are near death, then let you recover as long as it takes until you reach full health, at which point I will torture you again. Either way, I will get the information I want. Recover the gold from what?”

      I just lay there on the grass, looking up at the clouds in the sky and cursing my luck. Maybe I could log out and get the fuck out of here –

      “Or,” the Hunter said, “I could leave you and go hunt down the metal succubus you are traveling with.”

      I looked up in alarm.

      “Yes… I thought so,” Shyvock said in a self-satisfied voice. “You shield her from me at every opportunity. She is not just a servant to you… she is something else entirely. You fear her death more than your own. Otherwise you would not go to such extraordinary lengths to protect her.”

      I cursed myself for having tipped my hand.

      “If I tell you, you’ll leave me alone?” I asked. “And you’ll leave her alone, too?”

      “Yes. And if you do not tell me, I promise you, I will torture you to the brink of death as many times as I possibly can. And then I will wait for her to return to you, and I will take her apart in front of you, piece by piece.”

      I believed him.

      “The gnome has it,” I said.

      “The gnome?”

      “The warlock I’ve been following. He’s the one who supplied those war golems to the orcs. They paid him in gold – I don’t know how much, but a lot – and then he took off with the other half of the golems for God knows where. But he has the gold that the orcs gave him in a little iron box.”

      “I see.”

      We stayed like that for half a minute in silence – me on the ground, him on his throne of dead bodies.

      “Well?!” I shouted. “That’s the information you wanted! Go get it!”

      The Hunter picked up Krort’s battleax from the ground and set it upright so that the handle was pointing towards the sky. Then he folded his hands over the bottom of the handle and leaned on it, like he was an old man contemplating the mysteries of life. “There is just one problem.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I do not know if I can trust you.”

      “What else do you want from me?! It’s the truth! You threatened me with everything – that’s the answer!”

      “But how can I know this for certain?”

      “I don’t know! Take me with you on your fucking bat thing!”

      “That would be one solution, except that your metal companion killed my mount. So I will have to go after this warlock on foot. The other problem is that perhaps this warlock is so powerful I cannot overcome him. For one thing, he has a dozen of these ‘war golems’ at his back. No matter how great a hunter I am, there is no way I can overcome that disadvantage – especially if this warlock is anywhere near as powerful as I am. So I propose an alternate solution.”

      “What?”

      “Just like knowing the environment in which you are going to hunt your quarry, you must know the quarry as well. I studied a great deal on warlocks. I also watched what you and your companions were doing. You were able to all come back from the dead – and then you were not able to anymore. Then, at the very end of the battle, I saw you using a spell to create a grave marker. I want you to create one of them here, right now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it is how you resurrect yourself. If you die, I do not want you to suddenly be transported to some far-off land. I will leave you here tied up. Once I have the gold, I will return and free you. Even if you somehow manage to die in my absence, you will come back to life right at this spot. Thus I know that you cannot commit suicide and suddenly be out of my reach.”

      Shit. He knew all about Gravesite and resurrection.

      Still, I tried lying my way out of it. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Do not make me get up from this seat again, little warlock. You will not enjoy it.”

      “I’m telling you, you’re mistaken! I don’t know how to do what you’re asking!”

      Shyvock stood up slowly from the pile of bodies.

      “I warned you,” he said as he began to walk towards me.

      I scuttled backwards across the glass. “Stop!”

      “I think not.”

      He was towering over me, preparing to reach down –

      “I’ll do it if you swear that you’ll leave me and the succubus alone!”

      Shyvock paused, then stood up straight. “If you create the grave marker, I promise to leave you and the succubus alone. IF what you have told me is the truth about the gnome, and if I am able to recover the gold.”

      “You can’t just ‘promise’ – SWEAR,” I demanded. “Swear on whatever you or your people think is holy. Your ancestors, your heaven or hell, I don’t give a shit – just swear so that I know.”

      “Very well. I swear on the souls of my ancestors, on the names of all the great hunters of my clan who have preceded me, that I will not harm you or the succubus – IF you will create a grave marker, and IF you have told me the truth about the gnome possessing the gold.”

      I lay there for a second, trying to determine if I could trust the fucker. There wasn’t any magic hullabaloo to go along with his oath, although that was to be expected. He was a Hunter, not a demon. He might’ve been terrifying, but he wasn’t magical.

      “All right,” I muttered. “All right, just… back up.”

      Shyvock backed up about ten feet, crossed his arms, and waited.

      I gritted my teeth and prayed I was making the right choice here. Then I hit ‘Gravesite’ on my action bar.

      Immediately my hands began to move of their own accord, and black trails floated from my fingers down to the ground. The dark energy formed a latticework, adding more and more to the lace-like structure of shadow, and there was a flash of light.

      When it was all over, a gravestone stood there, half buried in the ground.

      It was ironic – a single grave without a body in it, and yet all these thousands of dead above ground who would probably never be buried.

      “All right, that’s it,” I said. “It’s done.”

      “So if you die, you will resurrect here?”

      “Yes.”

      “Excellent,” Shyvock said, and walked over towards me.

      My eyes bugged out. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      He grabbed my foot. “Seeing whether you are telling me the truth or not.”

      Before I could scream, he swung me in the air in a 180-degree arc over his head and slammed me down on the opposite side –

      Where my head hit the tombstone.

      CRUNCH.

      There was an excruciating pain and then everything went black.

      The next thing I knew I was standing upright by the grave, shocked beyond belief.

      “So it worked,” I heard Shyvock’s voice behind me.

      “You asshole – you said that you wouldn’t HURT me!”

      As soon as I turned around, though, there were three blurs in the air.

      THOCK THOCK THOCK.

      I gasped in pain as three arrows slammed into my chest.

      I fell back on my ass with only 25% Health left. Each arrow had taken off a quarter of my newly restored hit points.

      I stared down at the arrows sticking out of me, then looked up at him, my emotions somewhere between shock and rage. “You SWORE you wouldn’t hurt me!”

      “Yes, I know. I’m surprised you believed me.” He pulled out the enormous Bowie knife from his belt. “I don’t give a shit about my ancestors, I don’t have a clan, and I couldn’t care less about anyone else but me.”

      “But… but…”

      “I am fully prepared to betray Varkus for a large amount of money. You knew that. Did you seriously think such a person could be trusted? If so, you are an even greater fool than I took you for.”

      Shit.

      He was right.

      “But,” he continued, “because you have been a monumental irritation to me and cost me my mount, I’m going to follow through on what I promised Varkus and kill you 300 times. Perhaps I will even add an extra hundred because I’m feeling generous… and because you are such a sniveling little turd.”

      I stared up at him in horror.

      “Although, I am in a bit of a rush,” Shyvock mused. “Perhaps I will leave you chained up here, go take the gold from the gnome, and then come back and kill you 400 times. I haven’t quite made up my mind yet. Perhaps I should flip a coin.”

      He patted down his armor.

      “Unfortunately, I do not have one at the moment. Do you?”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “You have to be fucking kidding me.”

      “Never mind. Here is something we can use.”

      With one savage swipe of his bowie knife, the Hunter beheaded the topmost orc on the pile of bodies. The head dropped to the ground at his feet.

      Shyvock leaned over, grabbed the head, and stood up. “What is the most you have ever lost on a coin toss?”

      GOD DAMMIT.

      Now I knew the game developers were just fucking with me.

      It was a direct quote from Anton Chigurh in No Country For Old Men.

      Or, I guess in my case, no country for stupid men.

      Shyvock held up the orc’s skull. “Heads, I kill you until I get bored, and then depart. Tails, I tie you up until my return, and kill you then.”

      “Wait,” I said, “what’s heads and what’s tails?!”

      Without answering, Shyvock dropped the skull, and it thudded dully in the grass.

      “Oh look,” he said in a deadpan voice. “Heads.”

      ASSHOLE.

      He was just fucking with me all along.

      “Time to fulfill at least part of my promise to Varkus,” the bounty hunter said, and held out the Bowie knife in front of him. “I think we will start with flaying first.”

      I was about to uselessly try to scurry away when a voice floated up from out of the maze of dead bodies all around us.

      “I have your money.”

      It was a woman’s voice, slightly digitized.
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      “NOOO!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. “Alaria, get out of here!”

      “Ah,” Shyvock said, amused. He sheathed the Bowie knife and pulled his bow from where it hung on his back. “More fun.”

      He walked away through the snowdrifts of corpses, searching out the source of the voice.

      I ignored the pain from the arrows and stumbled after Shyvock. “ALARIA! Get the fuck out of here, now!”

      “But I should give him his money so he’ll leave us alone,” she called out in a cool voice.

      “Yes,” Shyvock agreed as he walked through the walls of dead bodies, then chuckled. “You should absolutely pay me, and I will leave you alone. I swear upon the souls of my ancestors.”

      “He’s a fucking liar! Don’t believe him, Alaria!”

      “I think he’ll keep his promise this time.”

      “Of course I will,” the Hunter said.

      “Good. Then come and get what you deserve.”

      We turned a corner and found a narrow corridor with walls made of bodies. At the end of the path stood a silver figure atop a pile of dead orcs at least ten feet tall.

      Shyvock stopped about 20 yards away. “I was hoping you would show up.”

      Alaria smiled. “I’m sure you were.”

      I knew that smile. I’d seen it a lot the first couple of days I’d known Alaria, back when she was still my slave.

      That was her smile when you gave her an ambiguous order… right before she fucked you up the ass.

      But how she was planning to do that to Shyvock, I had no idea. He was far more powerful than she was, and there was no way the two of us could stop him.

      “Alaria, GET OUT!”

      Shyvock turned back and shot an arrow into my thigh. I screamed and went down on my hands and knees.

      Shyvock drew another arrow and nocked it, though he didn’t aim it at Alaria. Yet.

      “So where is my gold, little succubus?”

      “It’s right here,” she said sweetly, and sunk her hand down into the mound of dead orcs.

      There was a mechanical whirring sound, and then Hell exploded out of the pile of corpses.

      An energy beam six feet in diameter charred every dead orc in its path and hit Shyvock square in the face.

      He bellowed in pain as he tumbled backwards across the grass. When he finally came to a halt, his bow had disintegrated and his leather armor was smoking.

      I looked back to see what the hell had just happened.

      Alaria was standing on top of the dismembered arm-cannon of a war golem.

      She must have found the walls of corpses, positioned the arm to hit whomever entered the corridor, and then hidden the cannon behind another pile of dead bodies.

      Of course, now the dead bodies were so much dust, and the iron barrel of the cannon was perfectly visible.

      “YES!” I screamed in jubilation, then looked back at the Hunter, who was picking himself shakily off the ground.

      He still had 52% of his gargantuan number of hit points – more than enough to do me and Alaria in.

      Stay and fight, or run?

      Alaria had apparently made that decision already.

      “Ian!” she screamed, and launched herself off the golem’s arm towards me.

      Her engines and wings kicked in, and she roared towards me fast as a jet airplane.

      I barely had time to steel myself for the impact when she slammed into me at 100 miles an hour.

      “UFF,” I grunted as she grabbed me and hauled me into the air.

      Below us, Shyvock was pulling something else from his back –

      A crossbow.

      Alaria pointed her good hand down at him and shot a violet ray of energy directly into his face.

      “ARGGHH!” he roared as he went down again.

      It only took off another 2% – damn, that golem arm cannon had been STRONG! – but her blast was merely a distraction to make sure he couldn’t fire at us.

      Alaria kept flying over the mounds of dead bodies until we reached the other end of the battleground. Her jet engines cut out as she tried to come in for a landing. It was awkward, but we only ended up tumbling a couple of feet across the grass.

      When it was over, she sat up and looked over in alarm. “Are you alright?”

      “Baby, I’m fucking GREAT!” I laughed, and meant it. “That was AWESOME!”

      She looked a little worried. “I was afraid you might want to try to finish him off.”

      “I don’t think we can manage it right now,” I grimaced as I pulled the arrows out of my chest. “Not in the shape I’m in. And he’s too powerful, even in a wounded state. But why did you stop here? Did your rockets run out?”

      “No, I promised somebody I’d come back and get him if he could help me rescue you.”

      I was confused for a second – and then I noticed the fallen body of a war golem. Its limbs had been savagely torn apart by explosions, and its torso lay on the battlefield amongst hundreds of dead orcs.

      Grung.

      I went with Alaria to the body and walked up the slope of one ruined arm to his chest.

      His metal head was undamaged, but sparks popped from a charred hole in his chest, and wisps of smoke curled up into the breeze.

      “HELLO, FRIENDS. YOU CAME BACK FOR ME.”

      “I told you I would,” Alaria said.

      “So did I,” I added.

      “THANK YOU – I AM TOUCHED. BUT I DON’T THINK I’M DOING SO WELL AT THE MOMENT…”

      “What should we do?” I asked.

      “WELL… MY HEAD IS DETACHABLE… IF YOU TAKE IT WITH YOU, I WILL STILL BE CONSCIOUS.”

      “If we detach it from your body, won’t you die?”

      “NO – THE POWER SOURCE FOR MY HEAD IS SEPARATE FROM MY BODY. ORLO DID THAT SO A GOLEM WITH A HEAD WOUND BUT AN UNDAMAGED BODY COULD BE SWAPPED OUT WITH ANOTHER WHOSE HEAD WAS UNDAMAGED, LIKE MINE.”

      “How do we do it?”

      “ACTUALLY, THAT’S A GOOD QUESTION. SINCE I CAN’T SEE WHERE MY HEAD ATTACHES, I HAVE NO IDEA.”

      “Well,” Alaria said, “here’s hoping for the best.”

      She put her hand into the crevice between Grung’s head and the edge of his armored neck. There was the sound of groaning metal, then the SNAP! of a metal support strut. She did it twice more, and Grung’s head fell off and dangled from his body by a thick cable.

      Now that his head was out of the way, I could see the inner architecture of the neck. Alaria hadn’t needed to break the metal connections – she could have just slid a few bolts here and there.

      Of course, it was easy to nitpick after the fact, when I could see everything easily.

      “HM, THAT SEEMS TO HAVE WORKED,” Grung commented.

      “Are you okay?!”

      “I AM STILL CONSCOUS AND NOT IN ANY PAIN, IF THAT IS WHAT YOU MEAN. ALTHOUGH EVERYTHING IS UPSIDE DOWN.”

      “All right,” Alaria said, “let me just – ”

      BOOM!

      An explosion blasted both Alaria and me off the ruins of Grung’s body and onto the ground.

      “What the hell was that?!” I yelled as I stumbled to my feet.

      “AN EXPLOSION, I BELIEVE.”

      “I know that, but where’d it come from?!”

      “IT WASN’T FROM MY INTERNAL SYSTEMS,” Grung assured us.

      “Shyvock,” I muttered out loud.

      I couldn’t see him yet, but it had to be him. He must have fired from a long way away, which is why he hadn’t been able to hit me or Alaria with his normal laser-like precision.

      “Where is he?!” Alaria cried out.

      “Never mind him,” I said as I ran over to Grung’s dangling head and detached the largest bag from my belt. “Just get Grung off that cable and then get us the hell out of here!”

      She did as ordered and unhooked the cable from its port in Grung’s head. The watermelon-sized metal skull slid neatly into my bag and completely disappeared.

      The things you carried in your bag were essentially weightless – otherwise there was no way that somebody could carry around entire suits of plate armor and 100,000 gold coins. It would have been impossible. What you could carry was basically only limited to what you could cram through the opening of your bag.

      I checked my inventory window and saw that Grung’s head was displayed as a tiny icon.

      “Let’s go!” I yelled as I held tightly onto the bag. “Fly low so you can avoid his arrows!”

      Alaria grabbed my arm and took off with a jolt from her rockets. Another explosion blasted the ground nearby, throwing up clods of dirt and bits of orc, but Alaria was able to fly us over the remaining piles of corpses without exposing us to more of the Hunter’s shots. We soared away over the ground, leaving Shyvock and his deadly artillery behind.
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      We flew for a few minutes until the orc war tents were nothing but specks behind us.

      The only problem was, more specks appeared just a few miles ahead.

      Alaria was the first to notice. “Uh-oh – it’s the rest of Orlo’s war golems.”

      “Stop! Put us down before they see us!”

      Alaria cut her thrusters, and we tumbled across the grass in a particularly crappy landing.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine – are you okay?”

      “I’ll survive.”

      I looked at her beautiful face, smudged with soot and dirt and scratched from swords and shrapnel.

      She had never looked lovelier.

      She peered out at the dark shapes on the horizon. “I don’t see their trail in the grass, though.”

      “We were probably flying parallel to it. Which is good – we’re going to have to follow them at a distance. We can’t let them know we’re still around.”

      “If Orlo’s on that damn flying carpet of his, he’s probably already seen us.”

      I looked up at the skies, searching for a black spot amongst the white clouds, but saw nothing.

      “But then why would he let us stay alive?” Alaria mused.

      “That’s easy. He likes lording it over me. Not to mention I helped him get paid 50% more.”

      “How?”

      “The orcs told him to get lost and take his golems with him. Then you guys showed up and started slaughtering their army. Orlo threatened to walk away, and the orcs had to pay him extra to keep the golems.” I smiled grimly. “Seeing as I’m great at negotiating him more money, maybe he’s keeping me alive in the hopes that I’ll do it again with his next client. Or maybe he hasn’t seen us, because he’s already flown onto the next client instead…”

      “More orcs?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s find out.”

      I pulled Grung’s head out of the bag. Actually, to be accurate, I let it tumble out of the bag on its own.

      “DID WE ESCAPE, FRIENDS?”

      “Yeah, for now. Hey – what’s it like in there?”

      “YOU MEAN YOU DON’T KNOW?”

      “No.”

      “ACTUALLY, IT’S NOT LIKE ANYTHING AT ALL. IT FEELS AS THOUGH YOU TOOK ME OUT TWO SECONDS AFTER YOU PUT ME IN.”

      Interesting. Not only space, but time was apparently different inside the bag, too.

      I’d become more and more worried that Alaria’s flesh-and-blood body wouldn’t survive indefinitely. If we couldn’t wrap things up with Orlo soon, at least I could return and put her body into the bag. If Grung was right about its time warp properties, we could store her in there forever.

      Not that I wanted to think about that possibility.

      “Do you know where Orlo’s taking the rest of the war golems?” I asked Grung.

      “NO. ALL I KNOW IS THAT HE MENTIONED ‘CLIENTS,’ PLURAL.”

      “Great…”

      “What are we going to do?” Alaria asked.

      “I’d like to see where they wind up next before we try anything.”

      “Could you summon your friends again so we can attack them?”

      I thought about that for a second.

      I could do what Alaria was suggesting, but the favor I’d asked for earlier was a massive one-off, not something I could do over and over again.

      With the orcs, we had been facing insurmountable odds. Now that the odds were greatly reduced, I couldn’t really justify asking for more help. After all, what was I going to do for the rest of the game – rely on everybody else to do my quests for me?

      Besides, I’d been able to play on everybody’s sympathies the first time around. Giant robots, 10,000 orcs, blah blah blah. But I would piss off a ton of people if I messaged them and said, Hey, that was awesome – but now that you’re scattered hundreds of miles apart at different graveyards, can you come save my ass again?

      There was one other thing I couldn’t tell Alaria, since she wouldn’t understand about Westek or the outside world. In a meeting with my boss, he had explicitly told me I couldn’t join a guild to help me on my missions. My job as a QCer was to play like a solo player. I think John would probably be okay with me asking ONE favor from a bunch of friends, but repeatedly relying on them would fall under the ‘no guild’ rule.

      “No,” I finally said, “that was a one-time thing. From here on out, it’s on us.”

      She nodded dispiritedly, but didn’t protest.

      “SO WHAT SHOULD WE DO?” Grung asked.

      “For right now, avoid both Shyvock and Orlo. If we’re lucky, Shyvock might even do some of our work for us.”

      “WHY DO YOU SAY THAT?”

      “Because I told him about the gold Orlo got from the orcs. Shyvock is greedy, and I’m absolutely sure he plans to track Orlo down and steal it from him. But just to amuse himself, he might track us down first. So I think we ought to stay as far away from the war golems as possible. After all, we can always find their trail whenever we need to. No need to follow them and give both Orlo and Shyvock a crack at us.”

      “BUT SHYVOCK COULD APPEAR ANY MOMENT.”

      “No – you killed his mount when you shot it down, so he’s going to be traveling on foot. He may be a master hunter, but I don’t see how he’s going to track us if Alaria keeps flying low to the ground.”

      “I can’t do it forever,” she cautioned me. “I was getting near the end of my reserves when we saw the war golems just now.”

      “You mean you can’t fly anymore?” I asked in alarm.

      “No, I just have to wait for my engines to recharge. I can’t fly for more than ten minutes at a time, it seems.”

      “That’ll be enough. We should be able to keep just enough distance between us and them – and Shyvock.”

      “When do we stop?”

      “For the night? I guess when the golems get to the next client. Or when we feel reasonably sure that Shyvock won’t find us.”

      “Okay. Incidentally, my engines are all recharged again.”

      “Let’s go, then. Sorry buddy,” I said to Grung, “but you gotta go back in the bag.”

      “THAT’S FINE. THANK YOU FOR SAVING ME.”

      “Thanks for telling Alaria how to save me.”

      “YOU’RE WELCOME. I WILL SEE YOU SOON,” Grung said as I slipped his head inside the bag and fastened it to my belt.
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      We continued like that for the next several hours: Alaria flying me low over the plains for ten minutes at a time, keeping a growing distance between us and the war golems, then stopping and resting until she could do it all over again.

      When the golems were so far away that we couldn’t see them anymore, I got the bright idea of sending my All-Seeing Eye as high in the sky as it would go.

      As soon as I did, I could see everything on the ground like a miniature train landscape. The war golems were about 12 miles south of us. Far in the distance I could still make out the orc tents, though they were about as large as grains of sand. The battlefield looked like a scar of slightly different green – all those orc bodies – against the multihued green of the grass. But I could detect no sign of Shyvock, which I took as a good omen. He was probably so tiny that there was no way I could see him at this distance, but that also meant he was nowhere close to us.

      I also used the Eye to scout out what lay ahead of us. We used its intel to avoid a nomadic tribe of robed figures traveling on woolly mammoths. We found a small trading outpost manned by dwarves, elves, and humans, where I bought several gold coins’ worth of healing potions. I’d learned my lesson about not being able to always count on Soul Suck.

      The Eye also gave us ample warning as the terrain began to change. The grassy plains became hills, then mountains. As the land got higher in elevation, it became more rugged, with the grass giving way to exposed rock and scrub brush.

      I sent the Eye out one final time as the sun dipped below the horizon. Far up ahead, the mountains ended abruptly and gave way to an enormous crater of basaltic rock with a volcano in the middle. Glowing lava bubbled inside it and cast a hazy, orange glow.

      Far to the north, the war golems were descending through a gorge into the black valley below.

      “Huh,” I mused aloud. Either the robots wanted to get to the other side of the crater as fast as possible and were determined to take the shortest distance between two points –

      Or Orlo’s clients were down at the volcano.

      I sent the Eye flying down into the valley, but the distance was too great, and it winked out of existence before it found anything of interest in the evening darkness.

      At least there was no sign of Orlo, either with the war golems or down in the volcanic valley.

      When I relayed what I’d seen, Alaria asked, “What should we do?”

      “Wait until morning. It’s not going to do us any good to go stumbling around out there in the dark.”

      I pulled out Grung to see if he knew anything about a volcano – he didn’t – and to make sure that he was still okay inside the bag. He assured me that it had felt like a few seconds had passed instead of hours, and with his permission, I slipped him back inside.

      Then I summoned Stig.

      As soon as he appeared, the imp scurried all around us like a Chihuahua on crack, looking every which way in a panic.

      “Where are they?!” he yelped.

      “The orcs? They’re all dead.”

      He looked at me in shock, then looked out over the valley. “Where are we?!”

      “We’ve been traveling the last six hours or so. Sorry, man – we’ve been on the run from that hunter, and it was all Alaria could do to carry me.”

      Stig stood there for a second, apparently thinking about it, and then plopped down next to me on the rocky soil. “Got some booze?”

      “If you’ve ever earned a drink, it was definitely today.” I reached into my food bag and brought out a bottle of wine. “Thanks for everything you did back there.”

      “No problem,” the imp said as he uncorked the bottle. After draining nearly half of it, he burped and asked, “What happens now?”

      “The war golems are headed down there,” I said, pointing to the volcano. “So at daybreak we’re going to go find out why.”

      Stig hung his head in despair. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

      “We have to capture Orlo so we can make him put Alaria back into her body.”

      Stig looked over at the metal succubus sitting on the opposite side of me. “Can’t she just stay like that?”

      “NO,” Alaria snapped.

      “Okay, okay,” the imp said like Jeez! Then he went back to hitting the bottle.

      Alaria leaned against me and looked out over the crater. As the night sky turned from violet to black, the center of the volcano glowed even brighter in the gloom.

      “Maybe Stig’s right,” she said despairingly. “Maybe we should just give up.”

      “Yeah,” Stig agreed.

      “NO,” I snarled at him, then turned back to Alaria to reassure her. “It’s going to be fine. We’re going to get Orlo, and then we’ll make him switch you back.”

      “How?”

      “…I don’t know… but it’ll happen. I promise,” I said as I put my arm around her and stroked her metal skin.

      Alaria looked out unhappily at the night sky. “I just… never mind.”

      “You just what?”

      She nestled her head against my collarbone. “I’m afraid of losing you,” she whispered.

      I looked at her in shock. “Losing me? What are you talking about?”

      “What if I can’t switch back to my old body?”

      “We’re going to get Orlo – ”

      “But what if we can’t?” she said in desperation. “What if he gets away, or the process is irreversible, and I’m trapped like this?”

      “I already told you – I love you no matter what. Nothing changes that.”

      “But you have needs… desires…”

      “So? So do you!”

      “Yes, but… I’m trapped in a metal body. You aren’t.” As she said it, I could see the grief on her face.

      “Babe, sex with you is amazing, but it’s not the most important thing. I’m in love with your soul, too, not just your body.”

      It was true – though a little voice in the back of my head said, Oh yeah? What about when she’s been a robot for three years?

      A SEXbot, I shot back at the voice – and then I grinned.

      “What?” Alaria asked crossly. “What’s so funny?”

      “You’re forgetting why Orlo created this body in the first place.”

      “For – oh.” She wrinkled up her face in disgust. “Great, thanks for reminding me that he used me even before I got in THIS body, too.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. I meant you’re built for sex.”

      I could see the gears turning in her head. Not literally see them, although it was funny, there probably were actual gears turning inside her head. “You mean…”

      “Yeah.” I grinned and leaned in to kiss her –

      “Oh NO,” Stig groaned loudly. “Are you going to – ”

      fwap-fwap-fwap

      “ – now?!”

      I turned and glared at him. “Maybe you should get lost.”

      “Maybe I should use my ‘Get Out of Jail Free’ card,” the imp grinned.

      Aw shit.

      I really, really didn’t want to honor that agreement right now… but a deal was a deal.

      I sighed. “Alright… we won’t have sex if you really don’t want us to.”

      “Hey!” Alaria exclaimed indignantly. “Don’t I get a say in this?!”

      “I promised him,” I said, then turned back to Stig. “But it only works this once. Is that what you want?”

      “I’d rather have some more booze,” Stig said slyly.

      Ah.

      “Well played,” I said as I fished another bottle of wine out of my bag and handed it over.

      “Thanks, boss,” he said, then staggered tipsily across the mountaintop, a bottle in each hand.

      As soon as he left, I turned back to Alaria and French-kissed her.

      I have to admit, it wasn’t the ideal situation – her lips weren’t pliant and soft like normal – but there was a sensuous curve to them, and she still knew how to kiss.

      I felt her tongue, warm and smooth and metal, enter my mouth. The one thing that I really, really missed was her taste – that lovely tinge of cinnamon and vanilla. At least her mouth had no taste at all. I’m not sure if I could have handled the copper tang of metal.

      She took my hand and placed it on one of her leather-clad breasts. As I caressed her, my heart began to beat the tiniest bit faster. After all, I was in completely new territory here. I’d never had sex with a robot before.

      I slowly undid the leather corset to reveal her enormous breasts. I ran my hands over her skin, and again was struck by the sensual curve of the metal beneath my hand. Then I reached her nipple, which was literally hard as steel, but only stood an eighth of an inch above the rest of her breast.

      I broke off the kiss long enough to look down.

      Her areolas were gunmetal gray. Even in the waning light, they stood out as darker than the silver sheen of her body.

      I murmured cheekily, “Nice customizable nipples.”

      “Hmph,” she said as she peeled off the corset, then lay on her back and slipped her thong down her thighs. “Let’s see about the rest of it.”

      “Can you feel me when I touch you?” I asked as I cupped one of her gigantic tits.

      “Not really. I can sense pressure and warmth, but no real pleasure.”

      “Well, let’s see if you can feel something down here,” I said as I crawled down between her legs.

      Whatever Orlo’s other faults, he was a connoisseur of the female form. He had sculpted her vulva beautifully, with full, puffy lips and a cute little cleft. Thank God he’d left her skin bare – I wasn’t sure how a bunch of metallic hair would feel.

      I began to kiss and lick her metal skin, and took note of how warm and sensually curved her body was.

      “Oh,” she murmured in surprise.

      I lifted my head. “What?”

      I couldn’t see her expression; her breasts didn’t move with gravity, and so they stood like two mountain peaks atop her chest, obscuring her face. But I could hear the wonder in her voice loud and clear.

      “That actually felt pretty good…”

      “Let’s try some more. Open your legs wider.”

      She spread her thighs, and I dipped my head down again.

      I was expecting everything down there to be hard metal, and was amazed when my tongue touched soft material. Rubber, maybe?

      I was even more amazed when I realized it was slick and tasted like coconut oil. Apparently that was the all-purpose fluid for lubricating mechanical bodies.

      “Ohhhh,” Alaria whispered.

      “Good?” I asked hopefully.

      “Not bad. Keep going.”

      I moved my tongue along the curve of her lips, trailing upwards until I found a small, round protuberance where her clit should have been. When I pressed my tongue against it there was a muted click, and the tiny orb lowered a millimeter into her body before popping back out.

      “OH!” she cried.

      “Good?”

      “VERY good. Do it again.”

      I pressed my tongue against the little round sphere and it clicked in again.

      “Goddess!” Alaria groaned. “Do it again!”

      Amazing.

      She literally had a button I could press.

      I begin to experiment with the tip of my tongue, running it all around the tiny metal sphere. I realized that it didn’t just go down; it was like a toggle switch that went in multiple directions depending on where the force was coming from.

      I licked upwards. The metal clit clicked up, then returned to its normal position when my tongue went away. If I pressed from the side, it moved along with my tongue. All in all, there appeared to be nine directions it could go: north, northeast, east, and so on, all the way around the circle to northwest – and then straight down into her body.

      Each direction elicited a slightly different pleasurable reaction.

      “OH! Ahhh… unh… oooooh… GODDESS… haha, that tickles – oh FUCK – ”

      That last reaction happened when I slid two of my fingers inside her. Even though the rubber ‘flesh’ didn’t feel exactly like her normal pussy, it was still pretty goddamn erotic – and she was drenched with lubricating fluid, which made it all the easier to stroke her. I fumbled around where her g-spot should have been until I found a slightly raised area, then began to curl my fingers across it.

      She arched her hips in pleasure and groaned loudly. “Oh Goddess… oh GODDESS…”

      As I caressed her g-spot, I began playing with different combinations: N, NE, S, pressing it down into her, W, NW, and so on. Then I began flicking my tongue and making her clit click repeatedly in the same direction.

      “OHHHHHHHHH!” she screamed as her entire body convulsed.

      I watched in delight as she went through all the motions she normally did while having an orgasm. Even her metallic bosom heaved as she came down from the peak, as though she were gasping for breath – even though she didn’t need to breathe.

      I lifted my face up from her thighs. “Did it feel as good as it normally does?”

      She had to prop herself up on her elbows to see me over her gigantic boobs. “It felt different… but it felt pretty damn great.”

      “Good,” I said, and lowered my head to lick her again.

      “Wait…”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she said, then added almost shyly, “It’s just that… I want to feel you inside me.”

      That was one request I wasn’t going to turn down.

      “Yes ma’am,” I grinned, and hurriedly tugged off my pants. She helped with my shirt, and within 30 seconds I was completely naked.

      Next I selected my ‘Sensory Settings’ and moved the slider all the way to 100%. I was intent on enjoying this as much as possible.

      I settled down on top of her and gazed into her yellow, glowing eyes. Her body felt really weird, yet sensual. She was hard as steel, and it was actually uncomfortable if I settled all my weight in one spot, like my right hipbone when I first slid into place on top of her. But she was warm and smooth all over her body.

      My dick was hard – although compared with her skin, I couldn’t say ‘hard as steel’ anymore. Even ‘hard as rock’ felt like an exaggeration.

      But I was definitely erect, and I slid the tip of my cock into place between her legs.

      She stared at me, a look of hesitance on her face.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “I’m just afraid you won’t like it,” she said sadly.

      “I was more afraid of YOU not liking it,” I said. “So why don’t we just ohhHHH – ”

      I was trying to be suave. I had planned to finish my sentence as I slid inside her – but she felt so damn good that I lost all control of my thoughts. All I could do was moan.

      Her pussy didn’t feel like her normal body – but like she’d said earlier, it was different but pretty damn great.

      I felt warmth, pressure, and pleasurable slipperiness all around my shaft. I’d never tried one, but I assumed she felt like a Fleshlight or some other sex toy for guys.

      Apparently Alaria liked it, too, because she gave a guttural moan of pleasure as I slid inside her. “Unnnnh…”

      I began to rock back and forth inside her. “Oh… oh my god…”

      “You – unh – like it?” she grunted.

      “Yeah – oh fuck yeah – ”

      “Good,” she moaned, and tilted her hips upward as I thrust inside her. “Good… oh, that’s good… that’s so good…”

      Her breasts were so large they were an impediment to kissing her – but on the other hand, they sure felt pretty fucking great in my hands.

      “Oh Alaria… fuck…”

      “Oh Ian… ohhhh Iannnnn…”

      We continued like that for a few minutes, but then my curiosity got the better of me and I pulled out. “Let’s try doggie style.”

      Alaria grinned. “Yes, master.”

      She got on all fours and I knelt behind her. The rocks were hard against my knees, so I put my clothes and boots beneath me as padding. Luckily Alaria didn’t have that problem.

      Her ass was the most gorgeous, rounded sculpture I’d ever seen… and crazily enough, there was a tiny little rubber hole between her ass cheeks.

      I got an idea, and dipped my finger inside her dripping pussy.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just wait,” I said as I pulled out my finger and guided the tip of my cock to the rubber lips of her pussy. I slowly pushed my head inside her, and she grunted in pleasure.

      Then I began to caress her asshole with my lubricated finger.

      “Oooooh…”

      I eased my finger halfway inside the little rubber ‘o.’

      “Aaaaahhh…”

      Then, at the same instant my cock sank in balls-deep, my finger slid all the way in, too.

      “UNNNHHH!” she groaned loudly.

      It was an odd sensation, feeling my stomach and thighs against metal, no matter how smooth and sensually rounded it was.

      I began to thrust both my hips and my hand, so that both my cock and my finger were moving in and out of her at the same time.

      She moaned and sighed, then moved her remaining hand between her legs and began to stroke her clit. I knew because I could hear the click click click of it moving back and forth.

      As I kept thrusting inside her, I realized that there was one huge benefit to her robot body: I could look at her and see all of her without her wings in the way.

      In fact, she looked over her shoulder at me every so often, as though to check that I was still enjoying myself. Whenever she did, I stroked inside her even harder with my cock and finger, so that I could watch her expression dissolve into enraptured bliss.

      “Oh Goddess… oh Goddess… oh Goddess,” she moaned as she click-click-clicked faster.

      I could feel myself starting to spiral out of control. “Alaria, I’m going to come – I’m going to come – ”

      “Come inside me – oh Goddess – oh GODDESS, I’m coming TOOOOOOO –”

      Suddenly I felt a buzzing, throbbing sensation all along my cock, like the Fleshlight had a built-in vibrator and somebody had switched it on.

      I wasn’t sure if it was for my benefit or hers, or just a natural part of her orgasm – but God DAMN it felt good.

      “AAAAAAH!” I screamed, overwhelmed with sensation as I came deep inside her.

      “OHHHHHH!” she shrieked as she writhed on my cock and her button went click-click-click-click beneath her fingers.

      The buzzing, vibrating sensation didn’t let up. In fact, right after I came, it ramped up even higher. Though it felt uncomfortable, like it was TOO much, I could tell it was pushing me further up again, higher and higher –

      “OH MY GOD, I’M COMING AGAIN!” I roared.

      “ME TOO, ME TOOOOOO!” she shrieked as we came together, her pussy vibrating around my cock.

      When my contractions finished, the vibrations still hadn’t stopped. It was too much – too much sensation – and I gasped with relief as I finally pulled out of her.

      “Oh Goddess,” she moaned, and collapsed onto the ground.

      I stroked her ass, loving the sensual feel of her metal curves. After a moment I gently pushed her over onto her side and then onto her back, and arranged my clothes so that I could lie next to her.

      With her breasts out of the way, I was able to reach her face and slowly caress her ears and face as I kissed her.

      “Oh Goddess,” she sighed, sounding spent and deeply satisfied. “Was it good for you?”

      “It was with you, baby. Of course it was good.”

      “But did you like how it felt?” she asked anxiously, drawing back her head to look into my eyes.

      “Yes,” I reassured her.

      “Was it… better?”

      “Different. Different and really nice.”

      “You’ve never come twice in a row before,” she teased, gliding her metal fingers along the length of my cock.

      “And I’m not sure I want to again for a while. That was pretty fucking intense.”

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I’ll just make you come once at a time, over and over and over.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I murmured as my cock grew hard again, and I settled between her open thighs for Round Two.
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      I woke the next morning stiff and sore, mostly from sleeping on rocky ground with only my clothes beneath me as padding. The one thing I wasn’t was cold. Alaria’s naked body had warmed me through the night, and a constant, low-grade heat radiated off the volcanic plains beneath us.

      I stood up, stretched, and looked down into the valley. Even with the naked eye, I could see a good bit more than the night before.

      The golems had obviously reached their destination, because they stood in a row down near the base of the volcano in a perfectly straight line. They were so far away that they looked like action figures again.

      Other details were visible in the morning light, too. I could see small, black pup tents that had blended in with the basalt the night before. There were also hundreds of multicolored specks on the ground near the golems, but at this distance I couldn’t make out what they were.

      I sent my All-Seeing Eye zooming down across the volcanic plains.

      A few seconds later I got quite the shock.

      Those multicolored specks I had seen?

      Hundreds of naked women.

      Yes, you heard that right.

      Lots and lots of naked chicks lying on woven mats.

      They were all different varieties of elves. Red fire elves. Blue frost elves. Green swamp elves. Yellow sand elves. Black cave elves. Caucasian forest elves. And another dozen different types I had never seen before.

      But they were all elves. I could tell by their pointed ears.

      And I could tell they were women by all the gorgeous, jiggling racks.

      Well, the naked ones were definitely women. There were also hundreds of figures in hooded black robes who knelt beside the elves with one hand between the prone women’s legs.

      The crouched figures appeared to be diddling the reclining women, because they all looked like they were having astounding orgasms. There were ‘O’ faces all over the place, along with a murmur of groans and moans punctuated by the occasional high-pitched wail or burst of hysterical laughter.

      The final thing I saw before the Eye winked out was a lone elf standing on a rock ledge above all the other women. She was a real amazon, over six feet tall and athletic. Toned arms, strong legs, visible abs – like a hot volleyball player at the peak of physical perfection.

      She had flowing blonde hair and light orange skin. Her breasts were on the smaller side, but perky and tight with dark orange areolas. There was a full bush of blonde hair between her powerful thighs. She also wore a black robe, but it hung wide open and exposed her taut, naked body for all to see.

      The amazon paced back and forth on her stone outcropping. She had an impassioned expression like she was preaching, or maybe giving some weird-ass motivational speech. An orange, naked Tonya Robbins, you might say. The Eye was still too far away to make out what she was saying, though I could differentiate a smoky voice calling out over the thrum of orgasmic moans.

      Then the spell ended.

      As my vision returned to normal, I stood there in absolute shock.

      “What the fuck was THAT?!” I said out loud.

      “What the fuck was what?” Alaria’s voice asked sleepily.

      I looked back to see her lying naked and gorgeous on the ground. Had I not been so discombobulated by what I’d just witnessed, I might have dived back in and continued our activities from the previous night.

      “I just saw something really weird…”

      She dropped her gaze below my waist and smirked. “Something exciting, too, looks like.”

      I realized I had a chubby. Not quite full mast, but getting there.

      “Yeah, okay, it was kind of hot,” I admitted, “but it was still fucking WEIRD.”

      She stood up and walked over to me. “Where?”

      “Out there near the volcano – but I used my spell, so I don’t think you can see it.”

      She tottered over and gave me a brief kiss on the cheek and a playful stroke of the cock. “We should take care of that soon.” Then she squinted out at the plains. “Where, exactly?”

      “See the golems?”

      “Yes.”

      “Down all around their feet. Can you see it?” I asked, thinking maybe she had some sort of telescopic, Bionic Woman vision.

      She shook her head. “No, I can only see the golems. So what was it?”

      “About 200 naked elf chicks lying on the ground with a bunch of guys in black robes stroking their clits.”

      “Oh,” Alaria said, like I’d said nothing more interesting than I saw a bird flying in the air.

      I turned to her in shock. “Did you hear what I just said?”

      “Yes, I heard,” she said and yawned. Which was pretty strange for a robot, since they don’t exactly run on oxygen.

      “And you don’t find that the slightest bit odd?!”

      “It’s a sex cult.” She shrugged. “There are tons of them out there.”

      I stared at her. “A sex cult?!”

      “Was there somebody standing up in front and giving a sermon while everybody else went at it?”

      “How’d you know that?!”

      “It’s a sex cult,” she said as she stumbled back over to her clothes. “They all have a leader. The only odd thing is that they weren’t actually having sex. Normally if there are men, everyone’s fucking.”

      I thought about what I had seen and amended my report. “Well, actually, I couldn’t really tell if they were men or not – I just assumed they were. They were all wearing these robes that covered them from head to foot.”

      “Oh, those were probably just ceremonial robes,” Alaria explained as she pulled on her thong and reached down for her leather corset. “If they weren’t men, that explains all the finger fucking. It’s a Lesbian Sex Cult.”

      Oh my God.

      I had somehow stumbled into the greatest thing I had ever seen in this entire game.

      You know, other than having a beautiful succubus girlfriend who loved threesomes with hot women.

      Also, the Temple of Pleasure in the Northern Wastes had been pretty fantastic. Hundreds of horny female frost elves with no men around… so I guess they were a sort of de facto lesbian sex cult. Although they’d all slept with me, too, so I guess they were a bisexual sex cult.

      Okay, I’d stumbled into one of the greatest things I’d ever seen in the game.

      “What do they do in sex cults?” I asked.

      “Have a lot of sex,” she answered as she buttoned up the corset. With only one good hand, it took her longer than usual.

      “Yeah, I know, but why? Other than for the obvious reasons.”

      “Usually the leader is a sex mage, and they’re trying to – ”

      “Say what?”

      “A sex mage. Like a fire mage uses fire, and a frost mage controls ice, a sex mage harnesses the energy from sex – usually group sex – and then focuses it and channels it.”

      That sounded like the only gig I might potentially leave my QC job at Westek for.

      “Channels it to do what?”

      Alaria shrugged. “Who knows. Bring about an age of enlightenment, or make the world a better place, or some other airy-fairy bullshit.”

      “How do you know so much about them?”

      She gave me a look like I was a weirdo. “Everyone knows about them.”

      “No, they don’t,” I assured her, “or everybody would join one.”

      “You’re overestimating what people are willing to do for sex. There’s a huge percentage of the world that just wants to stick it in and out for a few minutes, then go to sleep.”

      “Yeah but – multiple partners! LOTS of multiple partners!”

      “Look, all I can tell you is I’m a sex demoness – ”

      She looked down at her metal body in distaste.

      “ – or WAS a sex demoness, and even I got bored after a while.”

      “You were in a SEX CULT?!”

      “One of my previous masters forced me into it.” A little smile crept across Alaria’s face. “She didn’t have to force me too hard, though. It was fun for the first month.”

      “HER?! You had a female master besides Tarka?!”

      “I’ve had a LOT of female masters besides Tarka.”

      My voice dropped to a whisper. “Was it a lesbian sex cult?”

      “Of course.” Her eyes dropped down below my waist. “Looks like somebody’s really into that idea.”

      She was right – I was pretty much sporting full-on wood by now.

      “You said it was fun for the first month. What happened after the first month?”

      “They’re not really doing it for the pleasure of the act, you know. There’s not much variety. They’re trying to harness energy, so it’s a lot of rote fucking. If you deviate from the script too much, they get angry at you.” She smirked. “And eventually they throw you out of the cult.”

      “They threw you out? Why?”

      “I got so bored with all the oral sex and fucking them with my tail that I started improvising. They didn’t like that so much.”

      I shook my head. Whatever horrors I might’ve encountered yesterday with Shyvock and the army of orcs, today the world was a beautiful place again.

      Except for one puzzling detail.

      “What would a sex cult want with a bunch of war golems?”

      “Who knows.” Alaria walked up to me, put her hand around my cock, and cooed, “All I know is, you look like you could use some help with that.”

      “I – uh – sure…”

      She got down on her knees, took me in her mouth, and ‘gave me some help.’

      It felt good, but it was really strange getting oral sex from a tongue and lips made of metal. I guess her mouth lubricated with the same coconut oil that made her wet between the legs, because it was slippery and sensual, but it was still very strange. Not like regular head at all.

      My mind started to wander back to what I had seen, and I began thinking of all those beautiful, naked bodies on their backs… their tits jiggling back and forth as they screamed in ecstasy and other women stroked them between their legs –

      Alaria stopped sucking and looked up at me. “You’re thinking about THEM, aren’t you?”

      I blushed. “Sorry.”

      She laughed and shook her head. “Silly – I was going to tell you to cast your spell again. Get a show along with your blowjob.”

      “…really?”

      She took me in her mouth and nodded again, smiling as she sucked.

      I swallowed hard, then cast the All-Seeing Eye and sent it zooming down to the plains.

      Oh my God… so many different women… so many breasts of different shapes and sizes, quivering as their bodies shook with orgasm…

      So many faces screaming in ecstasy…

      I hadn’t seen anything like this since the Temple of Pleasure in the Northern Wastes, and there it had all been frost elves. They’d had a pleasing variety of body types, but everyone looked more or less the same. Same color skin, same white hair.

      Here, there was so much variety… so many beautiful skin colors… so many gorgeous bodies, climaxing over and over and over –

      “OHHHH!” I yelled as I came in Alaria’s mouth.

      She withdrew her lips and smiled. If she’d swallowed, I had no idea where it had gone.

      “That got me revved up,” she purred, “so I’m going to need you to do a little something for ME.”

      A lot of tongue-lapping and button-clicking later, she was finally satisfied.
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      After Alaria and I dressed, I ticked some items off my ‘to do’ list before we got to the gigantic undertakings.

      First I dashed off a quick text to everyone who had helped out in the Battle of Mor-El. I thanked them profusely, told them that the orcs were all dead, that they had saved a neighboring kingdom, and that their efforts had not been in vain. I didn’t mention Orlo or the remaining war golems because I didn’t want to be seen as fishing for another favor. And I let them all know that I owed all of them big-time, and that if I could help with something similar, to not be afraid to ask.

      Next up was retrieving Stig. We found him passed out about 500 feet away with his two bottles of wine empty on the ground. We shook him awake, and he groggily (and grumpily) got up and followed us.

      The final item on the list was to make sure that if I died, I didn’t get sent all the way back to Mor-El where Shyvock had made me create a tombstone. Although that scenario would have some benefits if the Hunter showed up to kill me, I figured it was far more important to be able to resurrect nearby if things went awry. So we searched the mountainous rim of the volcanic crater until we found a hidden area disguised by rocks, and I set about making a new tombstone.

      When I hit the ‘Gravesite’ icon on my action bar, a window popped up:

      

      Establishing a gravesite here will eradicate the previous gravesite. Accept/Cancel

      

      I hit ‘Accept,’ and immediately my hands took on a life of their own as they moved through the air. Tendrils of black energy flowed out to the ground and formed a latticework. Within seconds there was a flash of light, and voila – a tombstone sat embedded in the rocky ground.

      I thought back to all my friends who’d come to my rescue and died. If I’d had this power a little earlier in the battle, we might have actually been able to kill Orlo.

      No, that was just crazy talk. Shyvock would’ve shown up anyway. Maybe he and Orlo would’ve even teamed up and killed everybody, the way Shyvock had killed –

      Dorp.

      Holy shit – in all the hubbub, I had totally forgotten about my former servant.

      I checked the submenu where I had hidden his icon, back when I was overwhelmed with guilt in Exardus. There he was, his colors slightly washed out to indicate he was dead but also summonable.

      I hesitated.

      Do I do this now, or wait?

      Waiting to free Blutus back in Exardus had been a major unethical move on my part. It had benefited me, not him.

      I could potentially put off my face-to-face with Dorp for days, weeks, even months… but it was quite possible there would never be an opportune time.

      There never was when you were wrestling with your conscience.

      I finally decided that it was his choice, not mine, and I needed to get it over with.

      “Stand back guys,” I cautioned Stig and Alaria. “This might get ugly.”

      “Why?” Alaria asked, puzzled.

      “Because I’m bringing Dorp back.”

      Alaria’s complaints began almost immediately, but I shut them down. “It’s not up for discussion. I need to do this. Okay?”

      She looked at me sullenly, then shrugged her shoulders and rolled her eyes like a petulant teenage girl.

      I hit the icon on the submenu and steeled myself for a confrontation.

      Dorp appeared in a puff of blue smoke, disoriented and freaked out. He clasped a hand to his throat, exactly where Shyvock had shot him, and let out a little shriek.

      Then he looked around, saw the barren mountains, and stumbled backwards in confusion.

      When he glimpsed Stig and Alaria, there was a flash of recognition on his face – although he seemed terribly confused by her robotic form.

      Then he turned and saw me, and his expression became a mask of hatred.

      “Dorp, Dorp – please,” I said, putting my hands up in the air, “I just need to tell you a few things, and then I’ll let you – ”

      He didn’t listen to me. Instead, he put a whammy on me.

      Black smoke drifted all around me like I was in the middle of some horrific scene of destruction. When the smoke cleared, there lay Alaria’s red body, dead and mutilated on the ground.

      My stomach lurched and I was almost sick. Not from the grotesque image, but from the very real spike of terror that ran through me.

      I shut my eyes tight, trying to block it out.

      Over to my left, I heard Alaria whisper in terror, “Goddess…”

      “Dorp,” I said, my eyes closed, “you’re free to go. Just, please – stop.”

      There was no answer.

      I gingerly opened one eye to a squint, just enough to see if the horrifying vision was still there.

      It wasn’t. The smoke was gone, as was Alaria’s dead body.

      I opened my eyes all the way and looked at my former demon, whose expression held confusion and hatred in equal measures.

      “Why would you let me go?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Because when I freed you, I meant it. I know I went back on that and abused the kindness you showed me… and for that I am very sorry. All I want to do is apologize, and then you can do whatever you want. You owe me nothing.”

      Dorp looked around the wastelands and scoffed. “So nice of you to summon me back to such a wonderful place, MASTER.”

      I was about to answer when Alaria butted in.

      “What, would you prefer hanging out with an army of orcs?”

      Dorp erupted in anger. “Those were my friends!”

      “They weren’t your real friends, Dorp, any more than I was. They were using you – just like I did.”

      I said it as contritely as I could, but that was apparently the wrong thing to bring up.

      “So you decided to kill them? Because they were just like YOU?! At least they respected me! At least they didn’t LIE to me behind my back!” Dorp shouted.

      I didn’t want to get into a back-and-forth about how honorable orcs were or weren’t, so I simply said, “They were going to kill or enslave tens of thousands of people, Dorp. And they were going to use you to help them do it.”

      “Maybe I wanted to!” he roared – as much as anyone with a helium voice can roar.

      I shook my head. “You’re way too kind for that. I know you. You would’ve never been able to live with yourself if you’d helped them do that.”

      His lips trembled, and I could tell that part of him agreed with me.

      But a bigger part of him hated me even more.

      “So you murdered 10,000 orcs – why? So you could be the hero again?” he sneered.

      Alaria shouted out in frustration, “He fought the orcs just so could he could apologize to YOU, asshole! He pulled in hundreds of his own friends who faced down death, just so he could say he was sorry to you face-to-face!”

      Dorp reacted in surprise, then looked back and forth between me and her.

      “He hurt you even worse than he hurt me,” he said to Alaria. “Why on earth would you come back to him, much less defend him?”

      She looked over at me and her face filled with love. She smiled the tiniest bit, then opened her mouth, ready to speak –

      And then Stig ruined it all with a hand gesture.

      fwap-fwa-fwap-fwap-fwap

      “That’s why,” the imp croaked.

      Alaria glared down at him.

      “NO, not just for that.” Then she looked back at Dorp. “Because he may have acted like an asshole sometimes, but deep down, he’s a good man. Otherwise he wouldn’t have risked his life, and mine, and Stig’s, just so he could tell you he was sorry.”

      Dorp pointed at her accusingly. “You just said it – he risked your life and Stig’s, too!”

      “Well, he was helping me out, too – we were going after Orlo – ”

      “So it wasn’t JUST to say he was sorry to me!” Dorp howled. “He was there – ”

      “Helping ME, dumbass,” Alaria snapped.

      Dorp scowled and looked down at Stig. “What about you? Did he ever help you?”

      Stig thought for a second as he scratched his chin. “He gave me some booze…”

      Dorp turned his attention – and his invective – back on me. “You two just don’t see it. Everywhere he goes, he uses people. And sometimes he uses them to help other people, but ultimately it’s all to help himself. He wouldn’t help you, succubus, if he didn’t find you so beautiful. He sure didn’t help me.”

      “What, FREEING you wasn’t helping you?” Alaria shouted, but I held up my hand to silence her.

      She closed her mouth and quieted down, though somewhat resentfully.

      “You’re right,” I said to Dorp. “I do use other people. I try not to, and I try to help others out, but I fuck up sometimes. And I fucked up royally with you. I’m sorry. I know that’s not good enough – I know I have no right to ask you to forgive me – but I wanted you to know. If you want to leave now, you can. If you want me to send you back to Limbo until we get to a more populated area, I will. But I – ”

      “I don’t trust you to do anything for me, ‘Master,’” he sneered. “You change your mind on a whim. I’ll go now.”

      I nodded sadly. “Okay. I wish you all the luck in the world, Dorp.”

      I hesitated, then dug in my bag. “I have some money – I could give you some so that – ”

      “I don’t want anything from you,” he snarled. “Except never to see you again.”

      “…okay.”

      He looked at me like he was expecting else – maybe an attack, verbal or physical?

      But when nothing happened, he turned around and began to walk towards the grasslands.

      He looked around at me and Alaria, seemingly conflicted, but then he put on a resolute face and committed. After that, he never looked back.

      I stood there and watched him walk away until he disappeared down the hill.

      Then I looked at Alaria and Stig.

      “Thank you. I needed to get that off my conscience – at least as much as I can. But I have to ask you something.”

      I looked at Alaria. “I’m pretty sure about how you feel about me…” Then I looked at Stig. “But what about you? Do you feel the way that Dorp does, even a little?”

      Stig scratched his chin again and took a few seconds to answer. But when he did, I couldn’t help but smile.

      “You’re alright… for a human.” He thought a second more, then added, “As long as you keep giving me booze.”

      I laughed. “If we get out of this, buddy, I promise you a whole week of getting blasted.”

      Stig nodded, and it seemed that the matter was settled.

      “So what we do now?” Alaria asked.

      I looked over at the volcanic crater. “I need to get down there and see what’s going on.”

      “Because it worked so well last time,” Alaria said sarcastically.

      “Have you got any better ideas?”

      “You don’t have a war golem to hide inside of this time, so how are you planning to do it?”

      I thought for a second, then brightened. “A cloak.”

      “Goddess, AGAIN with the cloak!” she groaned. “How are you going to get one? Oh, I know – turn invisible for 15 seconds, then wait five minutes, then go invisible for five more feet – ”

      “I already have one,” I said as I pulled the cloak out of my bag.

      She stared in shock. “Where did you get that?”

      “Soraiya.”

      “And you TRUST that little bitch?”

      “I wouldn’t say I trust her, but I don’t think she’s necessarily against us. She’s just all about helping herself the most.”

      “Oh, you think?” She glared at the robe. “It’s probably poisoned or has some enchantment that will reduce you to ashes as soon as you put it on!”

      “Only one way to find out,” I said as I pulled the robes over my head. Nothing happened, other than I was dressed all in black with a hood over my head. “Ta daaaa!”

      Alaria shook her head. “You said it was a bunch of naked women down there. I don’t think you’re going to fit in.”

      “There were plenty of people with black cloaks on.”

      “But – ”

      “Look, it’s our best option right now, okay? If you can think of a better one, I’m open to ideas.”

      “We could leave,” Stig suggested.

      “NO.”

      “I could go,” Alaria offered.

      “No offense, but you’re a little too shiny.”

      “You’re a little too penis-y.”

      “That’s not even a word.”

      “Why do you want to go down there so badly? It’s not like we care about who Orlo’s selling the war golems to.”

      “It was kind of a big deal the last time around.”

      “They’re a SEX CULT. They’re trying to usher in a new age of peace and love, and they’ll obviously fail, so who cares?”

      “What do they need war golems for, then?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t care!”

      “Maybe we should. Plus, I’d like to get the gold away from him before he can hide it somewhere or put it in a bank or – ”

      Alaria’s eyes widened. “THAT’S why you want to go down there?! For the MONEY?!”

      It wasn’t like it was a big secret I’d been hiding. Ever since I’d seen the iron box filled with 100-gold pieces, I’d been thinking about how I could use it to pay Varkus off.

      “You seem to forget that I have a bounty hunter after me.”

      “You seem to forget that you already told him where the money is,” Alaria said coldly. “He’s COMING.”

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

      “NOT NOW,” I snapped at him, then turned back to Alaria. “Which is why we need to grab the gold before he gets here.”

      “Why? As long as he leaves us alone, let him have it!”

      “He’s never going to leave us alone – not after you fried him with that hand cannon.”

      “So, what, now you wish I hadn’t saved your sorry ass?” she yelled.

      “What is with you?!” I asked angrily. “What are you so upset about?!”

      She paused… then murmured quietly, “…I thought you were going down there for me.”

      “I am!”

      “And the gold,” she said sarcastically.

      “When it comes down to it, you know I only care about you. If there’s even a chance that we can’t get you back in your old body, then fuck the money.”

      “Why do you want me back in my old body so bad?” she asked suspiciously.

      “JESUS!” I roared. “YOU want back in your old body, too! Why are you acting like this?!”

      I expected her to lash out at me again – but instead her lower lip quivered, and tears started to roll down her cheeks.

      “Alaria,” I said, shocked, and put my hands on her arms. “What’s wrong?!”

      She wouldn’t look me in the eyes.

      “Babe, please – just tell me.”

      “I’m afraid you won’t love me anymore if I stay in this body,” she whispered. “And now you want to go chase after a bunch of gold, and get rich, and what happens if we kill Orlo and I have to stay like this forever, a-and – ”

      “Babe, I only care about you. Nothing else. I’ll get chased around by bounty hunters for the rest of my life if that’s what it takes to be with you. In this body, in your old body – it doesn’t matter. Nothing else matters – not the gold, not anyone else – ”

      “Hey,” Stig said, offended.

      “Other than you,” I said to placate him.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled like he didn’t believe me.

      I looked back at Alaria. “Just let me go down there, see what’s what, and then we’ll figure out how to get everything back to normal, okay?”

      She nodded sadly, then smiled and rubbed away her tears. “I’m sorry I’m being such a bitch lately… and that I’m being such a crybaby. I just…”

      Her voice trailed off.

      “You’re scared,” I suggested.

      She closed her eyes and nodded her head.

      “It’s okay. Back in Exardus I was scared I lost you, and I acted a thousand times worse.”

      “That’s for sure,” Stig muttered under his breath.

      I shot him a glance, then looked back at Alaria. “It’s going to be okay. I promise you.”

      She nodded again, not like she really believed me, but like she was trying.

      I kissed her gently. “All right, I’ll see you soon – and remember: stay out of danger.”

      “I would say the same to you, but you’re rushing right into it,” she said sourly.

      “Relax. It’s going to be fine.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise.”

      But as I left her, I could tell she didn’t believe me.
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      I set off by myself for the gorge where the golems had entered the crater. They were easy to follow: their heavy feet had crushed everything in their path, reducing the rough volcanic rocks to black gravel.

      In case I ran into any of the cult members, I did my best to keep every inch of my body hidden. I clasped my hands together so the robes would cover my arms, and I bowed my hooded head so low that I couldn’t see anything except the ground in front of me.

      As I walked along, the heat became oppressive. It radiated up from under the ground, which made sense – the entire crater was probably sitting on top of underground rivers of magma.

      Within a few minutes a trio of elves in black cloaks approached me on the road. I sent my All-Seeing Eye out to inspect them, and confirmed they were all women. Score one for Alaria’s theory about this being a lesbian sex cult.

      The leader was a purple-skinned elf with glowing white eyes. She had a beautiful face with high cheekbones, but her expression was cruel and imperious – a real bitch and a half. The two elves behind her looked meek and mild by comparison.

      I was still pretty far away, but they had seen me, so there was no turning back now. I kept my head bowed down low as I could and tried to shuffle past them unobtrusively.

      No such luck.

      The purple elf addressed me sharply. “You, there – why are you not participating in the Holy Fingering?”

      It was all I could do to keep myself from snickering.

      From everything I’d seen, ‘the Holy Fingering’ was as good a description as any I could come up with.

      Whether it was holy or not, there were definitely a lot of holes getting fingered, that was for sure.

      I bowed and tried to appear as contrite as possible – so as not show my face.

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a falsetto voice, “I needed to… uh…”

      I couldn’t say ‘relieve myself,’ because nobody in the game actually went to the bathroom. Sewers just existed to make certain locations more disgusting, but they were nothing more than window dressing.

      “…uh… time to pray,” I finished lamely.

      All three elves scrunched up their faces in disgust, like I had just let out a massive wet fart.

      “We pray with our pussies and the fingers on our heavenly clits!” the leader chastised me. “We pray by lifting our cries of pleasure to the Great Vulva!”

      I had to bite my lower lip to keep from laughing.

      Jesus, the game developers were really laying it on thick.

      “Yes, yes,” I said in my high-pitched girly voice. I found it all very funny, but I was nervous I might have made a serious faux pas. “My apologies.”

      “Be careful you do not stray from the path of Orgasm, sister! That way heresy lies!” The purple bitch pointed her finger angrily towards the volcano. “Return to the group immediately and dedicate your pussy to the Holy Fingering!”

      “Yes, fingering holes – I mean, holy fingering, yes yes!” I said hurriedly, trying not to lose it as I rushed past them.

      The All-Seeing Eye had already run out, but I didn’t need it to now they were staring disapprovingly at my back.

      “Sister!” the purple elf yelled.

      I turned around, bowing low. “Yes?” I said in my high-pitched voice.

      “Where did you get that robe?”

      “Um… I borrowed it from one of the other sisters.”

      “Hand it in to be burned. It is far too ostentatious.”

      I looked down, wondering what the fuck she was seeing that I wasn’t. After all, it was a simple black robe –

      With sparkly silver moons and stars embroidered along the hem.

      Shit.

      That one detail had almost given me away.

      “Yes. Right away,” I said, bowing deeply.

      “Prepare yourself accordingly, sister… for the Ceremony.”

      The way she said it, there was definitely a capital ‘C’ at the beginning of the word. Her entire tone was strangely foreboding.

      A little shiver ran down my spine. “Yes, I will. Thank you.”

      The woman sneered at me as she turned away. Her two companions looked at me snootily and followed the purple bitch with their noses in the air.

      Fuck ALL y’all, I grumbled silently as I scurried away.

      I hoped my encounter with Mistress Asshole and her two little bitchlings was going to be the last of its kind, although I kind of doubted it. I was heading right into camp; surely there would be other hard-asses along the way. I mulled over the lingo I could drop during my next encounter – Holy Fingering, Great Vulva, path of Orgasm –

      And what the fuck was ‘the Ceremony’? It sounded a little too creepy for a bunch of fingerfucking.

      I was lost in my own thoughts when a voice rang out through the hot, heavy air. I hadn’t noticed the relative quiet until now, but once the woman spoke up, it felt like the silence existed solely for her voice to fill it.

      “Sisters!” the voice called out. It was throaty and powerful, smoky and deep. “I call you all to the next Holy Fingering, when we shall consecrate our energies to the feminine void!”

      “All hail orgasm!” hundreds of female voices called out in unison.

      That was a religious call-and-response I could get into.

      “We are gathered here today in the presence of the divine, in the bosom of the All-Mother, in the fertile womb of the feminine void!”

      “All hail the Great Vulva!”

      I wondered snarkily if that was like the Great Pumpkin.

      Happy Holy Fingering, Charlie Brown.

      As I passed the first of the war golems, I entered the camp and saw hundreds of naked female backsides of all different colors. Had I been an ass man, I would’ve been in heaven. Even though I was partial to breasts, it was still a pretty damn fine show.

      Everyone in the audience was facing the high ledge I had seen earlier with the Eye. Atop it stood the amazon. She was even more imposing and beautiful in person, and held her congregation’s rapt attention as she preached.

      At first it was funny hearing a bunch of Pussy Power terms get thrown around in rapid succession like a particularly loopy, New Age, feminist self-help group. But the longer the speech went on, the more I felt like I was hearing some great orator from centuries past – powerful, confident, and charismatic as fuck.

      Unfortunately, the more everybody answered back, the more it was like being at a slightly different rally in the past. One where they lifted their hands in salute and talked about Final Solutions and shit.

      We shall cleanse this world with the power of orgasm…

      Our hearts are the fire, and mankind is the kindling…

      Let all creation bow down to us…

      Man in his weakness may supplicate or be destroyed…

      The longer it went on, the creepier it got – until everything collapsed back into hilarious double entendres delivered waaaay too seriously.

      “All hail the pussy!” the leader cried out.

      “All hail the feminine void!” 500 female elves shouted back.

      “Take your places, my sisters, and let us begin the Holy Fingering. Come quickly, feminine void!”

      I had to suppress a snicker.

      Yeah, I’m sure SOMEBODY’s feminine void is going to come quickly.

      I was wondering what I should do when suddenly all the naked women in the audience lay down on their mats.

      Holy SHIT…

      In that instant I saw what Heaven looked like.

      Just an unbroken field of gorgeous boobs and pussy.

      With the Eye, it had looked a little different because it had been so far away. Even when Alaria was going down on me, I was seeing everything from a distance. I had been more turned on by the situation than anything else, and my imagination had had to fill in the details.

      But now… now I was in the thick of it, just ten feet away from glory.

      I stood there, awestruck, as the women all parted their thighs. The black-robed figures knelt beside them and placed their fingers between their partners’ legs.

      I had seen plenty of group sex back with the frost elves, but not with the sheer variety of colors and breast sizes and beautiful faces totally unlike each other. I was thankful that my robe sleeves were so long, because I had to hold them in front of my crotch to camouflage the pup tent I was pitching in my pants.

      “BEGIN!” the amazon cried out from her ledge.

      The robed figures begin to move their pointer fingers, and only their pointer fingers. Otherwise they stayed completely still.

      The women on the ground began to moan softly, a low thrum of building arousal. Within a few seconds some began to writhe and cry out, whipping their heads back and forth as their faces twisted in the throes of ecstasy.

      The more women who began to cry out, the more it excited the others. Soon there was a whole chorus of screams and sobs.

      God DAMN I wanted to whack off –

      Until I felt a rough poke between my shoulder blades.

      “You!” a voice hissed angrily behind me.

      I turned around in a panic, and bowed low enough that my face couldn’t be seen beneath my hood.

      It was another woman in a black robe. She jabbed me again, this time in the arm.

      “There are supplicants in need of stroking!” she whispered in irritation. “And here you stand, your finger idle!”

      I almost raised my head in shock, then caught myself at the last second.

      “M-me?!” I said in my normal voice, then coughed and spoke in a falsetto. “You want me to – ”

      “Yes! Over there!” she snarled, and pushed me off through the crowd of women.

      I stumbled between the rows of naked bodies, freaked out as hell, but unable to take my eyes off all the writhing female flesh. As soon as I passed one naked woman – her gorgeous, ample boobs jiggling as she came – another one entered my sight, with firm breasts, hard nipples, and a face contorted in ecstasy.

      Then another, and another, and another.

      Everywhere I looked, women were clutching their breasts and pinching their nipples as their bodies quivered and thighs trembled in bliss.

      I thought I was hot underneath my robe – but the elves’ bodies were literally pouring with sweat. Gorgeous tits dappled with beads of perspiration. Angelic faces flushed as they moaned and sighed and screamed and cried out, “Oh – OH – OH – OHHHHHH!”

      Not just one, not just dozens, but hundreds of women coming all at once.

      I about busted a nut just walking to wherever I was going.

      My destination turned out to be a lone elf sitting up on one elbow, waiting impatiently for – me, I guess?

      She was gorgeous – long and lithe as a dancer, with a face like a supermodel’s. Her skin was robin’s egg blue, with small firm breasts and dark blue areolas, long raven hair spilling down her shoulders, and a thatch of black curly hair between her thighs.

      “Took you long enough,” she hissed petulantly, then laid back, opened her legs, and closed her eyes.

      Now I started to REALLY freak out.

      What the hell was I supposed to do?!

      Well, I mean, I knew what I was supposed to do, but –

      I looked around me on every side and mentally took notes on what the other strokers were doing. Only the pad of their forefingers seemed to move, and no more than half a centimeter –

      “Will you START already?!” the elf at my feet hissed.

      Alright, bitch, keep your panties on, I thought angrily.

      Although I guess they were already off, so that was probably the wrong expression right now.

      I knelt down beside her, trying to use the robed figures in front of me as a reference point, and placed my hand between her thighs.

      Holy shit.

      I know I’d had a lot of sex in OtherWorld over the last several months, but this was the first time I had ever put my hand on a woman’s pussy without knowing her name – or even saying a single word to her.

      I began to stroke with my fingertip.

      “Not so hard,” she growled.

      So I lightened up a little.

      “Ugh – harder than THAT,” she seethed.

      So I went lighter.

      “Have you EVER touched a clit before?!” she griped.

      Jesus, were ALL these women bitches? If so, why? Weren’t they getting laid continually? Or diddled, or –

      “Not THERE!” the elf complained.

      I was touching her clit – what was the fucking problem?

      “The upper left quadrant!” she nagged. “Left – LEFT!”

      Fuck, man, did they have MAPS for this sort of shit?

      I shifted my hand up to the left, away from her clit –

      “Don’t move your finger from the sacred bud, you fool!” she snapped.

      What the FUCK?!

      Did she mean the upper left quadrant of the clit?!

      Could you really have quadrants for something the size of a friggin’ pea?

      By way of contrast, my blue elf had an attitude the size of a pickup truck. “By the Void, you act like you haven’t done this before!”

      I was starting to get pretty pissed at Little Miss Demanding. One more snarky comment – just one –

      “Clumsy oaf,” she muttered contemptuously. “It’s like being stroked by an orc.”

      Okay, that tore it.

      I was going to make this bitch come like she’d never come before.

      I licked two fingers, eased them inside her, and began stroking her g-spot in a come-hither motion.

      I imagine her eyes bugged out a little bit, though I wasn’t looking at her face. I was just concentrating on giving her the fingerbang of her life.

      “What are you DOING?!” she hissed, sounding more panicked than angry. “That is the Feminine Sacrament, reserved only for the – for the Ceremo – Cere… ohhhhh…”

      I kept stroking, schick-schick-schick-schick, sometimes varying it up. A deep plunge inside her all the way up to my knuckles, or varying the speed from slow to fast, or increasing the pressure of my fingertips.

      Then I licked my other forefinger for lubrication, put it on her clit, and began massaging her hood as I continued to move inside her.

      “WAIT, you’re not supposed to OHHHHHHH,” she groaned, and began writhing along with the rest of them.

      Finally she shut the fuck up.

      Or, I guess more accurately, stopped complaining, since she was making even more noise than before.

      As pissed off as I’d been at her, I have to admit it was pretty fucking hot. She was writhing around on the mat, clutching her tits, sweat pouring off her body in rivulets, her eyes closed shut, thrashing her head back and forth.

      And screaming.

      God DAMN she could scream.

      I’d never had one before, but I was pretty sure this qualified as a hate fuck.

      But, you know… only with your fingers.

      So… a Finger Hate Fuck?

      Suddenly Little Miss Demanding’s entire body arched up, her screams rose to the levels of a banshee’s howl, and a spray of liquid jetted out from between her legs – all over my hand and everybody in a five-foot radius.

      She’d squirted.

      It was like the Splash Zone at Sea World. The first couple of rows got drenched.

      But everybody seemed to love it.

      By ‘everybody,’ I mean all the other naked women who got doused.

      “Ohhhhh!” they moaned as they massaged the droplets into their own sweaty skin.

      “Ahhhhh!” the closest ones cried out as they caught the droplets on their tongues like nectar from the gods.

      And then they ALL started coming even louder.

      WHAT THE FUUUUUUUCK.

      It was like being at the zoo when all the monkeys suddenly go… well, apeshit, and start screaming and rattling the cages.

      Although I guess this was the Orgasm Zoo… and the occupants were multi-colored elves.

      I was wondering what I was going to do to follow up the squirting act when the amazon’s voice called out, “AND ALL THE SISTERS CAME AS ONE!”

      Suddenly every naked woman in the place screamed at a crescendo pitch – and then stopped on a dime. Even the strokers.

      I was the only one still going.

      The entire place was so silent that you could hear my fingers going schick-schick-schick-schick like somebody giving a wet, sloppy blowjob in the middle of a prayer service.

      Two dozen angry female elves turned to stare at me disapprovingly.

      …shick…

      I stopped stroking and took out my fingers.

      Sorrrrrrr-RY.

      Bitches.

      Then all the women turned their faces back up to the amazon.

      I did, too – and was stunned by the sheer ridiculousness of what I saw.

      The amazon was writhing up on the stage, taking slinky steps and weaving her arms in the air. She shucked off her open robe so that she was completely naked, and continued her wild gyrations and gesticulations.

      It looked like performance art or interpretive dance – but if there was any magic going on, I couldn’t see it at all.

      That didn’t seem to deter the crowd, though. As the amazon came to the end of her wacky performance, she lifted her hands to the sky and shouted, “All hail the Eternal Vulva!”

      Everyone in the crowd – both naked and robed – shouted, “All hail the feminine void!”

      O-kaaaaay…

      After she’d come down from her religious/mystical/whatever ecstasy, the amazon addressed everyone in the audience. “The next Holy Fingering shall begin in 15 minutes. All hail the feminine void!”

      At which point everybody started moving around and chattering amongst themselves.

      “You didn’t do what you are supposed to do,” the blue elf chided me. “Penetration is only for the Ceremony.”

      There it was again – that ominous mention of ‘the Ceremony.’

      Then the elf’s voice became a syrupy purr. “But I won’t tell. You have remarkably soft hands.”

      I scowled under my hood, but forced myself to say, “Thanks.”

      I watched everyone around me for a clue of what I should do next.

      Most of the naked women were getting up from their mats and stretching. Not my elf, though. She was still luxuriating in her post-orgasmic afterglow.

      All the robed figures stood up, too – and then took off the robes, exposing hundreds more of completely naked women. Beautiful faces, dozens of different colors, huge breasts, small breasts, firm asses, bubble butts, voluptuous curves, long legs, toned arms, landing strips, full thatches of hair, shaved pussies – I was in absolute voyeur’s heaven.

      And then I realize that all the newly naked women were handing their robes over to the ones who had been on the mats.

      Uh-oh.

      I felt a tug at the hem of my robe.

      “Come on, hand it over,” the blue elf said bossily.

      I stood up and jerked away from her. “Um, I have to go do something.”

      “What?! Where are you going?!” the blue elf cried out petulantly.

      I ignored her and sped out of the crowd as fast as I could, weaving through all the naked female flesh, trying not to get distracted by all the fantastic racks on display.

      I made my way over to the war golems and hid behind one of their metal legs. As I was peering out at the crowd, I heard the mocking lilt of a familiar voice behind me.

      “My – what an interesting robe. Wherever did you get it?”

      I froze in terror.

      Soraiya.
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      Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit –

      I debated whether to run right then and there. But before I could –

      “Don’t run or make a scene,” Soraiya warned me in an amused voice. “It would be a shame if I had to blow your cover. Or worse, have the golems blow you up.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, my lady,” I said in a falsetto voice.

      “Then you won’t mind turning around and looking me in the eye, will you.”

      Dammit.

      I slowly turned around, keeping my hooded head bowed low.

      Even though I could only see halfway up her legs, it was definitely Soraiya. Her tiny black stiletto shoes and plum-colored skin gave her away.

      “I said, ‘look me in the eye,’” Soraiya ordered, finding it all very funny.

      The gig was up. I cursed those silver moons and stars on the hem of my robe as I tilted my head up to look at her.

      Her yellow eyes squinted in merriment, and her smile was absolutely dazzling. “Oh MY, a boy in our midst!”

      “Are you going to turn me in?” I whispered angrily.

      “That depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether we can come to an arrangement. Walk with me.”

      She turned and strolled behind the row of war golems. I hurried to catch up.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “You’re just like these elves – no foreplay, you just get right down to it. Very well: I want you to free me from Orlo.”

      “But – you said the other night that he could tell if I attacked you!”

      “Orlo commanded me to tell you that. He knew you would probably offer me my freedom, so he commanded me to refuse it – and he made me give you that cover story about the spell.”

      “So he can’t sense if you’re attacked?”

      “No.”

      I was confused. “But if he commanded you not to ask for your freedom, then how can you ask me to do it right now?”

      Soraiya smirked. “Orlo specifically said, ‘Don’t ask for your freedom when you meet him tonight, and don’t accept it if he offers.’ But it’s not ‘tonight’ any longer.”

      Aha.

      She was playing the ‘letter of the law, not the spirit of the law’ game I knew so well from my first few days with Stig and Alaria. I guess all enslaved demons did it – probably out of resentment towards their masters.

      “Why didn’t you ask me to free you when you first saw me in the orc camp, then?” I asked.

      “I was surrounded by orcs,” she said in a duh tone of voice. “I couldn’t take the chance that one might overhear.”

      “But you agreed to help me get to Dorp! They could have overheard that, too.”

      “I would have told them I was double-crossing you – which I didn’t do, by the way. Someone spotted you, which is why I had to act like I wanted you captured.” Soraiya grew impatient. “We have to hurry. Once Orlo takes payment from Daidonia, we go back home, so I need you to free me now.”

      Die-DOH-nee-uh.

      “Is Daidonia the amazon?” I asked.

      Soraiya frowned. “Amazon?”

      “The tall woman with the athlete’s body.”

      “Yes – the sex witch.”

      “Why hasn’t she paid him yet? He delivered, so what’s the holdup?”

      Soraiya rolled her eyes and gestured dismissively with one hand. “She has refused to pay us until after the ceremony.”

      “That’s the third time somebody’s mentioned the ceremony today. What is it?”

      “Who knows. Some stupid ritual to summon something or other, usher in an age of female domination, blah blah blah. All I know is that it’s happening tonight. So, will you free me or not?”

      “Yes… but I’m going to need something from you first.”

      She smiled bitterly. “You want me to help you kill Orlo.”

      “Capture him, actually. Or at least tell me about any weaknesses he has.”

      “Capture him?! Why not kill him?”

      “Because I need him to put Alaria’s soul back in her body.”

      “I can do that.”

      “…you can?” I asked in shock.

      “Yes – I’ve seen him reverse the experiment a dozen times. I can do it, I know I can.”

      I hesitated. “…I’d still rather have Orlo do it.”

      “Why?!”

      “Because you’re not a gnome mechanical genius who can fix things if they go wrong.”

      “I’m also not a vicious little prick who’ll kill you if you take your eyes off me.”

      “Regardless, I want him to do it. But to capture him, I need to know his weakness.”

      “Fine. I’ll tell it to you – after you free me.”

      “No, tell me now.”

      “That information is the only thing I have to bargain with. I’m not giving it to you until I get what I want.”

      “If I free you before you tell me, there’s nothing to keep you from flying away,” I pointed out.

      “I won’t! I promise.”

      Haha – riiiiight.

      I’d already been burned by believing a certain bounty hunter’s promise.

      Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice…

      “Swear by the Seven Hells that you’ll help me capture Orlo,” I said.

      “I might as well let you put a slave collar on me,” she snarled.

      “You’d only be swearing to help me capture him. Then you’d be free of the oath.”

      “Why can’t you just trust me?” she asked desperately.

      “Why can’t you trust me?”

      “Because if I do, then there’s nothing to keep you from leaving me in the lurch!”

      “Give me a break. I freed 8000 demons in Abaddon – I’m going to free you.”

      “You freed the slaves in Abaddon to help you kill Malfurik,” she snapped.

      “So?”

      “So you have a history of only freeing demons who can help you.”

      That’s when it hit me why she was playing hardball.

      I stopped walking.

      She turned around and looked at me in irritation. “What?”

      “You don’t know any of his weaknesses, do you?”

      A tiny burst of panic flashed across her face, and then she went back to being a snotty teenage brat. “Of course I do. I’ve been his succubus for decades, I know everyth– ”

      “That’s why you won’t agree to help me before I free you,” I interrupted. “Because you have nothing to trade. And you think I wouldn’t free you if you have nothing to give me.”

      She paused – then slumped slightly, defeated. “Do you know how many people I’ve seen try to kill Orlo over the years? And all of them have failed. All of them. You’re a fool if you think you can capture him alive. The only thing you can hope to do is kill him – and there’s no way in hell you can do that.”

      “So why not help us kill him?” I asked angrily.

      She seemed to make another calculation, then answered with all the earnestness she could muster, “I will – just free me first!”

      I shook my head. “You lied about knowing Orlo’s weakness, so I obviously can’t trust you. So here’s the deal: I’m not going to free you until you take an Oath of the Seven Hells to help me. Either do that, or fuck off.”

      She scowled at me in silent fury.

      A few seconds went by without her saying anything.

      I just knew she was about to take the oath –

      “Either free me right now, or I scream for help,” she seethed.

      My stomach dropped.

      Okay, maybe I hadn’t thought my plan all the way through.

      “Look, there’s no reason we can’t work together on this,” I said hastily. “I just need to know I can trust you. Take the Oath of the Seven Hells – ”

      “We’re no longer negotiating,” she snapped. “Free me by the count of five, or I scream and bring everyone running.”

      “I’m your ticket out of here. If I don’t free you, no one will. Just take the goddamn oath and – ”

      “Five,” she said.

      Shit.

      If I freed her, she could just fly off.

      “Four.”

      In fact, just to fuck with me, she could scream at everyone and THEN fly off.

      “Three.”

      Her whole refusal to take the Oath smacked of somebody who was going to betray me. And I’d already been screwed over by Shyvock. There was no fucking way I was going to be tooled again.

      “Two.”

      “You yell for help,” I snarled, “and I tell Orlo that you were negotiating to be freed. I’m your only ticket out of here. You screw me over, and you could stay enslaved to Orlo for another hundred years, or however long gnomes live. Is that how long you want to keep sticking your hand up his ass like a puppet?”

      Soraiya shook with rage, and twisted her dainty little hands into hooked, savage claws. “ONE. Free me or else.”

      “You’re bluffing,” I said smugly.

      Her eyes narrowed.

      She paused –

      And then she screamed.

      “HELP! INTRUDER!”

      Shit.

      I thought she was bluffing.

      My eyes bugged out in panic. I turned around and started to run as fast as I could –

      But then I heard the flap of leathery wings as Soraiya flew over my head and dropped down in front of me.

      Then she hit me with the full extent of her succubus powers.

      Alaria had done a little bit to me on the first day I had met her, back when I was bathing in a river. And I had to assume she probably added in a little bit of ooh la la when we were getting frisky, just to amp up my desire for her in a fun sort of way.

      But Alaria was only a Level 24 succubus. Soraiya was a Level 90 with the powers to match.

      As she stared into my eyes, it was like I was ten years old again with a crush on my fourth-grade teacher.

      Or falling in love with Princess Leia in the original trilogy. (Especially that gold bikini in Jedi. Woof.)

      Or the first time I felt a girl’s boobs under her bra when I was 17.

      Or having sex for the first time in college.

      A wave of euphoria washed over me, accompanied by a complete lack of critical brain function. I wanted to go around telling people about how ecstatically happy I was.

      Add to that the sensation that I was being kissed and licked and caressed over every square inch of my body – my junk included.

      I grinned like an idiot and started to drool.

      That’s when she punched me – a hard right cross.

      POW!

      I didn’t care. Even getting slammed in the face felt awesome.

      When the effect wore off, I was lying on my back, my jaw hurt like hell, I’d lost 5% of my hit points –

      And a dozen naked women were pointing spears right at my throat.

      Soraiya was standing in the midst of them, her arms crossed, giving me a smug little I told you so smile.

      BITCH.

      Suddenly a woman’s powerful voice yelled, “What is the meaning of this disruption?”

      The naked elves parted, and there stood Daidonia, her robe fully open and all her best bits out like she didn’t have a care in the world.

      Well, except about me. She looked pretty pissed about me.

      “What is this?! A MALE in our sacred encampment?!”

      “He was trying to infiltrate your holy order,” Soraiya said. “I stopped him.”

      An annoying, nasal voice cried out, “What’s going on? Let me through, you beastly trollops!”

      Orlo pushed his way through a thicket of bare female calves. As soon as he saw me, his eyes widened. “YOU!”

      “You know this heathen interloper?” Daidonia asked angrily.

      Orlo looked up at her with shifty eyes. He seemed to be calculating how exactly to spin the fact that he had continually let me live – and now here I was again, crashing his client’s naked Pussy Power party.

      “Yes,” he said craftily, “he is a rogue warlock who has been a thorn in my side for some time now.”

      “And you led him right to us!” Daidonia roared. “You were the only male allowed to see the majesty of what we have created here – ”

      Ha – ‘majesty’ my ass.

      Now, there were some majestic asses here, I had to give her that much…

      “ – and now you have brought more in your wake, like a plague of rats!” Daidonia snarled.

      “He’s one of those resurrecting warlocks. I thought we had finally disposed of him on the Plains of Mor-El,” Orlo lied. “Apparently I was mistaken.”

      “I captured him for you, Master,” Soraiya said proudly.

      “Bullshit,” I snapped. “She’s playing you, Orlo – she offered to help me kill you in exchange for removing her collar.”

      The entire company of elves gasped.

      “That was the plan!” Orlo laughed with frantic cheerfulness. “That was always the plan! Any time there’s an intruder, that’s exactly what I instruct her to do!”

      After the elves seemed somewhat reassured, Orlo shot a hateful glare at Soraiya, which she passed on to me.

      “But don’t worry,” Orlo continued, “I’ll kill him for you right now. Just let me find and destroy any graveyards he might have set up in the area. If he does resurrect again, he’ll do it a hundred miles away from here.”

      “No – wait,” Daidonia commanded. “He may be of use to us yet. Let me see what he has.”

      “I don’t think he has very much money,” Orlo smirked. “And his clothes and belongings are those of a common warlock.”

      “I do not speak of his possessions,” Daidonia said haughtily. “I am interested in his… endowment.”

      …whaaaaaa?

      “Strip him!” she commanded.

      A dozen naked elves suddenly fell on me and ripped off every piece of clothing I had on. My boots, pants, cloak, shirt, necklace – everything I was wearing.

      I have to confess – I might’ve hated these crazy bitches, but there’s something intensely erotic about a dozen naked women in a wild frenzy trying to get your clothes off as fast as they can.

      All that sweaty skin sliding across mine… soft breasts pressing against my face… taut stomachs brushing up against me… the roving hands… the grunts and cries that could have easily been mistaken for sexual passion –

      It was pretty fuckin’ hot.

      I fought back, but quickly got overpowered – which made it even hotter.

      Anyway, by the time they were finished, I was sporting some pretty stiff wood.

      The cherry on top? All the awed smiles the elves wore as they stepped back and gazed at my cock.

      And then the amazon had to go and ruin it.

      “Behold, the foul organ of the oppressor!” Daidonia yelled. “The staff of the patriarchal scourge! The idiot brain with which all males do their thinking!”

      “Hey!” I snapped. “I’m right here!”

      My speaking up must have annoyed Daidonia, because she placed the heel of her foot right on my balls and pressed down slightly.

      Total boner killer. Massive deflation in a matter of seconds.

      “AAAAAAH!” I yelled. It was moderately painful – after all, I’d turned my sensory levels back up to 100% last night with Alaria – but I was more terrified she might put all her weight on my ball sack.

      Panic overrode my common sense, and I started to cast Darkfire –

      Until a dozen spears pointed right at my throat.

      “Fool,” Daidonia scowled. “Resist and be crushed.”

      “Okay, okay, not resisting,” I squeaked. “Could you get your foot off my crotch, please?”

      Daidonia smiled imperiously. “Behold, sisters – see how the craven little man reacts when we threaten the only thing he loves! We shall see how he reacts when we devour his member.”

      My eyes bugged out.

      WHAT THE FUCK?!

      Even Orlo seemed taken aback by that. He looked up at Daidonia like What the hell did you just say?

      “Not devour him with the lips of our mouths,” the elf continued, “but with the sacred lips of our vulvas.”

      …oh.

      Phew.

      Then I actually parsed out what she was saying.

      Wait a second – does that mean what I THINK it means?

      “He shall watch, powerless, as each of you take him inside you and subsume him with your feminine power!” Daidonia cried out.

      Okay, I guess it DID mean what I thought it meant.

      I started to get a chubby again.

      There was a pleased gasp from all the naked elves around Daidonia.

      “Look, it’s getting bigger!”

      “It’s growing!”

      “Look at it swell!”

      “SISTERS!” Daidonia yelled. “Remember, it is the foul rod of the patriarchy, which we shall CONQUER with our PUSSIES!”

      All the elves grew serious again and chanted as one:

      “All hail the feminine void!”

      Okay, this was either going to be really hot… or really fuckin’ weird.

      Either way, it was definitely going to be freaky.
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      And thus began the fulfillment of one of the most bizarre fantasies I never knew I had.

      First they dragged me back in the camp, which wasn’t half bad – lots of naked female hotties manhandling you is never a bad thing. A few of them even copped a feel of my junk.

      Then they carried me up onto the rock ledge where Daidonia had been giving her Pussy Power sermons, and tied me spread-eagle on my back to a big wooden plank.

      From my time with the frost elves, I knew I wasn’t that into being tied up – but when there are breasts bouncing in your face as they do it, you can sign me up.

      Then they attached the wooden platform to some sort of movable base so that I could be rotated up or down.

      And then finally Daidonia stood over me and addressed her throng of naked female followers.

      “Watch, sisters, that you might learn.”

      She crawled up on top of the platform and straddled me, her pussy poised just inches above my rock-hard cock.

      I hoped that Alaria wasn’t watching this from afar and getting the wrong impression.

      Or that if she was watching it and planning to rescue me, that it might take her a little while.

      Daidonia didn’t even look at me once the entire time. She just stared out at her followers.

      “He is a male, so he is weak – and easily vanquished by the power of the pussy.”

      With that, she took my cock in her hand, angled it upwards, and slowly slid down on my shaft.

      “Unh,” she grunted in pleasure.

      I did a little bit more than grunt.

      “Oh FUCK,” I gasped as I watched my pink torpedo slowly disappear between her sunshine-colored lips.

      She was soft and warm and wet. Despite her being a little tight, I slid easily inside her.

      Alaria’s robot bits felt great, but it was pretty fucking awesome to be inside a real flesh-and-blood pussy again.

      Well… a digital flesh-and-blood pussy, anyway.

      There was a thirsty murmur from the crowd. When I looked over at them, I saw quite a few women touching themselves as they watched, slack-jawed.

      Daidonia begin to slowly ease herself up and down on me.

      I grunted and groaned in ecstasy. It wasn’t that she felt better than Alaria – she didn’t, not by a long shot – but when you haven’t eaten food in a couple of days, even a regular old Big Mac tastes like a meal fit for kings.

      Daidonia kept rocking her pelvis back and forth as she addressed her congregation.

      “The male member may be pleasurable, sisters, but it is weak. Unlike our own holy, most secret parts, the male organ is far more susceptible to climax – and after that, it is of no use to us for an extended period of time.”

      She began to bob up and down on my shaft, lifting her body and then crashing down with a wet fwop-fwop-fwop.

      “AAAAAAAAH,” I moaned loudly, my eyes bugging out. This was one of those positions you couldn’t do with a 500-pound metal statue sitting on top of you, no matter how hot she was.

      “If I continued this,” Daidonia lectured over the wet sounds of our uglies bumping, “I – unh – would most probably – oh – cause the male member to climax.”

      She wasn’t kidding. I hadn’t felt anything like this for days. I was getting closer – closer –

      “But if I did that,” Daidonia said, her yellow cheeks flushing faintly pink, “he would – unh –  be useless for the rest of you.”

      “OH GOD!” I cried out, almost about to come.

      “And so, no matter how pleasurable – UNH – this is – OH – I will stop.”

      And she did.

      About three seconds before I was about to splooge.

      “NOOOOO!” I yelled at the top of my voice. “OH COME ON! PLEASE?!”

      “You see, sisters?” she said contemptuously. “Weak. Even if he did not fall before my sacred vulva, he most surely would before our combined sexual might. But we shall ensure that he remains strong enough for our purposes.”

      The entire group yelled out, “All hail the feminine void!”

      Another woman appeared at my side – a pale green-colored elf, completely naked, with full, gorgeous breasts. In her hands she held a small wooden bowl, which she pressed against my lips.

      I knew better than to drink whatever a crazy cult member gave you. Kool-Aid? Nope, I’m good, thanks.

      I clamped my mouth shut and shook my head no. “Mm-mm.”

      The green elf looked over at Daidonia – who suddenly started riding me like a porn star.

      Within two seconds I was gushing like a garden hose.

      “AAAAAAAH!” I yelled involuntarily –

      And tasted pulpy, bitter liquid pouring into my mouth and down my throat.

      I immediately tried to cough it back up, but it’s a little hard when Debbie is Doing Dallas right on your dick.

      I guess it was a little much for Daidonia, too, because she started screaming and rubbing her clit furiously as she slammed up and down on my shaft.

      In the audience, I could hear hundreds of other orgasmic ladies wailing along with their leader.

      Eventually Daidonia came to a halt, panting and sweating even more profusely. Then, unconcerned as you please, she just popped right off of me and crawled down from the wooden platform.

      “What the hell did you just give me?!” I snarled.

      “An elixir from our ancestral grandmothers,” Daidonia informed me haughtily. “The only thing that makes your kind worth a damn. Behold, sisters!”

      She pointed at my crotch like Vanna White revealing a winning phrase on Wheel of Fortune.

      I looked down.

      I still had a boner.

      Okay… not that unusual, at least for 30 to 60 seconds after I came.

      But it was still rock-hard.

      In fact, it actually looked a little bit bigger than normal.

      “What, you gave me Viagra?!” I howled, then laughed maniacally.

      Not much of a punishment. Especially if 500 naked supermodels are about to fuck you.

      “I do not know what this… Vye Ag Ra is you speak of,” Daidonia said, “but you shall learn the power of the potion shortly. Balastia – you are first, my sister!”

      The hot green elf who had just force-fed me beamed gratefully. “Thank you, great Daidonia!”

      Then she climbed up on top of the platform, straddled my body, slid my cock inside her, and went to town.

      Even though I’d just come, she felt even better than Daidonia. There was a looseness to her that caressed every square millimeter of my shaft.

      Holy shit… if this was supposed to be a human sacrifice, I was going to go out a happy man.

      So was Balastia. Well, a happy female elf, anyway.

      She was grinding her pelvis back and forth, her eyes closed in bliss as she clutched her double D’s and moaned.

      The audience was appreciative, too. Women weren’t just touching themselves anymore – they were clutching their neighbors in a lustful frenzy, groping their breasts or furiously masturbating each other, their hands a blur as virtually everyone in the audience moaned and started to come.

      As the screams of orgasm built all around me, and as Balastia started running her hands through her hair like she was in a particularly naughty shampoo ad, I started to feel my excitement climb to its peak.

      The more everyone else came, the more turned on I got.

      The louder they screamed, the harder I got.

      And the more Balastia bounced up and down on my cock, the closer and closer I got –

      Even Daidonia was rubbing herself again, watching lustfully as my cock kept flashing in and out of Balastia’s wet lips.

      I climbed higher and higher, right there on the brink of coming –

      More orgasmic shrieking in the crowd.

      Fuck, I was SO CLOSE –

      Daidonia suddenly screamed and bent over, her whole body shaking.

      I was PAST the brink now. I was so hard that it hurt. I was going to come any second – aaaany second now – ANY SECOND –

      Balastia began to come, and as she screamed I could feel not only her pussy contract around me, but a wet warmth trickling down my balls.

      She had squirted – she was coming so HARD –

      EVERYONE WAS COMING, EVERYONE WAS COMING ALL AT ONCE –

      Except me.

      “What the FUCK?!” I cried out in agonized frustration.

      My cock was aching and throbbing. I was so close to spurting that my head was spinning –

      But I just… couldn’t quite get there.

      Balastia stopped moving and caressed her breasts and stomach. After a few more seconds, she raised herself up. Out popped my cock, red and swollen and hard as a crowbar.

      “All hail the feminine void!” Daidonia cried out.

      “ALL HAIL THE FEMININE VOID!” the crowd roared back in a sexual frenzy.

      “Prepare for the Holy Fingering,” Daidonia shouted, “and one by one you shall conquer this male, too!”

      And thus began a crazy kind of fantasy/nightmare.

      Half the crowd got down on their backs, and the other half got into position to stroke them. They even did away with the robes, so now it was nothing but a bunch of hot, naked women rubbing each other, as far as the eye could see.

      I bet at least part of their thinking was, Hey, let’s make life even MORE miserable for the guy who can’t come!

      But the visuals were the least of it. At least I could look away – but since my hands were tied, I couldn’t close my ears. Within 30 seconds, the air was filled with the sounds of women shrieking in ecstasy.

      That wasn’t even the worst part.

      Woman after woman got called up from the congregation, one by one, and then just proceeded to USE me like a piece of meat. Woman on top, reverse cowgirl, some of them bobbing straight up and down in the air, some of them grinding back and forth or circling their pelvises around.

      And usually dangling their gorgeous tits just inches above my face.

      Every time I arched my neck up to suck a nipple, desperately hoping that would push me over the edge into coming, the women would sit up.

      I was like Tantalus in hell, unable to grasp the things he wanted most.

      Actually, that only works if Tantalus was getting his brains fucked out of him but was never able to come.

      There was some old episode of The Simpsons where Homer got sent to hell, and as part of the Ironic Punishment Division, a demon put him at the end of a conveyor belt and force-fed him doughnuts. But Homer got to be as big as a house before they realized that he was actually enjoying himself.

      I don’t understand, the demon said. Milton Hershey went mad in 15 minutes.

      That was me: Milton Hershey in the Ironic Punishment Division.

      (Actually, I think it was James Coco went mad in 15 minutes, but who the fuck is James Coco?)

      Everything started off great when Daidonia was on me the first time, but with Balastia it quickly became uncomfortable and frustrating. After her it rose to the level of torture.

      At one point I thought, Well, THIS sucks. I think I’ll just turn down my sensory levels to 1%.

      I went into my submenu, but when I tried to adjust the slider, I got this message:

      

      Warning! You have consumed Satyr’s Phallus berries. As a result, pain levels may be decreased, but pleasure levels are fixed at 100%.

      The amount you have ingested will last for 10 hours.

      

      “NOOOOOO!” I screamed.

      Fuckin’ berry juice! I didn’t want to drink that shit!

      THIS is going down in the QC report, too!

      When you’re perched RIGHT THERE, right on the edge of coming, and then you keep going higher and higher without any release –

      It ain’t painful, exactly, but it’s still pretty fucking horrible.

      I thought I’d had a bad case of blue balls during my first couple of cock-tease encounters with Alaria.

      Now I looked back on those occasions fondly. Amateur hour stuff.

      Now my balls felt like they had swollen up to the size of cantaloupes. And they HURT. ACHED. Like somebody had taken a baseball bat to my groin ten minutes ago and I was still tender.

      And yet it just kept getting worse.

      (At least there was no chafing. Thank God the game designers spared me that.)

      The elves figured out how to tilt the platform I was lying on so they could position me vertically. Now I had women using me doggy style, thrusting their asses back at me, twerking on my cock.

      The only relief I had was when the women came and finally got off me. For a few blissful moments I could just lie there, no physical touch whatsoever, and ONLY be tortured by the unrelenting sounds of hundreds of hot chicks having screaming orgasms.

      Then they realized they were wasting precious time, so Daidonia formed a bullpen right next to the platform. Three or four women were in line at any given time, so as soon one popped off and climbed down, another took her place.

      My period of respite went from 60 seconds down to three.

      The whole time, Daidonia kept dancing her weird-ass performance art act and preaching to her flock about Great Vulvas and the feminine void. And every so often all the women in the audience would chant back at her in the most bizarre religious spectacle imaginable.

      Fucking without end – amen, amen.

      I surreptitiously tried to cast a few spells, but Orlo had supplied the ropes they used to tie me up. Apparently he shopped at the same Anti-Warlocks-R-Us store that Saykir had frequented, because my powers were completely useless. Every single spell on my action bar was greyed out.

      So I begged them to stop. Pleaded with them. Implored them.

      They ignored my entreaties. In fact, my begging made some of them laugh. Especially the robin’s egg blue elf I’d finger-banged earlier.

      “Now I know why you were hopeless with my clit,” she laughed contemptuously. “All you’re good for is sticking it in.”

      Of course, she didn’t mind sticking it in herself, I can tell you that.

      When pleading didn’t work, I started cursing them and calling them every bad name I could think of, in all sorts of colorful combinations.

      After thirty seconds of that, Daidonia came over and slapped me so hard I saw stars.

      “Quiet, male,” she sneered, like ‘male’ was the absolute worst insult she could imagine.

      Her hitting me just gave the others ideas. Every other woman started slapping or punching me while they fucked me. If I said anything, they would only increase their blows and yell at me to be quiet.

      “Silence, male pig!”

      “You have only one purpose, and it’s NOT to talk!”

      “You are nothing – nothing compared with the feminine void!”

      I actually welcomed the punches and slaps after a while. It kept my mind off the unrelenting frustration of not being able to come.

      In fact, I kept insulting them just so they would hit me. I kept it up until Daidonia brought out the nuclear option.

      She reached down between my legs, grabbed my balls – which was already more painful than if she’d punched me in the face – and squeezed. HARD.

      “AAAAAAAAH!” I screamed.

      It felt like she was crushing them in a vise grip.

      “Quiet, male, or I will crush your gonads.”

      I shut the fuck up after that.

      I figured I was going to die at some point. I had to. There was no way this could keep up.

      And yet it did.

      Hour after hour after hour.

      With the sweat pouring off my body, I was so dehydrated that I drank whatever they gave me. I knew the bitches were mixing in some of that liquid Viagra, but I didn’t care. The only thing worse than the ache in my balls and the crazy-making sensation of not being able to come was dying of thirst.

      For the first couple of hours I tried not to drink anything, but as soon as I passed out, they revived me by pouring the bitter liquid down my throat. I couldn’t win, so I just gave up and accepted my new reality in Pussy Hell.

      I tried to make jokes in my head to distract myself.

      Wow, I’ve had an erection for over four hours – I really should call my doctor!

      I heard insane laughter over all the screaming and wondered if one of the elves had read my mind.

      Then I realized the laughter was coming from me.

      That scared me into silence – at least for a while.

      Let me die… please, just let me die…

      Didn’t happen.

      But as the sun started to set, I did get an unexpected visitor.
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      I was lying there with my eyes shut when a particularly wonderful-feeling va-jay-jay slid down on my shaft. I’d become something of an expert in the last six hours – a sort of vaj sommelier. While all the other pussies had ranged from nice to awesome, this one was something special: softer and more sensual than anything I’d experienced in quite a while.

      It reminded me of Alaria’s.

      I cracked my eyes open in a delirious haze, and for a second I thought I’d lost my mind. There she was, sitting astride me with her cherry-red skin, long black hair, and glorious naked body.

      “…Alaria?…” I croaked in joy and disbelief.

      “Even better,” a familiar voice laughed.

      I opened my eyes wide and freaked out.

      What I thought I’d seen was actually a hallucination.

      Oh, there was a succubus sitting on top of me, all right – that much was true.

      It’s just that her skin was plum-colored instead of crimson.

      “GET OFF ME!” I screamed.

      “Why?” Soraiya giggled. “You enjoyed it last time we did this.”

      I wanted to kill her. She was the reason this had happened to me – goddamn, no-good, backstabbing bitch –

      And yet, FUCK she felt good. Not only was she softer and wetter, but as a succubus she had the techniques. The skillz. None of the elves could even come close to matching her.

      Which actually made things worse, since it made me want to come even more. And I couldn’t.

      She leaned over in my face, and I got an amazing view of her little B-cups jiggling back and forth.

      “Bet you wish you’d freed me, don’t you?” she grinned as she expertly worked my cock.

      “Oh God… please… stop… please stop…”

      “What – this?”

      She slowly eased her way up my shaft, all the way to the tip – and then took me inside her all in one wet, glorious stroke.

      “OH FUCK,” I groaned, nearly crying in frustration as she started grinding away at me again.

      She leaned down closer, right on my chest. I could feel her breasts pressing against me, could feel her long hair tickling my face, could smell the delicious Amaretto scent of her breath.

      Any other time it would have set me off, and I would have spurted my load ten feet into the air.

      Not at the moment, though.

      Soraiya forced my head to the side, lowered her lips to my ear, and whispered, “Ready to make a deal yet?”

      I looked at her in shock. “Are you going to free me?!”

      “And get attacked by Orlo, a dozen war golems, and 500 religious sexaholics? No thanks.”

      “Then I can’t free you.”

      “That ship has sailed, thanks to you,” she hissed as she bobbed her ass up and down like a porn star. “But you’ve got something planned, and I want to know what it is.”

      “I don’t… I swear…”

      “Nobody’s stupid enough to walk into the middle of an enemy camp and then dare an enemy to turn them in! Not without a plan.”

      Actually, they were stupid enough. I was living proof.

      “I… the plan didn’t work,” I lied.

      It was a lie because, well, there hadn’t BEEN a plan.

      “I don’t believe you,” Soraiya said. “The last time you snuck into the orc camp, I thought you were an idiot – and then suddenly your army showed up. So what do you have in store this time?”

      “Nothing!”

      “Where’s Alaria? Where’s your imp? What did you tell them to do?”

      “I told them… to stay away…”

      She took hold of my face and made me look her directly in the eye. “It’s torture, isn’t it? All this sex, and not being able to have an orgasm.”

      “Fuck you,” I growled.

      “Okay,” she giggled, and started rapidly bouncing up and down on my dick.

      “No… stop… please…”

      “You know, I could make you come.”

      My eyes bugged out. “You can?!”

      “Of course – I’m a succubus. Some little herbal concoction is no match for my powers.” She leaned down and whispered in my ear again. “I might not be able to make you go flaccid… but I can give you relief, at least for a moment. And probably the best orgasm of your life.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Tell me exactly where Alaria is.”

      If you had told me six hours ago that I was going to be tortured by 500 women using my cock as their own private dildo – and that I would beg them to quit – I would have laughed my ass off and called you insane.

      But now I probably would have thrown my own grandma under a bus just to make it stop.

      But put Alaria in danger?

      Not gonna happen.

      “No.”

      “Tell me,” she hissed angrily, “or I swear to Goddess, I’ll give you so much pleasure it’ll make the last six hours seem like a bad blowjob with teeth.”

      “Why do you want to know?! You’ve already won!”

      “I’ll tell you why: because of all your stupid little comments about me betraying him, Orlo has been punishing me. Do you know the things that little toad has made me do to him the last couple of hours?” she hissed, then shivered in disgust. “But if I give him some information, maybe he’ll leave me alone for a while. So you tell me, I’ll make you come, and we’ll both get some relief.”

      “But you wanted to kill him! Now you want to help him?!”

      She leaned down and snarled in my face. “Somebody wouldn’t make a deal.”

      I racked my brain for anything to tell her that wouldn’t put Alaria and Stig in harm’s way.

      “We killed all the orcs,” I said, grasping at straws.

      She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “What do I care about that?”

      “Maybe they left more money behind! Maybe you can go back and get it! Well, if Shyvock didn’t already – ”

      SHYVOCK!

      I’d forgotten he was on his way here to get Orlo’s gold.

      Six hours of having your brains fucked out will do funny things to your memory.

      But as soon as I realized I’d let his name slip, I shut the hell up.

      Shyvock was my only way out of this. He was the only one capable of killing Orlo.

      And if he wanted to kill me 300 times, fine – so long as none of his methods involved elf pussy.

      Flaying, beheading, dismemberment, disembowelment – whatever.

      Just… please…

      …no more pussy…

      But I clammed up a little too rapidly, and that gave me away.

      “Shyvock?” Soraiya asked, and stopped moving. “Who’s that?”

      I’d been fucked half to death for the last six hours. I couldn’t think straight enough to lie effectively. So, like a doofus, I yelped, “Nobody!”

      Soraiya narrowed her eyes at me in irritation – and then began humping away triple-time.

      “AAAAAAAH!” I screamed in agony.

      “Tell me who Shyvock is!”

      “It’s – nobody – AAAAAAAH – ”

      “Tell me and I’ll let you come!”

      “It – oh God – AAAAAH – ”

      “Oh – oh Goddess!” Soraiya cried out cruelly, her face contorted in pain and pleasure. “Oh Goddess, I’m comiiiiiiing – ”

      I saw some movie about people training for the CIA. An instructor tells a new recruit, Everybody breaks. It’s not a matter of ‘if,’ it’s a matter of ‘when.’ Because everybody has their breaking point.

      I had just hit mine.

      “He’s a bounty hunter who’s coming to kill Orlo and get his gold!” I whispered frantically, although I was whispering so loud it was more like a quiet scream.

      Since there were 300 women nearby having screaming orgasms, though, I don’t think anybody but Soraiya heard me.

      She stopped pumping me. “What?!”

      I panted raggedly, glad for even the tiniest break. “Yes… swear to God…”

      “How does he know about Orlo’s gold?”

      “I told him…”

      “Did you hire him?”

      “No… he was coming after me… there’s a bounty on my head…”

      “Why did you tell him about Orlo?”

      “I needed to pay him off, and he promised if I told him where to get the money, he’d leave me alone…”

      I left out the part where he lied like a motherfucker, though.

      Soraiya looked up at the horizon. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know. Somewhere between here and the orc camp.”

      Soraiya got a doubtful look on her face. “He must not be very powerful, if he couldn’t catch you.”

      “The first time he was just toying with me, but we managed to bury him in some quicksand. The second time – ”

      “He survived being buried alive?!” Soraiya exclaimed.

      “Yeah. And the second time, Alaria tricked him and flew away with me. That’s the only reason he didn’t get me.”

      “So he’s powerful?”

      “Very powerful. And that’s all I know, I swear.”

      Soraiya grinned. “Alright… that’ll do nicely.”

      Then she heaved herself up, slipped off my cock, and started to climb off the platform.

      “WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” I screamed.

      She smiled nastily. “Why, going to tell Orlo, of course. If I can trade him this information, maybe I’ll get back in his good graces.”

      “You said you would make me come!”

      “Oh, that,” she said with a bored expression. “Fine.”

      She climbed back on top of me, took me in her hand, and slipped me inside her. This time she didn’t pound away, but began slooooowly moving up and down my shaft.

      At the same time, she stared into my eyes – and suddenly I felt the same all-encompassing euphoria she’d hit me with earlier.

      I became more aroused than I had all afternoon – hell, more than I had in my entire life.

      I was suddenly in love with her and every other woman in the world – especially all the elves who had been riding my jock like it was the Sexual Inquisition.

      It was like I was making love to every unrequited crush and ex-girlfriend in my entire life simultaneously – and most of all Alaria.

      Alaria – oh, Alaria – OH –

      “ALARIAAAAAAAA!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, transported beyond all sanity or rational thought.

      And I came.

      Actually, ‘came’ doesn’t do it justice.

      It was like somebody had crashed a car into a fire hydrant and now a fountain fifteen feet high was blasting into the air.

      Like the Bellagio Hotel if all those synchronized water spouts were combined into one.

      Like Niagara Falls if it suddenly got reversed and shot up into the air.

      Soraiya got a surprised look on her face. “By Dagoth’s tits – ”

      “AAAAAAAAAAAAH!” I screamed, every ligament and muscle in my body straining.

      But all I could think of was Alaria.

      It lasted about 15 seconds – 15 seconds of mind-blowing explosions – and then finally petered out, leaving me gasping and groaning and beyond sated.

      “Goddess,” Soraiya muttered as she pulled herself off me, “I’ve never felt THAT much spurt up there before.”

      “Ah… ah… ah…” I panted, a look of blissed-out stupefaction on my face.

      Daidonia stormed over and demanded, “Did you give him release?!”

      “It was an accident,” Soraiya said in a surly voice.

      “It should not have been possible!”

      Soraiya shrugged. “I’m a succubus. I was probably a little too much for him.”

      “Well,” Daidonia said grimly, “at least he’s still erect.”

      My eyes bugged out.

      SAY WHAT?!

      I looked down at my crotch. Sure enough, ‘Little Ian’ was still standing at attention.

      “Next!” Daidonia yelled, and another elf crawled up onto the platform and straddled me.

      “NOOOOO!” I screamed in panic.

      Soraiya leaned over and whispered in my ear. “You can’t say I didn’t fulfill my end of the bargain.”

      I could hear the smirk in her voice.

      Then she turned and walked away, her tail twisting in the air.

      “No-ho-ho-hoooo!” I bawled as the hottie on top of me began to bob up and down, and the torture started all over again.
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      After seven hours of an elf gangbang with me as the bangee, the sun began to set – and Daidonia decided to take my act on the road. She had her followers rig the platform to a set of wheels, and a team of naked elves used ropes to haul me up the side of the volcano. As they pulled me along, a series of women rode me one after the other until they came. Then they would climb off and make way for the next religious nut.

      Of course, I still couldn’t nut at all.

      Daidonia led the procession and directed all the naked elven babes to cry out, “All hail the feminine void!” every couple of minutes.

      The golems followed close behind, their two-ton feet crushing the rocks in their path to dust.

      After an hour-long trip up the side of the volcano – during which the heat only intensified, and sweat poured off me in buckets – we finally reached the rim of the cauldron. There was a wide, natural platform that circled the cone. Forty feet below us, glowing magma bubbled in slow motion and gave off both orange light and hellish heat.

      I’m sure that in real life being that close to lava would have killed us within seconds, but hey – this was a video game. It was intensely unpleasant, but looked totally bitchin’.

      Daidonia shouted orders, and the golems arranged themselves at regular intervals around the circle, like the hour markers on a clock. The naked women circled the volcano, too, chanting and masturbating the entire time.

      My platform was tilted so that I was almost in a standing position. I could see the fiery lake below me like something out of a fundamentalist Bible thumper’s wet dream. At least no elves were fucking me at the moment, which was a plus – even if I was on hour eight of an excruciating boner.

      As I lay there hoping they would cast me into the lava (so that I could get the hell away from these religious sex freaks and resurrect back at my gravesite), Orlo waddled over to me.

      “Well, well, well!” he chuckled. “I’m sure that right about now you’re regretting your decision to enter my lair!”

      I ignored the jibe. I could’ve gotten into a verbal pissing match with him, but the last eight hours had been bad enough. I really didn’t need him devising other ways to make my life miserable.

      I heard a quote once that said, If you think things can’t get any worse, that’s simply a failure of imagination. I’ve taken it as a personal motto ever since.

      Instead, I tried to pry some information out of him. “What the hell is going on?”

      He shrugged. “They’re going to do some asinine ritual using their ‘sex magic.’”

      I could hear the air quotes and contempt in his voice as he said it.

      “Everybody keeps saying these guys are harmless – but what if they’re not?” I asked. “What if they bring something up out of that volcano, huh?”

      “Then I will be the first to congratulate them if they do!” Orlo sneered. Then he frowned. “…what do you mean by ‘everybody’? Who is ‘everybody’?”

      “Alaria, Soraiya – ”

      “When did you talk to Soraiya?” he snapped.

      I wondered if I should try to throw her under the bus again by talking about how she had wanted to betray him. I weighed the pros and cons in my head as fast as I could, but Orlo could tell what I was doing.

      “I’m not interested in your best invention! I want the truth!” He raised one hand, and crackling black fire danced in his palm. “When did you talk to her?”

      I had undergone enough torture to last me for a while, so I ceased the calculations and just gave it to him straight. “When she found out about Shyvock.”

      “Shyvock?” he asked, perplexed. “Who or what is Shyvock?”

      I stared at him, utterly dumbfounded.

      What the hell was Soraiya playing at?

      “You mean she didn’t tell you?”

      “Would I be asking you if she’d told me? NO! Who or what is Shyvock?!”

      “He’s a bounty hunter who’s after me because I have a price on my head.”

      “Oh,” Orlo said, and snuffed out the fire in his hand. “Well, I’m certain you wish he’d caught you right about now!”

      Not at this particular moment, I thought, but for most of the last eight hours, HELL yes.

      “Soraiya said she was going to tell you about him.”

      Orlo shrugged. “Must have slipped her mind.”

      “You don’t care?”

      “Why would I?” the gnome smirked. “After the elves are through with you, the bounty hunter can have you for all I care!”

      So Orlo knew nothing about the unstoppable force currently barreling towards him in search of his gold.

      What the hell is going on here?

      I thought about telling him the truth, but what good would that do me? Orlo wasn’t going to let me go even if I helped him out, and Shyvock was my best chance at taking him down.

      Then I thought about asking him where Soraiya was, but that could potentially open a whole new can of worms.

      So I changed topics.

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked.

      “What, selling my war golems? For the money, of course! I’m using the proceeds to fund my next great venture – one that will make me a thousand times more gold!”

      “What’s that?”

      “Dungeon core crystals!” he cackled.

      “…dungeon core crystals?”

      I’d heard of dungeon cores before. Certain dungeons were supposedly sentient, and were controlled by a consciousness contained within a crystal. It was the stuff of weird Korean fan fiction that had made its way into OtherWorld scenarios.

      “How are you going to get rich on that?” I asked.

      “Do you know how much money commercial dungeons pull in?!” Orlo cackled.

      “I know that people get a lot of gold out of them – ”

      “No, no, no, you’re not thinking of the BIG picture! Consider the local economies: all the shops and inns and tradesmiths that rise up around a dungeon! It’s a gold-minting machine – and 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!”

      I was about to ask another question when Daidonia walked up, her open robe doing absolutely nothing to cover up anything but her arms.

      “Gnome,” she said imperiously, “I need you to perform the transfer of power now. Direct your war golems to follow my directions, and only my directions.”

      “Of course,” Orlo agreed. “AFTER I get paid.”

      “I told you, I will not pay until after the Ceremony is over.”

      “Then you don’t get control of my war golems! I’m not going to hand over the goods before you pay for them! What kind of idiot do you take me for?”

      I saw the struggle on Daidonia’s face. I’m sure she wanted to answer that, but wisely held her tongue.

      “Very well,” she muttered, and snapped her fingers.

      A naked elf ran over with a jingling bag. Daidonia took it and threw it contemptuously at Orlo’s feet. “There. Now give me what I’ve paid you for.”

      I could tell Orlo was steaming, but he only muttered under his breath as he dumped the bag out on the rocks in front of him.

      My eyes bugged out of their sockets. There were hundreds of 100-gold pieces, maybe 50,000 worth. If Orlo had gotten the same from the orcs, he was now in possession of at least 100,000 gold.

      As Orlo counted the coins, Daidonia snapped, “There is no need. It’s all there.”

      Orlo raised a single finger without looking at her, silencing her like a child. I could tell Daidonia wanted to rip his guts out, but she kept quiet until he was finished.

      “Very good, very good,” the gnome grinned. He reached into a bag attached to his belt, pulled out his metal lockbox, put it on the ground, and opened it up. Inside were just as many coins as what lay on the ground in front of him, if not more. He began to scoop the elves’ coins up with his tiny hands and deposit them into the chest.

      “Well?” Daidonia snapped impatiently.

      Orlo straightened up and called out in a loud voice, “War golems – I command you from this point onward to obey Daidonia and only Daidonia! She is your new master now! You are to disregard my commands from this point forward, and obey only her!” Orlo looked at the elf cult leader. “Satisfied?”

      “If they actually do as you commanded them to.”

      “Oh, they will,” Orlo said as he finished scooping the coins into the lockbox.

      “Just to be sure, I would like you to stay for the Ceremony.”

      “No thank you – I’ve spent quite enough time around you and your followers. I’m looking forward to returning home as quickly as possible.”

      Daidonia snapped her fingers again, and the naked elf beside her produced another, smaller bag that Daidonia tossed onto the ground. More gold pieces spilled out onto the rock, and Orlo’s eyes widened.

      “Another 5000 gold if you remain,” Daidonia said. “Just as an insurance policy that everything goes as planned.”

      Orlo picked up the bag, dumped out the 50 gold pieces on the ground, and licked his lips.

      “The customer is always right!” he said cheerfully as he scooped the new coins into the box. “How long do I have to stay?”

      An unsettling smile crept across Daidonia’s face. “Oh, everything should be over within 30 minutes.”

      “Then by all means, I’ll stay,” Orlo said, and bowed as though he were a consummate gentleman.

      “Excellent,” Daidonia said with an obviously fake smile. “Your cooperation is greatly appreciated.”

      Then she turned, shucked off her barely-there robe, lifted her hands to the audience, and cried out, “Let us begin the Ceremony with the final Holy Fingering!”
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      All the elves in the congregation reached out their right hands to their neighbor’s crotch. It looked like this was going to be the biggest circle jerk ever recorded by Guinness Book World Records.

      Unfortunately, Daidonia wasn’t going to be joining in the festivities with the other ladies. No, she was going to use me as her holy dildo.

      She backed her trunk up to my junk, seized my cock, inserted it in her doggie style, then began twerking.

      I’d had a long enough break that it was initially pleasurable, although I couldn’t say that I was looking forward to the next 30 minutes.

      Maybe if I was lucky, they would throw me into the volcano at the end of it.

      As Daidonia smacked her ass against my pelvis, she cried out, “All – unh – hail – unh – the feminine void!”

      Amidst their moans of pleasure, the masturbating women all shouted back, “All hail the feminine void!”

      I could hear Orlo mutter to me over to the side, “Not THIS again. I should have just left…”

      Daidonia begin chanting Gregorian monk-style, but instead of Latin words, it was all about Mother Vulva and the Eternal Womb and the mighty Clitosaurus and I don’t know what else. I just tuned it all out and tried to imagine that Alaria was fucking me, and that I was TRYING to not come. Imagining my succubus getting pleasure out of my discomfort made it somewhat more bearable.

      Everything was going along just as it had for the last eight hours – rising screams of orgasm, mounting wails of pleasure – when suddenly things took a turn for the worse.

      “I beseech thee, oh feminine void!” Daidonia yelled.

      “All hail the feminine void!” the women screamed in ecstasy.

      “Show yourself to us! Come, feminine void! Devour our world!”

      “All hail the feminine void!” the women howled in a frenzy.

      Daidonia threw her hands into the air as she kept on humping me. “As you reach the height of ecstasy, my sisters, make the final sacrifice to summon the feminine void – and throw yourselves into the volcano!”

      My eyes snapped open.

      Say WHAT?!

      Daidonia’s words had the same effect on her followers as they had on me. Five hundred pairs of eyes stared at her from around the rim of the volcano.

      I think you could accurately describe their expressions as, Whuuuuuuut?

      All the screaming and fingerfucking stopped, and understandably so. Being told to commit ritualistic suicide would be a real boner-killer, so I can understand why it would be a real pea-boner-killer, too.

      Daidonia seemed absolutely oblivious to their reaction. She just kept right on pumping me, her sculpted ass slap-slap-slapping up against my crotch. It was the only sound, other than the bubbling of the lava down in the pit.

      “We are prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice!” Daidonia cried out to the night sky. “Grace us with your presence as we give you not only our holy sexual energy, but our lives! Jump, my sisters, that you may birth the greatest possible good: the feminine void herself!”

      Sheee-it.

      The sex cult was actually a sex and death cult – unbeknownst to its members, apparently.

      Maybe this was high literature after all.

      The women started looking around at each other and murmuring. I couldn’t exactly make out what they were saying, but I’m fairly sure the conversations went something like this:

      What the fuck did she just say?

      Is she serious?

      I came here for a good time. I didn’t sign up for this shit.

      Daidonia stopped fucking me and sighed in irritation. “Sisters, JUMP!”

      Nobody jumped.

      I looked over at Orlo and asked him silently with my expression, Did you know about this?

      He looked at me, equally bewildered. HELL no.

      It was the only simpatico moment that had ever passed between me and the little fucker, and it was all about that timeless male complaint: Bitches be crazy.

      Apparently not that crazy, though, and not all bitches, because every elf besides Daidonia took a very pronounced step BACKWARDS from the edge of the volcano.

      “I told you from the beginning that many would have to die for the cause!” Daidonia shouted.

      “Yes, but…” one elf spoke up hesitantly, “…we thought you meant OTHER people.”

      “Like him,” another elf said as she pointed to me, and all 500 of the women murmured in agreement.

      “Fuckin’ assholes,” I groused under my breath.

      “I thought this might happen,” Daidonia sighed. Then she raised her voice in a shout: “War golems – throw them all in!”

      WAIT –

      WHAT?!

      WHAT THE ACTUAL FUCK?!

      As the elves stood there in shock, staring at their formerly beloved leader, the war golems knelt down and began pushing the women into the volcano.

      They shrieked as they fell, then screamed even louder when they hit the magma.

      I watched in horror as dozens of elves burst into flames down in the pit.

      “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?!” I screamed at Daidonia. “STOP IT! STOP IT NOW!”

      Daidonia just cackled in triumph as she resumed pumping my rod. “COME, OH GREAT GODDESS! CAST THINE EYE UPON THY DAUGHTERS’ SACRIFICE MADE FOR THEE AND THEE ALONE!”

      Women were fleeing in every direction, even trying to jump off the side of the mountain to their deaths on the rocks below – anything not to be burned alive. But the war golems just swept them up by the armful and tossed them into the pit.

      I looked over at Orlo, who seemed absolutely gobsmacked by what was going on.

      “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING?!” I screamed at him. “STOP THEM!”

      “I can’t – she has complete control of them.”

      “THEN DESTROY THEM! BETTER YET, KILL HER!”

      Daidonia paused and looked over at him sharply.

      Orlo waved his hand at her and gave her a little frowny face with one eye closed, like, Don’t worry, we’re cool.

      Then she went back to humping me.

      “YOU’RE GOING TO LET HER MURDER HUNDREDS OF WOMEN?!” I screamed at him.

      Orlo shrugged. “If that’s what she bought them for…”

      “It’s not murder!” Daidonia howled in orgasmic glee. “It is a sacrifice for the greater good! It is a clarion call for the feminine void!”

      I tried desperately to cast Doomsday on Daidonia –

      No go. The ropes stopped my spells.

      “IF YOU DON’T STOP HER, YOU’RE JUST AS GUILTY AS HER!” I screamed at Orlo.

      “Eh,” the gnome said with a shrug, like he could live with that.

      “YOU’RE A MASS MURDERER, THEN!”

      He grinned. “A very RICH mass murderer!”

      I stared at him in shock.

      I already knew Orlo was a dick. Alaria had told me, I knew it from firsthand experience, and he’d been willing to help an army of orcs kill and enslave a bunch of innocent people.

      But this?

      This was –

      (No, I’m not going to say ‘inconceivable.’ That’s just fucked up.)

      It was abhorrent. It was evil beyond compare.

      I watched in abject horror as the war golems continued to throw women into the volcano.

      They’d abused me, yes. They’d used me despite my pleas to stop. And they’d admitted to planning to kill me.

      But now they were suffering in ways I wouldn’t have wished on my worst enemies.

      Scratch that: I would’ve wished it on Orlo and Daidonia – but that was it.

      I tried one more attempt at reasoning with the gnome.

      Although due to my terror at what was going on, and my absolute hatred of Orlo, my persuasive logic didn’t come out so well.

      “YOU LITTLE FUCKING TWERP – DO YOU REALLY THINK THEY’RE A BUNCH OF HARMLESS ECCENTRICS NOW?!”

      He just shrugged again. “She’s not actually summoning anything.”

      That was when we heard the thunderclap.

      The night sky had been clear and filled with stars only moments before, but now there were dark clouds boiling miles above us and flashing with heat lightning.

      There was also something inside the clouds.

      We could only see the edges of it when the lightning lit up behind it – but it was definitely there. A gigantic oval shape, tapered at the ends like a completely deflated football. Judging from the size, it was at least a mile long.

      It looked like the Eye of Sauron, though you couldn’t see the pupil or iris or anything. Just the oval, pointy-tipped shape.

      And it was getting closer.

      “What the fuck is THAT?!” I yelled.

      “BEHOLD THE FEMININE VOID!” Daidonia shrieked in ecstasy. “COME FOR ALL ETERNITY, O FEMININE VOID!”

      I stared down at Daidonia. “You mean this feminine void shit is an actual THING?!”

      I had thought it was some sort of metaphysical concept, or a slogan like ‘Peace for all mankind.’ Or maybe the women were talking about their hoo-haa’s. You know, a lady’s empty space… down there?

      I didn’t realize that there was an actual Feminine Void, capital F, capital V.

      I glanced over at Orlo.

      He didn’t look quite so complacent anymore. In fact, I would say he seemed a little unsure of whether he’d made as good a business deal as he’d thought.

      Daidonia continued to cackle as dying elves screamed down in the pit.

      “You have to stop her!” I roared at Orlo. “You can’t just let this happen!”

      “Maybe… maybe it’s a nice Feminine Void…” he said hesitantly.

      That was when it burst out of the clouds.

      And no, it was not a ‘nice’ Feminine Void.

      All that shit about the Giant Vulva in the sky?

      Yeah. That wasn’t an exaggeration.

      It was a monstrous, disembodied, floating pussy.

      Yes. You heard that right.

      Big-ass labia surrounded by strands of pubic hair, and a clit the size of the Astrodome.

      You might be thinking, Come on – I like ‘em human-sized, so how bad could a big one be?

      Bad.

      BAAAAAAAD.

      For one thing, what I originally thought was pubic hair? Wasn’t.

      I figured that out when I realized the hairs were moving.

      Undulating.

      Squirming.

      Were those… TENTACLES?!

      They were.

      Thousands and thousands of writhing tentacles.

      Then there were the lips themselves. They weren’t a nice, beautiful pink. They looked pockmarked and diseased, a ghastly black and mottled gray.

      And inside the lips? Teeth.

      Massive teeth.

      Nightmare vagina dentata.

      And perhaps worst of all, instead of a beautiful pink clit atop it all, there was a giant eyeball.

      A big, bloodshot, jaundiced eyeball with a blood-red iris and a constantly shrinking and expanding pupil.

      The eye jerked back and forth rapidly, surveying the world beneath it like a one-eyed tweaker on a three-day meth binge.

      It was fucking TERRIFYING.

      The individual parts, and the thing as a whole.

      Mile-long evil vaginas hovering in the sky: not something you typically wanted to see.

      If I made it out of this alive, there was a good chance I was going to be put off of vaginal sex FOREVER.

      The only good thing about the situation was that it was traveling very slowly. It wasn’t hurtling towards the earth like an asteroid, but taking its own sweet time coming.

      Which reminded me of ex-girlfriends who had taken a long time to come, too, but that’s another topic.

      “Kill it! Or Kill HER!” I screamed at Orlo, gesturing with my head towards Daidonia, who was cackling insanely as she humped my rod. “JUST KILL SOMETHING!”

      “I… yes… that might be a good idea,” Orlo said as he stared up at the sky.

      He turned towards Daidonia and raised his arms to cast a spell –

      “Kill the gnome!” she screamed at the war golems.

      Every giant robot turned its attention towards Orlo.

      “Eep!” he squeaked as two dozen missile hatches opened at once.

      “BUT DON’T KILL ME!” Daidonia screamed.

      The closest war golem headed towards us, bent over, and reached out for Orlo as the gnome ran behind my wooden platform.

      Black lightning blasted out into the air and slammed into the golem, causing its hit points to drop by about 10%.

      “Fight that thing in the sky!” I screamed it Orlo.

      “YOU fight it!” Orlo shrieked back. “I’m trying to stay alive!”

      Orlo was a badass Warlock, I’ll give him that. Doomsday, Hellfire, Darkbolt, Darkfire, and powers I’d never seen before flew off his fingertips at the rate of one per second.

      The problem was, he had designed his mechanical monsters too well. They were too heavily armored for his attacks to do much damage, and as soon as they got down on their hands and knees and began scrounging behind the platform, he had to take his battle plan on the run.

      He couldn’t fly off on his magic carpet because of the surface-to-air missiles, so he was reduced to running in between the robot’s legs, trying to avoid its giant metal hands as he cast more spells.

      He finally destroyed the war golem – or at least turned it into a nonfunctioning metal statue. There was a WHIR-Whir-whir of an engine cycling down, the glint went out of its goggle eyes, and its head lolled down on its chest as it froze in position, one arm outstretched in the air.

      Unfortunately for the gnome, another war golem simply walked over and pushed the dead robot out of the way so it could take its place.

      The dead robot leeeaaaned, its metal body shrieking eeeeEEEEEEEE as it tipped over and fell into the boiling cauldron below.

      There was a gigantic SPLASH! as the robot hit the lava. Only the left side of its body dipped below the surface. I watched as the molten rock turned the rest of its metal skin bright red, then started to eat away at it.

      Metal began to melt and float across the top of the lava like oil on the surface of a puddle, and then it caught fire.

      It was a pitiful sight, watching the robot with its arm still outstretched, like Adam reaching towards God on the Sistine Chapel – only there was no God to reach back.

      Just a giant monster vagina in the sky. He probably didn’t want to go touching that.

      The war golem’s red hot surface oozed apart like taffy as it sank lower and lower into the hellish mire, just like Grung had done in the quicksand.

      Grung!

      As I watched the metal giant slowly disappear, I was glad Grung had lost his body out on the battlefield and not here. Anywhere but here. In a few minutes, there would be nothing left of the poor bastard down there in the volcano.

      Orlo had his own problems. The war golem that had pushed its compatriot into the lava was at full health. And even if Orlo killed it, too, there were another ten robots waiting to take its place.

      Then I realized exactly what Orlo’s error was:

      He wasn’t fighting the boss.

      Which was Daidonia.

      At the very least she was a mini-boss, with the giant space vagina being the final Big Bad.

      If Orlo took out Daidonia, there was a fair chance that the war golems would stop attacking him.

      “Orlo, stop going after the war golems and kill Daidonia!” I roared.

      Daidonia stopped humping me and scowled over her shoulder. “SILENCE!”

      “Fuck you, bitch!” I snarled at her, then kept yelling at Orlo, “If you kill her, she might lose control of the war golems and they might revert to you!”

      “It’s worth a try, I suppose!” Orlo yelled as he darted between a pair of giant metal legs.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t fully consider what the repercussions were going to be for advising him.

      Daidonia slid off me (AH! Relief!), turned around, and grabbed my erect cock. “Just for that, FOOL, I am going to break off your member and feed it to the Feminine Void!”

      Oh SHIT…

      Dying I could handle.

      But I wasn’t exactly sure I could watch my junk get snapped off and still stay sane.

      I knew that as soon as I resurrected it would be fine and back in place – but there are just some things you can’t un-see. The sort of shit that haunted your dreams.

      Like Two Girls, One Cup.

      “No – wait – stop!” I pleaded.

      Daidonia had just begun applying a terrifying amount of pressure to my shaft when I was suddenly saved.

      Sort of.

      If you can call going from the frying pan into the fire being ‘saved.’

      There was the sound of flapping wings, and then a massive black shape slammed down onto the rim of the volcano.

      My heart stopped in my chest when the figure turned around.

      Shyvock.
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      Soraiya soared above the volcano and circled back around.

      SHE’D BROUGHT HIM HERE?!

      Suddenly it all became clear:

      Soraiya had never meant to tell Orlo about Shyvock in the first place.

      She’d brought the Hunter here to kill her master.

      The one good thing about the situation was that Daidonia had temporarily forgotten about snapping off my junk.

      “What is the meaning of this?!” she yelled.

      Shyvock ignored her and instead peered at me. “We meet again, little warlock. I will deal with you later.”

      Then he turned towards Orlo.

      The gnome was zipping through the nearest war golem’s legs.

      “GNOME!” Shyvock thundered. “GIVE ME YOUR GOLD OR DIE!”

      “What in damnation is this?!” Orlo snarled, then screamed at the sky, “Soraiya, what have you done?!”

      “Forget what I’ve done – what have YOU done?!” she cried out as she pointed up at the tentacled space vulva.

      “Behold the Feminine Void, sister!” Daidonia called out, back in preacher mode. “She has come to usher in a new age of feminine rule!”

      “…uh, okay…” Soraiya muttered as she swooped through the air.

      “Immolate yourself as a sacrifice to Her greatness!” Daidonia commanded.

      “I think I’ll pass on that one.”

      “Then strike her down!” Daidonia yelled at the war golems.

      The robots began batting their arms through the air, trying to smack Soraiya like giant metal flyswatters. She zipped between their flailing limbs and even managed to pop off a fireball at Daidonia as she soared past.

      “AAAAAAHH!” the elf screamed as flames exploded against her left shoulder.

      Meanwhile, Shyvock nocked three arrows in his bow. Since Alaria had destroyed his main bow back on the Plains of Mor-El, this one must have been a spare.

      “I will not tell you again, gnome!” Shyvock yelled. “Give me your gold or die!”

      “To the Seven Hells with you!” Orlo shrieked as he continued darting between the golems’ outstretched hands. “You can go stick that bow up your bunghole for all I – ”

      THHHP THHHP THHHP.

      Shyvock let fly with all three arrows at once, and they hit Orlo in the shoulder as he was darting by.

      THOCK THOCK THOCK.

      Orlo screamed in pain, and went tumbling head over heels. He looked like an extremely small pincushion with three extra-large needles sticking out of him.

      I checked his hit points. My guess was that they were three of Shyvock’s most powerful non-explosive arrows, and that they would have probably been more than enough to kill me – but together they only wiped out 5% of Orlo’s hit points.

      Still – 5% off a Level 90 Warlock in one second was pretty damn impressive.

      “That was a warning,” Shyvock said. “Give me your gold, or the next two shots will be aimed at your eye sockets.”

      “Wait!” Orlo shrieked as he darted behind the platform I was strapped to. “Haven’t you seen what’s up in the sky?!”

      “Yes,” Shyvock said, completely blasé.

      “Aren’t you a little more concerned about that than a couple pieces of gold?!”

      “Not at all.”

      “It’s going to destroy the entire world!”

      Shyvock looked up at the approaching space vagina, then turned back to the gnome. “I will deal with it when it gets here. Right now, you are here – and I want my gold.”

      “Kill the gnome,” Daidonia cackled, “and I will give you all the gold you could possibly want!”

      Shyvock glanced over at her with interest for the first time. “Is that so.”

      “Don’t listen to her!” Orlo howled. “She’s the one who summoned that monstrosity in the first place!”

      “I do not care, so long as she has gold.”

      “She doesn’t have it!” Orlo screamed. “She gave it all to me!”

      “Do not listen to him!” Daidonia yelled. “I will reward you with gold beyond your wildest imagining!”

      “Where is it? Show it to me.” Then Shyvock tilted his head, and in one of the few jokes I had ever heard him make, he said, “You can only be hiding it in one of two places.”

      “I don’t have it at the moment,” Daidonia snarled.

      “Because she gave it to me!” Orlo shrieked. “I have it! Now kill her!”

      “Last chance,” Shyvock said to the naked elf. “Going once, going twice – ”

      “Fool!” Daidonia raged. “When the Feminine Void reaches us, you will be the first to be devoured by her holy – ”

      THHHP.

      THOCK.

      An arrow shot into Daidonia’s eye socket, and half of it disappeared inside her skull.

      She might have had charisma out the wazoo, but what she didn’t have were many hit points.

      She stopped speaking midsentence… weaved slightly back and forth… then toppled off the rim of the volcano and down into the fiery lake below.

      “Sold,” Shyvock said. “To the very short man in black robes.”

      “Human!” Orlo squeaked from behind the platform, addressing me. “Have the golems stopped attacking?!”

      The golems showed absolutely no signs of relenting.

      Of course, Orlo couldn’t see that from where he was hiding behind my platform.

      “Yeah, they quit – come on out,” I said.

      Orlo peeked out, only to have to dodge a giant metal hand.

      “You will pay for that!” Orlo screamed at me as he started hurling spells again. “Hunter, kill the golems!”

      “Give me the gold first.”

      “I can’t give you the gold if I’m dead! It’s locked away in a bag only I can access, and only with an elaborate spell! Kill them and I will give you everything!”

      “Succubus,” Shyvock shouted.

      For a second I expected to see Alaria, and my heart leapt in my chest.

      Then I realized he was addressing Soraiya, who was still zipping through the air. She had wisely chosen to fly close to the golems’ bodies so that they couldn’t target her with their missiles or arm cannons without destroying each other.

      “What?” Soraiya yelled at Shyvock.

      “What is the easiest way to kill the golems?”

      “Head shots! Their souls are contained within their heads!”

      “Get out here, gnome, and help me!” Shyvock shouted as he drew several more arrows from his quiver.

      Orlo darted out from behind my platform and raced to Shyvock’s side, then began hitting the nearest golems with spells as fast as he could. His Hellstorm was particularly impressive, as chunks of burning sulfur as big as cinderblocks rained down on his targets.

      Shyvock aimed for the nearest war golem’s head, let loose an arrow, and hit the robot’s goggled left eye dead on. There was the tinkling of shattered glass, and then the head blew up from the inside, leaving a smoking, twisted blob of metal atop the robot’s neck. The rest of its body was completely untouched, and it froze in place like a statue, arms extended midair.

      Shyvock’s accuracy was unparalleled – but there was just one problem. As soon as he attacked the first golem, he immediately drew all the others’ aggro onto himself. And they had already seen what he had done to their companion, so this time they were ready for him.

      Missile after missile sped through the air on spiraling plumes of smoke.

      Astoundingly, the Hunter was able to shoot most of them out of the air, causing them to explode midflight – but two missiles slipped through and exploded against his body, knocking him backwards and taking 25% off his hit points.

      I couldn’t believe my luck. The war golems might just finish off both the gnome and the Hunter for me.

      The only problem was, if they didn’t, I was still strapped to this damn platform.

      That was when I felt the straps around my wrists come free.

      “What?” I said in amazement. I turned around –

      And saw Stig’s grinning mug peeking around the edge of the wooden platform.

      “Hiya, boss.”

      “Stig!” I whispered ecstatically. “Where’s Alaria?”

      “Who do you think’s freeing you?” a digitized voice said from behind the platform.

      Seconds later the leather straps around my ankles gave way, and I slid down to the ground.

      I whipped around behind the platform, and there she was – my beautiful demoness, shining silver in the light of the explosions all around us.

      I grabbed her to me and kissed her passionately.

      She laughed, then backed away and looked down at my jutting boner. “Wow, I THOUGHT I felt something down here… been enjoying yourself in my absence?”

      “NO,” I hissed. “They gave me some kind of drug, and now I can’t come.”

      “Ohhhh – Satyr’s Phallus,” she said with a nod.

      “Yeah! What the hell is that?!”

      “It’s a plant men eat to prolong ejaculation. How many berries did they give you?”

      “They made me drink an entire bowl!”

      “A BOWL?!” Alaria’s glowing yellow eyes went wide. “Goddess – how long have you been hard?!”

      “Ew,” Stig winced, and averted his eyes from my crotch.

      “At least eight hours, but we have other things to worry about!” I said as I peeked around the wooden platform at the battle.

      “Aw… we could’ve had fun until it wore off,” Alaria said mischievously.

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that I was pretty much put off of sex for the rest of my life. Or at least that’s what it felt like at the moment.

      Besides, we had other problems. Shyvock had taken down two more golems, whose heads looked like metal watermelons blown apart from the inside out. Soraiya was darting to and fro to distract them, and Orlo was giving them a supernatural ass-whupping as well.

      I had hoped that the robots would be my salvation, but it was steadily looking like my enemies were going to be victorious instead.

      “The war golems aren’t going to last much longer,” I whispered. “We need to come up with a plan.”

      “Maybe you should get dressed first,” Alaria said as she held out my clothes.

      “Where did you find them?!” I exclaimed happily.

      “Down at the base of the volcano where the elves left them.”

      I checked just to make sure –

      All my bags were there. Which meant that I should still have all the healing potions I’d bought at the outpost.

      I checked the bag inventory window to make sure they were all there, and saw Grung’s head.

      Grung…

      I looked out at the battle just as Shyvock shot another arrow into one of the golem’s eyes.

      Its head exploded like a popcorn kernel, leaving behind a metal husk. The rest of its body froze, completely untouched.

      That’s IT!

      I turned back to my demons. “I have an idea.”

      I quickly unfastened one of my bags, opened it, and spilled Grung’s head out onto the ground with a CLUNK.

      “GREETINGS, FRIENDS.”

      “We need your help to beat Orlo and Shyvock, Grung. Will you help us?”

      “I WILL DO EVERYTHING I CAN.”

      “Okay, then listen up.”
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      I quickly explained my plan to the others. Just as we were about to set everything in motion, though, there was a final explosion – and then all the sounds of battle suddenly ceased.

      “There,” Shyvock’s voice boomed out. “All dead.”

      I peeked out from behind my four-foot-wide wooden barrier.

      All the war golems’ heads were either gone or turned into twisted balls of scrap metal.

      The bounty hunter was uncorking vials and downing them through the slit in his mask. I watched the counter showing his Health go from 70% to 75% within seconds.

      “Pay me, gnome,” the bounty hunter said as he tossed the empty vial out into the volcano and then uncorked another.

      “NOW?! With that thing in the sky bearing down on us?!” Orlo raged. “Are you insane?!”

      Shyvock nocked three arrows in his bow and pointed them right at the gnome’s head. “When it arrives, I will deal with it. Until then, pay me.”

      The tiny Warlock grumbled, then gingerly opened the bag at his waist and fished out his iron lockbox. He put it on the ground in front of him.

      “There, you flea-bitten fool,” Orlo snapped. “I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain.”

      “Open it,” Shyvock demanded.

      Orlo grumbled, then flipped open the lid. The box was filled to the brim with golden, shimmering coins.

      Shyvock let up on his bowstring slightly and walked over to the box, peering down at the treasure.

      Suddenly, Orlo blasted Shyvock with blue lightning, using Soul Suck to rip hit points out of the Hunter and bestow them upon himself.

      “FOOL!” Orlo roared. “Did you think I would give up my hard-earned money so easily?!”

      Shyvock didn’t take it sitting down. He stumbled backwards and fired all three arrows into Orlo’s body. They exploded – but even that was only enough to knock off 30% of the gnome’s hit points.

      Orlo hurtled backwards 15 feet through the air and shrieked in agony, but he still had over half his Health when he landed.

      However, Orlo immediately hit Shyvock with Soul Suck again – so for every hit point he’d lost on the arrows, he gained back at least half from the bounty hunter.

      As Orlo continued his assault, he shouted, “Soraiya, attack him!”

      Soraiya’s diamond collar glowed, and she had no choice. She immediately went into a divebomb from the air.

      She hit Shyvock at full speed, sending him tumbling to the ground.

      For a couple of seconds, there was a massive tussle between the Hunter and succubus – and then Shyvock whipped around and threw her as hard as he could back towards Orlo.

      She hit the ground and went somersaulting past Orlo, where she clanged into the foot of one of the dead golems.

      Meanwhile, Orlo busted out a few Warlock tricks I’d never seen before.

      He summoned a couple of vicious-looking Hellhounds – basically a high-level upgrade from my imp quartet – to savage Shyvock.

      The Hunter used his Bowie knife to fend them off, slitting one’s belly and beheading the other – but by then a horrific tentacle monster had appeared from a portal in the ground and was grabbing at Shyvock’s feet, sucking his life force from him with every touch.

      Jesus, high-level Warlocks could summon some nasty shit…

      I was so consumed by the grotesque spectacle that I didn’t notice Soraiya standing up behind Orlo until it was too late.

      When I glanced over, I saw her reach inside her corset and draw something out from under the leather.

      Three arrows.

      Then, with a hateful look on her face, she slammed them down into Orlo’s unprotected back.

      The resulting explosion sent the gnome sprawling across the ground.

      It also dropped him to 42% Health.

      His back still smoking from the explosions, he turned around with a look of absolute hatred. “You Varis-damned, treasonous WHORE!”

      Apparently a demon could attack its own master if it hadn’t directly been ordered not to. At least, that was the only way I could figure that Soraiya had managed to attack Orlo.

      She’d lied and subverted his will throughout the last 36 hours, though, so I guess stabbing him in the back – literally – was only a physical manifestation of what she’d been doing all along.

      And now she was going to pay the price.

      Orlo began to cast a spell that I was sure would be the absolute death of Soraiya –

      Until three more arrows THOCK THOCK THOCKED into his back and exploded.

      BOOM!

      Orlo went flying across the volcano’s ledge and lay still.

      Wait – that was it!

      I knew what we had to do to beat them, and I whispered it into Alaria’s ear.

      “Are you sure?” she asked warily.

      “It’s our only shot! Go!”

      She ran towards the outer edge of the volcano, keeping the wooden platform between her and Shyvock, and then leapt off the rocky ledge into the night sky.

      I heard the CLICK of the fins expanding from her back and the ignition of her rockets a second later.

      She was flying – but down in the valley, out of sight of everyone atop the volcano.

      I glanced around the wooden platform to see if anyone else had heard.

      Soraiya had, and was looking at the empty night sky in confusion.

      If Shyvock had heard the noise, he didn’t show it.

      Orlo was beyond caring. He lay in a fetal position, smoke curling out of his charred robes. The Health bar above his body held no more than a sliver of red.

      He stared up at Soraiya in equal parts fury and bewilderment.

      “How… could you…?” he choked out.

      “Burn in Hell, you little toad,” Soraiya sneered as she drove the stiletto heel of one of her shoes into Orlo’s head.

      There was a sickening crunch, and then the gnome lay still as his Health dropped to zero.

      I didn’t know how to react.

      On the one hand, somebody else had done all the hard work of taking down a Level 90 Warlock! YES!

      On the other hand, Orlo was the only sure bet we had to get Alaria back into her body. I knew that Soraiya said she could do it, but I didn’t trust her – especially not after she’d brought Shyvock here.

      And so I seesawed between joy and panic.

      Then the joy dropped out and the panic took over completely as ‘60,000 XP’ floated through the air.

      A yellow pillar of light flashed down all around me and trumpets sounded as more words appeared:

      Level 25!

      Which would’ve been awesome, normally. I had shot up an entire level in one fell swoop, and gained the ability to summon a new demon.

      Unfortunately, pillars of light and trumpet blasts are not the most helpful thing when you’re trying to hide from someone.

      Shyvock’s voice called out, “I know you’re there, little warlock. Come out and make it easy on yourself.”

      “Don’t hurt him!” Soraiya yelled. “I told you, I need him to free me from – ”

      THHHP THHHP THHHP –

      THOCK THOCK THOCK.

      Soraiya screamed in pain.

      I couldn’t help myself – I peeked out from behind the platform to see.

      Soraiya was kneeling on the rim of the volcano, several arrows sticking out of her body.

      “Why?” she screamed in rage. “I helped you! You could have trusted – ”

      THOCK.

      Another arrow pierced her left shoulder and knocked her onto her back.

      “Me, trust you?” Shyvock chuckled. “You, who betrayed and murdered your master? Why would I ever put my faith in a treacherous little whore like you?”

      “You… ASSHOLE…” Soraiya managed to choke out from between gritted teeth.

      Shyvock walked towards the iron lockbox that Orlo had left behind.

      “The traitoress is upset when someone smarter betrays her. It is a sad commentary on your lack of intelligence. Your guile began your fall; your stupidity completed it.” Shyvock reached the iron box and knelt to pick it up. “Minutes from now, when you are burning in Hell, remember this moment and – ”

      “Go!” I hissed.

      Stig took off at a gallop and raced straight for the iron box.

      I took off in the opposite direction, though I glanced over my shoulder so I could see what happened.

      Stig slammed into the lockbox and tackled it like a football player, flipping over with it and carrying it along with him just by the sheer force of his momentum.

      I’m sure the box weighed as much as he did – maybe more – so the effort he had to expend was tremendous.

      It sure as hell took Shyvock by surprise.

      The Hunter roared, stumbled to his feet, and drew back his bow.

      By this point, Stig was carrying the box as fast as he could away from Shyvock.

      THHHP.

      THOCK.

      The arrow shot clean through my poor imp, and he exploded in a ball of fire.

      The box kept up its momentum, though, and tumbled across the path towards the edge of the volcano, sliding right up to the rim.

      “NO!” Shyvock roared as he ran for the box.

      He was distracted enough not to notice Alaria flying above him – that is, not until she cut her engines, fell from the sky, landed on his back, and grabbed a handful of arrows from his quiver.

      Shyvock spun around in confusion, grabbing for her over his shoulder.

      She fired her rockets again, somersaulted in the air over the top of him – and slammed the handful of arrows down onto Shyvock’s helmet.

      I held my breath, expecting a massive explosion –

      But nothing happened.

      Shyvock grabbed her hand with the two dozen arrows clutched in it and yanked her away from his helmet. He held her up so that he could look her directly in the eye.

      “You have to ARM them first, Hellwhore,” he sneered.

      That was when she fired her palm-mounted death ray.

      Maybe the arrows had to be armed to explode on impact, but they sure as fuck blew up when an energy beam hit them.

      They erupted in Shyvock’s face –

      And took Alaria’s entire arm along with them.

      I screamed in terror as her body exploded backwards from Shyvock onto the ground.

      Shyvock roared in agony as he clutched at his flaming helmet. The point-blank explosion had done a number on his remaining hit points, knocking them down to 17%.

      Alaria’s body tumbled and scraped across the basalt. When she finally stopped, her right arm was gone below the elbow, turned into a charred stump just like her left.

      Not only that, but the explosion pushed the iron lockbox off the rim of the volcano.

      We could all hear it clatter down the steep slope into the lava below, where it landed with a glunk!

      Shyvock bellowed as he ran to the edge of the volcano, then turned in fury towards Alaria.

      One side of his helmet had been shredded, and smoke poured out of the gaping hole where his left eyepiece had once been.

      “That was very painful, Hellwhore,” he snarled. “Let me show you.”

      He seized her by the neck, raised her into the air – and threw her over the edge into the lava.

      “NOOO!” I screamed.

      The most horrifying part of it was, I couldn’t immediately do anything to save her.

      I only had one shot, and I couldn’t fuck it up, or both my demons’ suffering would have been in vain.

      In the precious seconds that had passed since Stig grabbed the gold, I ran for the nearest golem, scaled its body, reached the neck, and unplugged the cable from the blown-up head.

      Then I plugged the cable into Grung’s head, which I cradled in my arms.

      There was a spark of electricity, and a shudder went through the golem’s body.

      “KILL HIM!” I roared.

      The golem’s body, completely untouched by Shyvock’s arrows, suddenly came to life – and the hand cannon on its left arm pointed at the Hunter.

      BLAM!

      A blast of crackling energy burst out of the gun barrel, slammed into the bounty hunter, and knocked him backwards, down into the seething cauldron below.

      “GRUNG, SAVE ALARIA!” I screamed.

      The war golem leapt off the rim of the volcano and jumped feet-first into the lava.

      I hung on to the robot’s neck for dear life with one hand, and hugged Grung’s head under my other arm like an oversized football.

      Scorching heat seared my skin, and I screamed in terror as the golem landed with a jolt in the lake of molten rock.

      Ripples wafted out all around us. I saw Alaria’s body thrashing at the surface, her ruined arms desperately trying to keep her head above the surface.

      “GRUNG, TO YOUR LEFT!”

      The war golem’s hand dipped down into the lava, fished Alaria out, then lifted her into the air.

      Her lower body was completely gone below the waist. Her corset had burned to ash, and virtually everything beneath her neck glowed red-hot.

      To my right, I noticed the iron lock box half-submerged in the lava. The coins inside had melted and were spreading out like a shimmering golden oil slick on top of the glowing orange liquid.

      Fuck it, I thought, and turned back to what was important.

      “Get her to safety!”

      “IAN, MY LEGS ARE ALREADY MELTING. I CAN’T CLIMB UP THE SIDE OF THE VOLCANO.”

      “Just get her up back up there!”

      “WHAT ABOUT US?”

      “I’ll save you – just save her first!”

      Grung crawled as far up the rocky side of the volcano’s interior as he could, and tossed Alaria up over the edge. I heard her metal body clatter on the rocks above.

      Unfortunately, Grung and I began to sink back down into the lava.

      “Now reach out for the ledge!” I shouted.

      As soon as his arm straightened, I unplugged the cable from his head.

      The war golem’s body immediately froze in place as it was – one arm outstretched but dipping rapidly beneath the edge of the cliff.

      I held onto Grung’s head like a football player and ran as fast as I could. I raced from his shoulder, up the arm, to the tip of his fingers – and then jumped.

      As my legs kicked and flailed in space, I threw the robot’s head onto the ledge.

      Good thing, too, because the rest of me fell short.

      My chest slammed down onto the edge of the volcano’s rim. My ribcage felt like somebody had hit me with a sledgehammer, and my chin and hands scraped painfully across the rock as I slid backwards towards the fiery abyss.

      I was just about to fall when a powerful hand clamped down on my wrist.

      Soraiya.

      She grunted in pain, the arrows still sticking out of her chest, as she heaved me up onto the ledge.

      I collapsed onto the rocky ground. I could have kissed Soraiya, I was so grateful. “Thank you!”

      “Just remember who saved your life when it counted,” she snarled.

      I nodded, then crawled on hands and knees over to Alaria. Her body was still too hot to touch, so I just stared in horror.

      Her legs and pelvis were completely gone. Her arms had melted and oozed like one of Salvador Dali’s clocks, then cooled off into warped slabs of metal.

      Though her face was scorched and streaked with carbon, and only one eye was still intact, she smiled as soon as she saw me.

      “Did we kill him?”

      “You did,” I whispered as I smiled sadly.

      “WE did,” she said, then frowned. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you happy?”

      Besides seeing her in such a painful, broken state?

      There was just one more tiny little thing.

      My heart despaired as I looked up at the Feminine Void.

      Despite everything we had accomplished – despite Alaria’s sacrifices – it was all for naught.

      The abomination in the sky was still drawing closer. Within the next few minutes, this entire region was going to be – destroyed? Swallowed up? Obliterated?

      I had no idea what the implications were for OtherWorld. All I knew was what was going to happen to us.

      I smiled at her sadly and lovingly caressed her cheek. “At least we can die together.”

      She frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      I pointed up in the air. “Giant space vagina from Hell and the end of the world?!”

      Alaria burst out laughing. “Oh, that!”

      I stared at her in shock. Maybe the heat had fried her circuits, or brain, or whatever she had in her head.

      “That’s not real,” she continued.

      “What the hell are you talking about?!”

      “Dorp!” she called out.

      There was a shuffling sound nearby. I looked over at a war golem a hundred feet away, and saw a blue head pop out from behind the giant metal foot.

      I was absolutely thunderstruck.

      What the fuck is HE doing here?!

      “Can I make it stop now?” Dorp asked in his breathy helium voice.

      “Yes,” Alaria answered.

      Suddenly the skies above us cleared. The boiling clouds dissipated and the monstrous sex organ from another dimension faded away, leaving only a black sky scattered with millions of stars.

      I looked back and forth between the sky and Dorp, not quite comprehending what had just happened. Finally, I blurted out, “YOU did that?!”

      “Obviously,” he sniffed.

      “You pulled that – that thing out of Daidonia’s head?!”

      “Yes.”

      I was confused. “That was her greatest fear? But she looked so happy to see it!”

      Dorp shrugged. “People are strange. Sometimes the thing they want the most is the thing they fear the most, too.”

      Huh…

      “But…why did you do it? You hate my guts – why would you help me?”

      “I wasn’t helping you,” he said crossly. “I was helping Alaria.”

      I looked down to my succubus for an explanation.

      “I saw Soraiya leave the volcano and figured she was up to no good, so I followed her. When I saw her meet up with Shyvock, I knew we were going to be in trouble unless we had someone else who could help us. So I went after Dorp.”

      “But how did you convince him?”

      “I pointed out that when he created that image of me naked and enslaved with a bunch of mewling brats, it sent me off the deep end.”

      She was talking about the illusion that Dorp had conjured on the deck of the Revenge – the moment he had given form to Alaria’s greatest fear.

      “I knew that he was only trying to help you, but I pointed out that you and I might’ve been able to reconcile a lot earlier had that not happened. And because my rejection of you sent YOU off the deep end, he had a hand in everything that happened afterwards. It wasn’t his fault, but he did bear some responsibility. And because of that, he owed me one.”

      I wasn’t sure how much she believed what she was saying, and how much was actually being said for Dorp’s benefit. Probably a bit of both.

      It bothered me a little that she’d manipulated Dorp to get what she wanted… sort of like I had so many times. But the fact of the matter was that we’d needed Dorp’s help immensely, and Alaria had secured it. I couldn’t fault her for that. If she hadn’t done it, I would have been on Death Number One out of 300 right about now.

      “Are we even?” Dorp asked.

      “More than even,” Alaria assured him. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said in a grudging voice.

      I teared up again. Alaria couldn’t help but notice – and rib me about it.

      “What now?” she teased.

      I looked at her poor, battered, melted body. “Aren’t you in pain?”

      “No… no, I can’t feel anything anymore.” Then she smiled impishly. “Which is going to suck during sex.”

      I laughed through my tears in spite of myself. “We’ll just have to get creative.”

      She laughed along with me for a second, then grew serious. “Were you able to get the money out?”

      I shook my head, but when I smiled this time, I was completely happy.

      Her expression clouded over. “Oh, Ian… I’m sorry…”

      “I’m not. I got back the only thing that matters to me.”

      She smiled like she was on the verge of tears.

      I grinned at her and caressed her cheek. “Don’t worry – now that it’s all over, we’re going to get you back to the lab and – ”

      “AAAAAARHHG!” a rumbling voice screamed just a few feet away.

      I looked up in horror to see a living nightmare crawling up over the edge of the volcano, directly behind Alaria’s head.

      Shyvock.

      Every square inch of his leather armor was on fire, and his helmet was half caved-in. Whatever body still existed beneath it, surely it had been charred and blistered beyond recognition – but he had crawled up the side of the volcano through sheer willpower and hatred.

      The three remaining fingers of his left hand clutched the ledge like claws. In his other hand, he clasped his giant Bowie knife, its steel blade red from the heat of the lava.

      “WARLOCK!” he screamed with whatever ruined vocal cords he still had left.

      Alaria looked up from where she lay on the ground and screamed in terror.

      This was it: it was him or me.

      He had a sliver of hit points still left. I had a far higher percentage of my Health, but his attack would be more powerful than any I could summon.

      Whoever struck first would win.

      I raised my arms to cast Soul Suck. There was still a good six feet between us; I would hit him before he could crawl up on the path and stab me.

      Then I realized he wasn’t planning on stabbing me with the knife.

      He was planning on throwing it.

      His arm reared back, ready to release it –

      Alaria’s rockets popped out of her back – or at least one did. The other had been melted into her skin.

      And then she ignited them.

      She shot across the black rock like a missile and hit Shyvock’s body dead center in the chest.

      The blow knocked Shyvock off balance just as he threw the knife. It spun off course as it whipped past, mere inches from my head.

      Then both Alaria and Shyvock went hurtling off the ledge and plummeted down once more towards the lava.

      “NOOOO!” I screamed as I scrambled to the edge.

      I watched in horror as they clattered off the outstretched arm of the golem. The rest of its body had disappeared beneath the lava, but the arm still reached out like a hand from the grave.

      Shyvock roared one last time as he caromed off the robot’s hand and then plunged headfirst into the fiery liquid.

      The golden numerals ‘70,000 XP’ appeared midair, but I barely noticed.

      Alaria had landed waist-first in the lava and was submerged up to her collarbones.

      In seconds she would be gone.

      There was no time to save her. Even though I could theoretically attach Grung’s head to another war golem, it would take me 20 seconds to scale the nearest robot, plug Grung in, and have him jump back into the cauldron. By then she would be dead.

      So I watched in hopeless panic as she sank slowly beneath the surface.

      Soraiya’s voice shouted beside me, “Pull out the arrows!”

      I looked over at her, stunned and uncomprehending.

      She was kneeling beside me, Shyvock’s arrows still embedded in her body.

      “I can’t fly like this! Pull out the arrows and I’ll save her!”

      I had a flicker of a thought like, If I do that, she’ll just fly away – but at this point I didn’t care. I was beyond caring about anything except a chance to save Alaria, no matter how slim.

      I grabbed the arrows in her chest and yanked with all my might.

      Soraiya screamed, then dove over the side of the volcano.

      I peered over the edge in terror, watching her hurtle towards the fiery surface.

      At the very last second she pulled up.

      Beneath her, a metal body rolled over in the lava and disappeared beneath the surface.

      The bitch HAD betrayed me.

      With a fury and hatred greater than I had ever known, I prepared a spell to strike her from the sky –

      Then I saw it: a glimmer of silver in Soraiya’s hands as she wheeled through the air and staggered back down onto the rim of the volcano.

      She dropped to her knees, and Alaria’s head rolled out of her hands and onto the rock.

      The bottom of her neck looked like taffy that had been pulled and snapped off in a point. Apparently her neck had been melting when Soraiya grabbed her out of the lava.

      I ran over babbling at Alaria, “Are you all right?! Are you all okay?!

      Again, she got me.

      “I’d say I’m a hell of a long way from ‘okay’ – but I’m still alive.”

      I burst into both tears and laughter, then looked up at Soraiya. The hatred I’d felt for her just seconds before had become overwhelming gratitude.

      “Thank you,” I choked out.

      “That’s twice I’ve saved you two,” Soraiya growled. “Just remember that when it’s time to settle up.”

      Then she collapsed onto her back, exhausted.

      I put my hand on Alaria’s cheek. It was hot to the touch, but I didn’t care. I wanted to touch her, to make sure that she was real.

      “It’s going to be okay,” I whispered to her. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”

      “It better be,” Alaria said, and couldn’t suppress a grin. “Or I went through a hell of a lot for nothing.”

      I laughed, then leaned over and kissed her.
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      The next morning was busy as we made preparations to leave.

      I’d re-summoned Stig shortly after Shyvock’s final plunge into the volcano, just so he didn’t have to spend the night in Limbo. When the sun came up the next morning and he had enough light, Stig scouted out the remaining war golems and found the one with the least damage. Then I detached the destroyed head and replaced it with Grung’s.

      “AH,” the robot sighed contentedly as he flexed his fingers.

      “Don’t get too comfortable,” I said. “We still need to get you back into your old body.”

      “I JUST ENJOY HAVING A BODY AGAIN.”

      “Sure, rub it in,” Alaria joked from where her head leaned against a rock.

      “OH, I AM SORRY – I DID NOT MEAN TO BE INSENSITIVE – ”

      “It was a joke, Grung.”

      “And the situation’s only lasting until we can get you back to Orlo’s lair and switch you into your old body again,” I said.

      “I know,” she said. “So I have to enjoy messing with you guys while I still have the chance.”

      I was worried that Alaria was a bit too chipper about her situation, maybe a little too jocular. Just a couple of days ago, she’d freaked out that she was inside a fully functional metal body. Now she was cracking jokes about being reduced to a one-eyed head? It didn’t make sense. She should have been having a nervous breakdown.

      I figured one of two things was happening: she was either doing everything she could to keep the panic at bay with every psychological defense she could muster… or she no longer had anything to lose, and so she had accepted the situation. Que sera, sera.

      I was just hoping that we would still be able to transfer her back into her old body without Orlo’s help – and without something disastrous happening.

      Actually, that was my greatest fear, but I pushed the thought out of my mind as much as I could… so I suppose I was the one using psychological defenses to stay sane.

      After we had finished patching up Grung, I said my goodbyes to Dorp.

      “Thank you again for everything.”

      “I told you,” he said coldly, “I didn’t do it for you. I did it for Alaria.”

      I ignored his hostility. I had hurt him a lot, and God knows he’d helped save us last night, so I let it all go. Instead, I offered another olive branch.

      “We’re headed back towards the Plains of Mor-El and then Verlandia. You could travel with us if you want.”

      “No.”

      Awkward pause.

      “All right… well, if there’s anything I can do for you – ”

      “You can’t.”

      “…okay.”

      He looked at me hesitantly, as though he didn’t believe I was going to let him walk away – that I was going to attack him or abuse him – but when I didn’t, he turned to Alaria and said, “Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye, Dorp. And thank you.”

      He nodded, then turned around and walked away across the fields of black rock.

      ‘500 XP’ flashed in the air, and a window appeared:

      

      You have achieved peace of mind!

      

      The game was right.

      My quest to apologize to Dorp was over… and the reward was one of the best I’d ever received.

      Finally there was Soraiya.

      Somewhat unexpectedly, there had been no change in her status since Orlo died. The old collar still remained, and she couldn’t get it off by herself.

      If nothing else, I had learned a bit more about how Warlock shit worked.

      “I need you to free me from this collar,” she insisted.

      “Once we get Alaria back to the lab and into her old body.”

      “I told you I would help you!”

      “And I appreciate that. But if I give you what you want, there’s no guarantee you won’t just fly off and leave us.”

      “I could fly off and leave you anyway, even with the collar still on me!”

      “And yet you haven’t. Why is that?” I asked sarcastically. “Maybe because you WANT something?”

      “If you don’t free me and I die before we reach Orlo’s lair, I get sent back to Limbo to await enslavement by another master!”

      “I guess you better hope you don’t die, then.”

      “I saved your life – AND hers!” Soraiya snarled as she pointed at Alaria. “You owe me!”

      “And I’m fully willing to repay that,” I snapped, “but you’ll have to wait.”

      “You can trust me!”

      “You’ve betrayed me at least twice, Soraiya. So no, I can’t trust you.”

      “Ian,” Alaria said.

      I looked over at her propped up against a rock. “What?”

      “If she agrees to swear by the Seven Hells, free her.”

      I looked over grumpily at Soraiya. “Well? Are you willing to do it this time?”

      Soraiya looked cross, but she nodded. “Yes.”

      “Swear that you’ll do everything in your power to help me get back into my old body,” Alaria said.

      “I will,” Soraiya said, rolling her eyes.

      “And swear that you won’t try to double-cross us or harm us in any way, shape, or form,” I added.

      “Fine!”

      “And Soraiya?” Alaria said.

      “What?”

      “If you somehow use a loophole to wriggle out of the contract, I swear to Goddess I will find some way to come back and haunt your skanky ass for all eternity.”

      “And I’ll hunt you down to the ends of the earth,” I warned. “Shyvock won’t have shit on me.”

      “By Karvos’ greasy cock,” Soraiya shouted, “FINE! I swear by the Seven Hells that I will accompany you back to Orlo’s laboratory where I will do everything within my power to make sure that Alaria’s soul is returned to her body, and I will not double-cross or harm you in my attempts to do so in any way, shape, or form. Satisfied?”

      I looked at Alaria.

      “…alright,” Alaria acquiesced.

      I hit Soraiya with Soul Suck, drained her to within 3% of her overall hit points, and then used a knife to cut the collar from her neck. As it fell to the ground, the plum-colored succubus closed her eyes and breathed a heavy sigh of relief.

      I checked my game menu. Just as I had suspected – her face appeared as an icon on my action bar, just like every other demon I had freed on the Revenge. Soraiya was now bound to me eternally, and I could resurrect her if she died.

      I didn’t tell her that, though. She didn’t need to know everything.
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      We set off later that morning for Orlo’s lair. Stig rode atop Grung’s shoulder again. Soraiya did barrel rolls in the air, enjoying her ability to fly for the first time as a free demoness. And I rode my horse, Balrog, with Alaria’s head fastened to the saddle in front of me.

      “You know,” she joked from between my legs, “if you position me juuuust right, this could be a very pleasant trip.”

      “Ha ha,” I said, not laughing but still somewhat amused.

      “Fine. I just thought I would offer you a little head.”

      “That was a terrible joke!” I groaned and laughed at the same time.

      “I know. It was something you would say,” she teased.

      “You’re in a really good mood.”

      “Of course I am. I’m going to get my body back.”

      I smiled at her and silenced all the fears in my head. “We’re going to have to celebrate for 48 hours straight.”

      “Did you finally get over your aversion to sex after all those hot elves used you?”

      “Don’t remind me,” I grumbled.

      “You know, maybe we should explore the sexual possibilities of my current situation before I go back to normal.”

      “Uh – NO. I can wait a few hours.”

      “But Ian, what about MY needs?” she said in mock indignation.

      “You can wait a few hours, too.”

      “I realize not everyone wants to get oral sex from a one-eyed, disembodied robot head, so while we do it, you can think about Daidonia humping your – ”

      “STOP!” I yelled. “Or I’m putting you in the bag!”

      “Spoilsport…”

      Finding our way back was easy: we just traveled the war golems’ path in reverse, across the basalt crater, through the gorge, and back up to the grassy plains.

      We made good time. Grung’s strides were enormous, and I kept Balrog at a steady trot the entire way.

      We continued on to Mor-El, where thousands of vultures were picking at the dead orcs, and loathsome goblin lepers were looting their swords and armor. We gave the entire scene a wide berth.

      When we reached the escarpment, Grung climbed the steep walls on his own, and Soraiya flew me and Alaria to the top of the mesa. Then we continued our journey.

      We passed down through the valley and into the jungle, careful to avoid any sign of quicksand. After we reached the deserted temple, we began our climb back up to the plains.

      The sun had just begun to set when we came within sight of Orlo’s lair and the giant hangar where Alaria and I had found Grung hiding in the shadows.

      “HOME,” Grung sighed contentedly.

      “You mean ‘prison,’” Soraiya sneered. “I can’t wait to get this over with and get the hell out of here.”

      “Hold your horses,” I said.

      She looked at me like I was insane. “You’re the only one with a horse around here.”

      “It’s an expression. It means to be patient.”

      “What kind of expression is that?!”

      “He’s full of them,” Stig informed her.

      “HE IS,” Grung agreed.

      “Leave me alone,” I muttered.

      We walked through the giant open doors and entered the hangar.

      As soon as we did, fireballs appeared in the shadowy corner of the room.

      “Hold, trespassers!” a gravelly voice shouted.

      “Stop, you fool!” Soraiya yelled.

      “…Soraiya?” the voice asked in confusion.

      “AND GRUNG.”

      The fireballs dissipated, and a demon with an orange, blocky face emerged from the darkness.

      “Grung,” the demon grunted. “You killed me in war golem form back at the Plains of Mor-El, you know that?”

      “SORRY. IT WAS NOTHING PERSONAL.”

      “Where is Master Orlo?”

      “Dead,” Soraiya informed him.

      The orange demon stared at her open-mouthed for a second. Then he gasped happily, “Really?!”

      “Yes, really.”

      The demon looked distrustfully at me. “Who is this?”

      “The Emancipator of Abaddon,” Soraiya said, “come to free us all.”

      She turned towards me and gave me a simpering smile. “I assume that’s what you’ll do – correct?”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. Although she was right that I would free the demons, I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was going to try to turn it to her advantage.

      But rather than get into all that, I simply said, “Yes.”

      The orange demon erupted in a cheer. “Wait until the others hear this!”

      Then he dashed out of the hangar and into one of the tunnels leading deeper into the lair.

      “Are we going to get inundated with dozens of demons wanting to be freed?” I asked.

      “Most probably, yes,” Soraiya said.

      “We need to transfer Alaria back into her body first,” I said.

      “Do you really want the distraction of a bunch of demons asking, ‘Now? Now? Can you do it now?’” Soraiya asked.

      “Mrm,” I grumbled. Orlo had said that the demons’ flesh-and-blood bodies didn’t die when their souls were transported into the war golems – and the orange guy was the proof of that. There really was no rush to get back to the lab right away.

      I sighed and looked down at Alaria. “You mind waiting an hour before we begin the transfer process?”

      She smiled up at me. “Not at all.”

      “I do,” Soraiya groused.

      “Too bad,” I snapped.

      In the end, over two dozen demons showed up begging to be freed. I went through them one by one, lowering their hit points via Soul Suck and then cutting off their collars. My action bar soon became crowded with their icons, which I had to move to an entirely new submenu.

      When it was all over, I asked if any of them wanted to join us on our adventures.

      Not a single one was interested.

      “We served that little gnome bastard for years,” one demon growled. “I’m not looking to serve another one.”

      “You don’t have to serve me,” I clarified. “You would just be joining us, like you would any band of adventurers.”

      “No thanks,” another demon said. “You seem all right for a warlock… but you’re still a warlock.”

      I sighed. “Well, at least do me one favor. We need Grung’s body – can somebody bring it to me?”

      They agreed and dispatched a search party into the tunnels. Within ten minutes they came back with a short, squat, purple demon with no neck and a bullet-shaped head. His white eyes were frozen in a thousand-yard stare, and he had to be led around by the others.

      “That’s you, Grung?” I asked.

      “YES… HOW STRANGE TO SEE MYSELF LIKE THIS…” the robot mused.

      I looked around at the other demons. “You all reverted to your real bodies as soon as your golem bodies died?”

      Yes, they all murmured in agreement.

      “You just blacked out and woke up back here?”

      Yes, yes.

      I looked up at Grung. “Well… it’s your call. We can either take your head into the laboratory and see what we can do, or you can just do what everyone else did.”

      “YOU MEAN DIE?”

      There really was no delicate way to put it.

      “Yes.”

      He considered for a moment… then nodded. “LET’S TRY IT.”

      I hit his war golem body with Doomsday and Soul Suck repeatedly. It took five minutes of continuous attacks, but I finally brought him down to 1%.

      “Last chance to back out,” I said. “You ready?”

      “YES.”

      I hit him with one last blue bolt of lightning –

      And then suddenly I heard Grung’s voice behind me, except not digitized anymore.

      “Oh my… it worked!”

      I turned around and saw the small purple demon looking at me. Then he smiled. “Thank you, Ian.”

      “You’re very welcome. You want me to free you, too?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind.”

      “Of course not.”

      I repeated the procedure of attacking him, but as soon as he reached 3%, I stopped and cut off his collar.

      “Ahhhh,” he sighed as the metal chain fell from his neck to the floor with a clank. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Do you want to join us on our travels, or do you want to hang out here with the other demons?”

      “Thank you, but I never really wanted a life of adventuring. I was happy here, stealing glimpses at Orlo’s books. Now I can read them at my leisure. If it’s all right with you, I would prefer to stay, although I will help you in the laboratory with Alaria.”

      “I understand,” I said. “Thanks for all the help you gave us along the way.”

      “It was my pleasure.”

      “All right, if you’re done verbally fellating each other now,” Soraiya snapped, “can we PLEASE go to the lab and get this over with?”

      Grung looked over at Soraiya distastefully, then looked back at me and whispered, “I’ll be especially glad when she leaves, too.”
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      We walked deeper into the tunnels – and by ‘we’ I mean myself, Soraiya, Stig, and Grung. I carried Alaria’s head in my arms.

      When we finally reached the laboratory, my heart sped up in fear. There was the chrysalis from which robot Alaria had emerged two days before. And there on the table was her flesh-and-blood body.

      I walked quickly over to it and looked down. The eyes were still unfocused, but her color was good, and her chest moved up and down regularly as she breathed.

      I put the palm of my hand above her left breast. Her skin was warm to the touch, and I could feel her heartbeat.

      “Pervert,” Alaria joked.

      “What?! I was just – ”

      “Copping a feel?”

      “Let’s get you back in your body so I can do more than that.” I turned to Soraiya. “You’re sure you know how to do this?”

      “It should be a fairly simple process, although I can’t guarantee anything.”

      Both Alaria and I stared at her.

      “What?” Soraiya said defensively. “I can’t guarantee anything!”

      “Then what the hell was all of that earlier about ‘I can transfer her soul back into her body, I know I can do it’?” I raged.

      “I saw Orlo do the exact same experiment at least two dozen times, so I know the sequence to reverse it.”

      “You just can’t guarantee anything,” Alaria said sarcastically.

      “No, I can’t.” She smiled sassily. “I’m not a gnome mechanical genius who can fix things if they go wrong.”

      “No, but you’re a bitch,” Alaria muttered under her breath, saying what I was thinking.

      “I heard that,” Soraiya snapped.

      “What are we supposed to do?” I asked.

      “Place her head in the crystal chamber while I check the body on the slab.”

      I winced. “Could we not use the word ‘slab’?”

      It sounded too much like something you might hear in a morgue.

      “Fine,” Soraiya snapped. “The table, the surface, whatever the hell you want to call it – just put her head in the crystal chamber.”

      I walked over and put Alaria on the headrest within the chrysalis. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” she said cheekily.

      I walked over to the crimson body laid out on the table. Soraiya had placed more electrodes on her forehead, then walked off to attend to some machinery.

      God, she was beautiful.

      And I was scared I might never see her smile at me again.

      As I stood staring down at Alaria’s real body, superstition and Disney movies got the better of me, and I leaned over and kissed her gently on the lips.

      After having pressed against metal for so long, her soft flesh felt slightly odd. But the taste of cinnamon on her lips and the scent of vanilla in her hair was exquisite.

      When I backed away, though, there was no change in her expression – just a blank stare up at the ceiling.

      “I SAW that,” Alaria said behind me.

      I jumped guiltily. When I turned around, I realized that she could see through the gap in the hinged gullwing door of the chrysalis.

      “I never knew you had a necrophilia fetish,” she said, amused.

      “EW!” I winced. “Don’t even JOKE about that!”

      “Then what are you doing kissing my completely incapacitated, virtually dead body?”

      I wore a sheepish expression as I walked back over to the chrysalis. “I was trying the Sleeping Beauty remedy.”

      “The what?”

      Soraiya had already attached all the necessary cables to Alaria’s metal head. She looked like something out of a sci-fi novel rather than this fantasy land of dragons and sorcery.

      “Sleeping Beauty… it’s a story back from where I come from. The sleeping maiden awakens with a kiss from the prince.”

      “Better find me a prince, then,” she teased.

      “Ha ha,” I grumbled without laughing.

      She smiled, and then her face become serious. “Ian – if something should go wrong – ”

      “Don’t say that,” I interrupted her. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

      “Yes, yes,” she said impatiently. “But if it doesn’t – if I die, then I want you to know that – ”

      I put a finger to her metal lips. “Shhhh. Don’t say that.”

      She squinted at me in irritation. “That is REALLY annoying.”

      “What?”

      “Putting your finger to my mouth like that.”

      I withdrew it quickly. “Why?”

      “Because short of biting your finger off, I can’t stop you from doing it.”

      I laughed in spite of myself, and she joined in.

      “Maybe I should rethink this whole thing about transferring you back into your body,” I joked. “I mean, all I really wanted to do in life was to get a head.”

      She groaned. “Oh Goddess, that was horrible.”

      I laughed. “I know.”

      “You should be the one having this done to you for telling that joke.”

      “If I could take your place,” I said quietly, “I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

      She looked up at me sadly. “…I know.”

      I stood there looking at her, and neither of us said anything for a few seconds.

      Finally, she blurted out, “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” I whispered. “It’s going to be fine. You’ll wake up in your body, and we’ll laugh about all this.”

      She winced, and her lower lip started to tremble. “Ian, I’m scared. I’m so scared…”

      Finally, the truth.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I was terrified, too.

      Instead, I put both of my hands on her cheeks and leaned in close. “It’s going to be fine. I promise.”

      She closed her eyes like she was in pain… forced herself to smile bravely… and then opened her eyes again. “Okay.”

      I leaned in and kissed her. “I’m looking forward to doing that to the other you in about 30 seconds.”

      “Oh, we’ll be doing a whole lot more than kissing, that’s for sure.”

      “Are you two done?” Soraiya groaned.

      Alaria scowled. “Actually, I’ve changed my mind: the first thing I’m going to do is kick her ass.”

      I grinned. “Be nice.”

      “Yes, be nice to the person putting you back in your body,” Soraiya called out as she made her way to the control panel.

      I gave Alaria one last kiss on her metal lips, then backed away until I stood next to Stig, Grung, and Soraiya.

      “Are you ready?” Soraiya called out.

      Alaria hesitated… then answered, “Yes.”

      Our eyes met, and she smiled at me, trying to keep up a brave face.

      I winked at her and mouthed, I love you.

      She mouthed back I know, and grinned.

      We both did.

      Then Soraiya flipped the switch.

      Electricity arced overhead from one generator to the next, and a humming sound filled the air.

      Alaria winced – and then looked like she was in pain.

      The humming became a grinding roar.

      I frowned. “Is it supposed to sound like that?!”

      When Soraiya didn’t answer, I looked back at her.

      Her plum-colored face looked a few shades paler than normal.

      “…yes,” she said, though she didn’t exactly sound confident. “Yes, everything is normal.”

      Suddenly the grinding became a metallic shriek.

      “Ian!” Alaria called out in panic. “Ian, it doesn’t feel like last time!”

      “It’s reversing the process!” Soraiya yelled, though I could hear the fear in her voice. “Of course it doesn’t feel like last time!”

      Stig looked at me in alarm.

      I glanced at him with a sick expression, then turned back to Alaria.

      “Ian – IAN!” she screamed. “IAN, IT HURTS!”

      “Boss, get her out!” Stig yelled frantically.

      “Shut it DOWN!” I shouted at Soraiya as I ran for the chrysalis.

      “I can’t!” Soraiya shrieked, her face panicked. “I – I don’t know how!”

      Suddenly, a blast of white energy erupted from the chrysalis and knocked me onto my ass.

      When I struggled to my feet again, what I saw nearly drove me insane.

      Alaria’s flesh and blood body was fine, though completely still – but the robot head’s remaining eye had exploded. Black smoke poured out of her eyes and mouth, which was frozen in a silent scream of agony.

      Terror a thousand times worse than anything I had ever experienced crashed down on me.

      “ALARIA!” I screamed as I stumbled over to the chrysalis –

      And then the worst thing of all happened and stopped me dead in my tracks.

      A computer window took up my entire field of vision, its words more painful than a knife to the heart.

      YOUR SUCCUBUS ALARIA HAS PERMANENTLY DIED.

      DO YOU WISH TO SUMMON ANOTHER?
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