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As I sat there in the headquarters of Westek Inc., I prayed to the videogame gods for a break.

I had made it to the final round of interviews for a Quality Control position, and I desperately needed this. I had been laid off from my previous job three months ago, my bank account was getting perilously low, and I was a month late on rent.

Please, I begged. Just this once, please let things go my way.

Three mid-level managers were sitting across the table from me, looking at my résumé. A guy in glasses, a bro-tastic dude from Sales, and a woman from HR.

I, of course, was putting on the best dog and pony show I possibly could. “I’ve been playing OtherWorld for years, even before you guys went to virtual reality. It’s my favorite MMORPG ever.”

Sales Guy loved what I was saying. “Ian, yo – have you tried the full immersion unit yet, my man?”

Crap. I prayed my borderline poverty wasn’t going to sink my chances. “I, uh… I want to, but I could only afford the basic system. I’m saving up, though.”

“The basic is good, but you gotta try the full immersion. It is sick, dawg. Get this – you have a beer in the game? You get buzzed. You have five beers? You get drunk. I shit you not.”

I wanted to ask him, What’s the point of being in the most visually gorgeous video game ever created – one where you feel like you’re really THERE, battling dragons, casting spells, raiding dungeons – if all you want to do is get wasted?

Nothing against getting wasted. I was doing it a lot lately to cope with my current life situation, or lack thereof. But I could do that with an $8 six-pack in real life. Why the hell would I do it in a video game?

Still, I might need Bro-Man’s support, so I smiled weakly and nodded. “That sounds… awesome.” Then I turned to the others. “As I was saying, I’m super conscientious, I’m always on time to work, and I’m always available for overtime.”

Especially since my girlfriend of three years had broken up with me.

A sharp pang pierced my heart. It had been five months ago, but it still hurt like it had happened… maybe not yesterday, but definitely last week.

“Mr. Hertzfelder,” the woman said to me, “I see you participated once in a medical research program.”

You mean that one time I was a professional guinea pig for Big Pharma? You mean that thing I almost left off my résumé, but kept it in because I didn’t want my work history to look so thin?

“Oh – yeah, I needed some extra money one summer in college, so I was in this experimental drug program.” I laughed nervously. “Prescription drugs, not drug drugs. Bad drugs, I mean. I don’t do drugs. Just say ‘no.’ Haha… ha.”

Stop babbling, you fool!

“What exactly did they do in this program?”

“Um, well… we had to stay in a hospital for three weeks to isolate us, and they gave us this prescription drug to make sure it didn’t make us sick… and then they biopsied us at the end to make sure it didn’t give us cancer or anything.”

“Did they take blood regularly?”

“Yeah, twice a day.”

“Where did they biopsy you? From what part of your body?”

Jeez, why was this lady so interested in my drug trial job? Did she have some kind of medical fetish or something?

“The backs of my arms.”

“So you’re not adverse to medical experimentation as part of a job?”

“Uh… I guess not?”

Glasses Guy spoke up. “The reason we’re asking, Mr. Hertzfelder, is because we’re working on a prototype for a long-term immersion system – the kind where you could conceivably stay in the game for weeks at a time, maybe even months, and not suffer any ill effects. That’s the QC position we’re hiring for, and your background in medical research really stands out from the other applicants.”

I didn’t quite know what to say.

I hadn’t enjoyed being a guinea pig, but, hey – I was desperate at the time.

I was desperate now, too.

And frankly, a long-term immersion unit sounded kind of awesome.

“Are you… going to have to biopsy me again?” I asked hesitantly.

All three of them laughed at once.

“No, no biopsies. Just some standard IVs to keep you fed and hydrated, that’s it.”

“Oh,” I said, relieved. That didn’t sound so bad. “It’s safe, right?”

“Perfectly safe,” Glasses said.

“Absolutely safe,” the woman agreed.

“Totally safe!” Bro-Dude exclaimed. “But the best thing is, we’re paying $50 an hour plus overtime. So, say they want to hook you up to the system and have you pull a 24-hour shift. After eight hours, that’s time-and-a-half, dude, so we’re talking $75 an hour. After twelve hours, it’s double-time – so you’re making a Benjamin an hour for getting drunk in a game, dawg! It don’t get any better than that!”

I have to admit, the sales guy was good at his job. He was selling me on exactly what I wanted to hear.

“Great,” I said, and added jokingly, “So when do I start?”

“How about now?” the woman replied.

I stared at her in shock. “…seriously?”

“We need someone as of yesterday.”

That’s good, because I needed a job as of three months ago.

Even if I did have to get biopsied.
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After signing about two million non-disclosure agreements, liability waivers, and tax forms, I accompanied the Glasses Guy up to the fifth floor. Sales Bro and HR lady congratulated me and went back to their own departments.

“Rip it up, dawg!” was the last thing Bro-Man told me before he disappeared.

As I got in the elevator, I asked, “So what is it exactly that I’ll be doing?”

“We’ll be putting you into the unit for progressively longer periods of time,” John said. That was Glasses Guy’s name: John Perkins, my new supervisor in the Experimental Quality Control division.

“Right, but am I looking for programming bugs? Quests that can’t be completed, items that can’t be looted, graphics that suddenly disappear?”

“Actually, the system is pretty stable and mature. We’re testing a few new forms of AI that will help NPCs learn and interact better with players, so we’ll want your reports on how those interactions go. But the main thing is we just want you to play the game like a regular consumer. It’s just that your body will be in a form of suspended animation, that’s all.”

Maybe Bro Sales Guy wasn’t that far off when he said I would be making a Benjamin an hour for getting drunk in a virtual world.

“Cool,” I said as we got out of the elevator and walked down a non-descript hallway. “I could even use some of my regular characters, if you like. I have a Level 87 Dwarven Warrior – ”

“You’ll be playing a Warlock,” John interrupted.

“Oh. I, uh, I’ve never played a Warlock before.”

“Even better. You’ll be starting off at Level 1 and progressing like a normal consumer through the beginning stages of the game.”

For the uninitiated, Warlocks were characters that used spells to bind demons and force them to attack enemies. That was all I knew about them, except that you always saw them running through the game with some ugly-ass monster following them around like a pet dog.

“You sure you don’t want me to play something I’m more familiar with?”

“It has to be a Warlock. We decided to implement the AI in the least-played classes first to work out the bugs before we started putting them into the more heavily-played classes like Warriors and Mages, so the Warlock class is what you’ll be testing. Some bugs need to be worked out with the demons you’ll be summoning. Not only that, but there have been some issues shifting back and forth between worlds.”

That made my ears perk up. “Worlds?”

“Some of the new quests involve you going into different dimensions that you can access as a Warlock.”

Okay, that sounded kind of cool.

“Okay – I guess I’m a Warlock, then.”

John scanned his hand on a sensor embedded within the wall, then opened the door next to it. “Great. Here’s the unit.”

Whoa.

It was like a science fiction movie and hospital room had a baby, and then the baby threw up a bunch of wires all over itself.

There was a hospital bed with a big mechanical donut-looking thing circling the top of the bed, sort of like an MRI machine. Dozens of cables and wires snaked everywhere across the floor, connected to a bank of computers and EKG machines lining the side of the room. There was also an IV stand and a bag of saline hanging on a stand next to the bed.

A woman in a white uniform stood over in the corner, writing some things down on a clipboard.

“Hey Vivian, this is Ian Hertzfelder,” John introduced me. “He’s our new QC tech. Ian, this is Vivian, our on-site nurse. She’ll be monitoring your health while you’re in the game.”

“Nice to meet you,” Vivian smiled as she shook my hand.

“So – shall we?” John said, and gestured to the bed.

“Just like that?” I asked nervously.

“Just like that.”

“Okay…” I murmured, then stepped gingerly through the cables on the floor and pulled myself up onto the gurney. Vivian came over next to me, swabbed my arm with alcohol, and proceeded to stick an IV in me for the saline drip. I winced and tried to concentrate on what John was telling me.

“So, what’s going to happen is we’re going to skip the normal onboarding sequence. We’ve already set up your character – a human Warlock, Level 1. The system will take your appearance and use that in the game. Otherwise, just follow the prompts like you’re playing the game normally.”

Vivian started sticking electrodes to my chest and forehead, then clipping wires to the patches.

“Cool – do I get to choose my name?” I asked.

“It’ll be Ian.”

“Really?” I asked, disappointed. “I mean, that’s a little… bland, isn’t it?”

“It helps to keep the reports simple,” John said. “‘Ian’ is a lot easier than ‘Vargosterok.’ That way we don’t have to try to remember who’s who – we know Ian did this, Janet did that, Sandeep did something else. All the QCers use their own first names.”

“Oh… okay…”

“Just remember, the game won’t throw anything at you that you can’t handle – at least, nothing you can’t handle with a little ingenuity. When in doubt, remember that there are no coincidences inside the game. You ready?”

Not really, no.

“Sure,” I said, and forced myself to fake a grin as I gave him a thumbs-up.

“Alright,” John said, and typed on a keyboard hooked up to the bank of computers.

The mechanical disc around my head began to whir and hum.

“Initiation sequence in three… two…”




3


One.

I opened my eyes to find myself standing in a beautiful meadow on the edge of a forest of oak trees. The grass all around me was tall and green, and delicate yellow flowers swayed gently in the breeze. Sunlight warmed my face, and I could hear the chirping of birds off in the woods.

OtherWorld never ceased to amaze me. The game actually beamed sensations directly into your brain so that you saw, heard, smelled, felt, and tasted the video game world exactly as though it were the real world. There were some things you could vary – for instance, you could turn your pain settings down to zero – but otherwise, it felt as though you were really there, in a world where magic and monsters actually existed.

I might have skipped the character selection phase, but I did my own version of onboarding to familiarize myself with my new character. I opened my Stats window.

Health 154

Mana 200

Intellect 20

Stamina 11

Armor 8

‘Health’ was the amount of damage I could take, and would regenerate slowly over time.

‘Mana’ was basically magical power, or my ability to cast spells. It was the base stat for Warlocks and Mages – basically anything magic-related. Which kind of sucked for me, because I was used to playing classes where the main stats were Strength and Focus. So this would be a learning experience to see how Mana worked. It would be depleted with the more spells I cast, but just like Health would regenerate over time.

‘Intellect’ was one of the basic core stats, and increased the amount of Mana I had to cast spells.

‘Stamina’ was basically how much punishment I could take during a fight.

And ‘Armor’ was how much protection my current outfit provided against attack.

I checked out the clothes listed in the Stats window, and my heart sunk in despair. I was used to being a Warrior – meaning I had a shit-ton of armor and was really resistant to damage from enemies.

Compared with that, what I was wearing now was little better than a diaper.

Shirt: +1

Vest: +2

Pants: +2

Belt: +1

Boots: +2

All of it cloth. From my previous experience in the game, I was pretty damn sure that I could never wear a better class of armor than cloth – no plate armor, no chainmail, not even leather.

So 8 points of armor overall.

A stray pine cone falling off a tree would kill me.

Well, no, not really… but that’s sort of what it felt like.

And no weapon. As a Warrior, you at least started out with a crappy sword. Here, I felt naked. What was I supposed to defend myself with?

I looked at the action bar in the lower half of my vision – basically a strip of icons across my lower frame of vision.

There was only one icon so far: something called Darkbolt.

I hovered my finger over the ghostly image, and a small window appeared:

Darkbolt

2.5 seconds cast time

Stationary

15 hit points Dark Magic

25 Mana to cast

Range: 50 feet

Translated into English, that meant my only weapon was a magical attack that took me two and a half seconds to use, and I had to be standing still to do it. I could inflict 15 hit points on an enemy – but again, I could do it only once every 2.5 seconds.

I was used to my Level 87 Warrior inflicting 2000 damage with one swipe of my sword.

Plus, the spell cost me 25 Mana – which meant that I could get in roughly eight shots before I was depleted of magic. Possibly nine shots, since I would be regenerating Mana as I went.

Great. 

I was really loving being a Level 1 Warlock so far. (That was sarcasm.)

The good news was, I only needed 400 experience points to get to the next Level, at which point I would get a new ability and upgraded stats like higher intelligence.

I really wanted to try my magical attack out, but there was nothing around to pit myself against, so I decided to wait until a wolf or something came along before I took Darkbolt for a test drive.

The good news (other than I was getting paid to be a magical 98-pound weakling) was that at the lower levels, the game never threw anything at you that could one-shot kill you. As long as you didn’t go bumbling into a pack of wolves or Death Cultists, and instead just engaged each enemy one at a time, there was a low probability that I would encounter anything with more than 120 hit points (15 damage per Darkbolt x 8 attacks). At least, nothing that could inflict more than 154 damage on me within the same time period.

In other words, I would hopefully only be encountering 78-pound weaklings for a while.

I had a leather bag hanging off my belt. I checked it out – yup, standard 10-slot bag with nothing in it. Not even one copper.

I looked around me. Other than the field and trees, the only other thing of note was a rickety old house in the shadows of the forest.

My supervisor John was right: there were never any coincidences in OtherWorld. Whatever the game put in front of you, you could assume was meant to further along your progress – and that rickety old house was the only thing within eyeshot.

Might as well get this party started.

I walked across the meadow towards the house, startling a few digital field mice along the way.

The house was more of a weathered shack, really, made of logs that had been faded to grey by the sun and time (and the skills of the game’s digital artists). There was smoke coming out of a dilapidated stone chimney, so I figured someone was living inside.

As soon as I walked up the steps to the creaky porch, though, I heard the unmistakable whoooosh of something coming out of invisibility mode. It was the game’s friendly warning of ‘Prepare to get boned.’

Two creatures appeared on either side of me: one, a somewhat humanoid shape made of twisting shadows, the other a wolf-like shape made of living flame.

The shadow thing hissed, and the fire wolf snapped and crackled menacingly.

I selected them quickly to see what I was up against.

15,000 hit points each.

Might as well be ten million, given my meager powers.

But they weren’t attacking. They were merely warning me so far.

I was about to v-e-r-y slowly back away when an old woman’s voice croaked out from inside the shack, “Who is it and what do you want?”

“My name is Ian. I want to be a warlock.”

“Ah! A warlock, eh? Come inside, then!”

Like the man said – there were no coincidences in the game.

The two demons let me pass, although they menacingly followed my every move.

I opened the door, which was almost falling off its rusted hinges, and entered a dark, creepy room. An old female dwarf with white hair and dressed all in rags was sitting by a fire in a rocking chair.

I could see the ID tag above her name: Vesparia. Level 50 Dwarven Warlock.

Technically a warlock is just a male witch, but Warlock was the game’s designation for a particular class of fighter, so that’s what she was listed as instead of ‘witch.’

She stared at me with eyes filmed over with glaucoma. “Come closer, boy.”

I gulped and edged closer to the fire. I knew I was in no real danger, but when the game seemed this real, it was hard to convince your brain that you were perfectly safe.

She grinned up at me with a mouthful of rotting teeth. “So you wish to be a warlock, eh? I warn you – you are trespassing in a realm you know nothing of. Toying with powers you do not understand.”

Typical OtherWorld Non-Player Character banter.

But this NPC was seriously creepy.

“A warlock’s powers come from dark magic, boy. If you decide to follow this road, you will be summoning demons to serve you, and only you.

“There are temporary bindings, where the demon only appears for several minutes, as long as your spell persists. Then there are permanent bindings, where the demon is bound to you and will never leave your side until you dismiss it. 

“Permanent bindings come from dark magic embodied in the physical form of collars, which are powerful indeed. The collars can only be forged from the deaths of your enemies. The more souls you reap, the more powerful demons you can bind. You need to harvest 40 souls by your own hand to fashion the first collar.”

Okay, this was a little darker than I’d expected.

“However,” the old dwarf female leered, “if you truly wish to be a warlock, your first collar will be a gift from me. Do you wish to proceed?”

A computer window appeared in front of me.

Sell Your Soul For Rock ‘n Roll

The game’s customary bad puns and goofy quest titles could sort of undercut the ambiance they were going for.

Vesparia the witch has offered you initiation as a Warlock, and a gift of your first demonic restraint collar. Do you wish to accept and start down the path of darkness?

For 50 bucks an hour plus overtime? Hell yeah. Sign me up.

I mentally hit the ‘Accept’ button and the window disappeared.

The witch grinned. “Gooooood.” She reached into the mound of rags covering her frumpy body and pulled out two items.

One was a thin book bound in dried-out, scuffed-up leather. I could smell the vanilla-y scent of its weathered pages.

The other object was a collar that looked like it was for a tiny dog – black leather with metal studs.

“Open the book,” she said ominously, “and begin your destiny.”

I opened the book to the middle, wondering what horrors I would find within – 

But there was nothing inside except blank pages.

Confused, I thumbed backwards until I reached the first page – the only one with any writing on it. “Uh, there’s only one page.”

“Of course, you fool!” she barked. “You have to earn the right to see more pages! Read the first page and call forth your first servant!”

I placed the collar on the floor and started to read the incantation. I didn’t know the language, but the game took care of details like that. You didn’t have to learn complicated spell casting, either – you just thought about an action and the game took over. In this case, words in a guttural language I didn’t recognize tripped off my tongue as easily as though I had grown up speaking it from birth.

Suddenly the room began to grow even darker, and the fire began to fade away as though receding in the distance. The witch completely disappeared, swallowed by the shadows.

Lines of purple energy sparked across the wooden floorboards in front of me, and symbols began to appear as though drawn by some unseen hand. My voice sounded hollow and far away to my own ears, and I heard a dark and ominous rushing sound like a waterfall crashing down on me.

The symbols glowed brighter and burst into dark fire. I don’t know how to explain it, except that there were tongues of flame, but they were black instead of yellow. 

There was a bright burst of purple light – the roaring rose to a crescendo – 

And then suddenly I was back in the room with the witch and the fireplace. Only now there was something standing in front of me.

After all those pyrotechnics, I felt distinctly underwhelmed.

It was an imp. Basically the ‘Starter Pack’ demon. It stood about two feet tall and was very thin, almost emaciated, with willowy arms and legs that ended in slender fingers and toes. Its skin was the grey color of things that lived under rocks. It had long, limp ears and a smushed-in face without a nose, just two slits above its beak-like mouth. Its eyes had no irises or pupils, but glowed a weak yellow. It stood there, hunched over, completely naked, with nothing between its legs to indicate whether it was a boy or a girl.

It looked like Yoda’s anorexic gray cousin. Or maybe Dobby the House Elf from Harry Potter if he was buck naked and gray.

And lo and behold, it was wearing the little black dog collar around its scrawny neck.

“Hey boss!” the thing said.

It sounded like Kermit the frog with a five-pack-per-day smoking habit for the last 20 years.

I stared at it in dismay, then turned to the witch. “This is it?”

She scowled. “Of course this is it! You summoned it, didn’t you?”

“I just thought it might be a little more… impressive.”

The imp jerked back its head and frowned like I had insulted it.

“No offense,” I said to it quickly, though it seemed faintly ridiculous to be apologizing to an NPC. Especially one that was now my demonic servant.

The witch, though, was seething with rage. “You entitled little ingrate – this is your very first summoning! What, did you think you would get a Dark Walker on your first attempt? A Fell Beast? Fool! This is your servant – go into the world and learn to be a warlock, and then maybe you will be able to summon something more ‘impressive’!”

More NPC babble. It was pointless to argue.

I dropped the spell book in my bag, where it disappeared into the darkness and showed up as a selectable item in my bag inventory window.

“Well… thanks,” I said to the witch.

“Get out of here,” she spat. “And never darken my door again.”

I sighed and turned to my new servant. “Alright… let’s go do warlock stuff.”

Then I turned and left the house, and the imp followed along behind me.
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As we walked through the fields on the way to our next adventure – whatever that might be – I figured I might as well pass the time by getting to know my new demon.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Stig!” the thing croaked in its raspy, high-pitched voice.

“Nice to meet you. My name is Ian.”

“Yes, boss!” the creature answered.

He didn’t seem very bright.

“So, Stig, what can you do?”

“I can use fireballs, boss!”

That sounded impressive. Better than my Darkbolt.

“Okay, let’s see what you’ve got.”

“What do you want me to attack, boss?”

I looked around the meadow. I didn’t really want to kill anything defenseless, but I reasoned that it was a videogame. I would be killing digital people soon enough. What was some wildlife compared to that? 

Over by the nearest tree, a skunk was minding its own business. 

I figured the world could probably use a few less skunks.

“Kill that skunk over there,” I ordered.

“You got it, boss!”

Stig brought his hands together, and a small ball of fire appeared in his palms.

When I say small, I mean tiny.

About the size of a marble.

Then he shot it across the meadow with a farting sound.

Thbtpppppt.

The fireball hit the skunk – but rather than killing it, the fireball only enraged it.

The skunk suddenly glowed with a faint red outline, the game’s universal signal that it had turned from a neutral observer into an enemy. Then it screeched and charged directly at Stig.

“Uh oh, boss…”

“Keep attacking it!” I yelled.

Stig fired another flatulent fireball and hit the skunk again. The first attack had shaved off a quarter of its hit points, and the second attack took off the same – which was absolutely pathetic. The skunk had only started out at 16 hit points, which meant Stig’s fireballs were only packing a punch of four Damage each.

The skunk was twenty feet away from us when Stig decided to bolt.

“See you, boss!” he yelped, and ran in the opposite direction.

However crappy he was at throwing fireballs, Stig was a pretty fast runner, I’d give him that. More of a retreater than an attacker, I guess you could say.

“HEY – what are you doing?! Come back here!”

“Okay boss!” he yelled, and started running in a circle around me.

I scowled. “I said come back!”

“I am – I’m just taking the scenic route!” he explained as he passed behind a tree and circled back around.

“Come directly ba– screw this, never mind,” I yelled, then turned to face the skunk. “I’ll take care of it myself.”

Unfortunately, in the time I had spent messing with Stig, the skunk had decided to switch its target.

To me.

I looked back just in time to see its tail lifted high and its furry little ass pointed right at me.

Psssssst.

A cloud of horrific-smelling mist enveloped me from head to foot.

“Dammit!”

I began choking and gagging on the smell, which was somewhere between horrific B.O. and the stench of a porta potty at a music festival in August.

I mentally selected Darkbolt on my action bar, and immediately my hands cupped together wrist to wrist. That was apparently the motion to cast the spell.

A black ball of energy formed in the air between my outstretched fingers, and two seconds later it launched at the skunk.

The little bastard got a bolt of black energy right up his ass. 

For a brief second he was illuminated with ultraviolet light from the inside out. You could see his bones, sort of like when the Emperor zapped Luke with Force Lightning in Return of the Jedi.

Then the skunk keeled over, dead.

I waited for some loot to appear – but nothing happened.

What?!

I selected the skunk to see if I had missed something, but there was nothing on it that could be resold to a merchant. For good reason, I guess: nobody wanted a foul-smelling cloak made of black fur with white stripes.

As pissed-off as I was, I had to admit it was my own fault. I didn’t have a quest to kill skunks. It wasn’t something dangerous like a wolf or a giant spider, so why would I get any loot?

I had been basically been turned into a walking fart-cloud for absolutely no freaking reason, other than to test out my incompetent imp.

This whole Warlock thing was starting wonderfully.

I decided, Screw this. I’d basically only been in the game for five minutes. I could just start over. 

I brought up the main menu and looked for the Log Out option. I would just return to the game interface and select a new character –

But ‘Log Out’ was written in grey letters. Not selectable.

Okay, no problem – I would just exit the game completely, talk to John, and have him restart me.

Except the ‘Exit Game’ option was greyed out, too.

Okay, that’s odd…

I tried to tell myself not to panic. This was the QC process – you figured out bugs and reported them to your supervisor. No problem. I would just send a chat message to the support team.

I brought up my chat message box.

Greyed out.

I checked my mail window. Apparently I had the ability to receive mail, but my ‘Compose Letter’ option was completely greyed out, too.

What the HELL?!

Now I was starting to get worried.

As far as I knew, I didn’t have any way to exit the game – and I didn’t have any way to contact the people who could help me exit the game.

What do I do?

I panicked for a second – then told myself that they had to be monitoring me. They had to know this was happening. 

I should just forget about this for right now and go ahead and play the game. Surely they’ll fix it in an hour or two.

Besides, 50 bucks an hour to play a videogame ain’t bad. Even if I do smell like a walking combination asshole/armpit.

Would that be an ‘ass pit’?

Stig finally reached me. I realized that he’d basically been running in a spiral – not completely disregarding my command, but doing whatever he could to circumvent it and keep himself out of the way of the skunk.

“What the hell was that?!” I yelled.

“I think you got sprayed, boss,” he said quite seriously.

“I KNOW I got sprayed – why didn’t you stay and fight?!”

“You didn’t tell me to, boss.”

That enraged me. “What do you mean I didn’t tell you to?! I said ‘come back’ – ”

“Yes, that’s exactly what you said – come back. And I did, boss!”

I frowned. “But I meant – ”

“But you only said to come back, boss. And I did!”

Now he was confusing me. I mentally retraced my steps through my commands – including what I’d said when he didn’t kill the skunk on the first try. 

“I also said to keep attacking it!”

“And I would have – but you killed it first, boss!”

I realized something: I hadn’t said ‘Stay and fight’ at any single point in the last two minutes. I also hadn’t said, ‘Keep continuously attacking it.’

That literal-minded little bastard.

He was like a lawyer contesting every single line of a contract. Anything with any leeway in it, he was going to interpret whichever way benefited him.

I glared at the imp, and I could have sworn he was reading my mind.

He grinned at me like Sucker. Just now figured it out, huh?

The little asshole was smarter than I’d given him credit for.

After all, I was the one who smelled like a PortaJohn, not him.

“From now on,” I said angrily, “when I am under attack – or I am about to be under attack – you stay with me and you fight whatever it is that is attacking me, or is about to attack me. Do you understand?”

“Yes, boss!”

The little jerk would probably find a way to screw me over with the directions I had just given him, but I would gradually refine the rules until he had no more loopholes.

I sighed. “All right… let’s see if we can do something about getting this horrible smell off me.”

“You got it, boss.”

And while I was at it, see if there was some way I could contact my new employers.
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I pulled up my Map window to get my bearings, and headed for what looked like the nearest inhabited area. We were apparently near a backwater village named Fernburg in a land called Ostmere.

After about 20 minutes of walking, Stig and I came to a small farm where a man was out in the field working his crops.

I walked up to the fence and waved at him. “Hello! I was wondering if – ”

“By Chalastia’s crown, what is that?!” the man cried out as he pointed at Stig.

I had no idea who Chalastia was or what her crown had to do with anything, but I could tell the farmer was distressed.

I looked down at my pet demon, who had his hands on the bottom rung of the split-railed wooden fence and was peering over it like a toddler might. He looked up at me with eyes wide with surprise.

I turned back to the farmer and answered as politely as possible, “It’s an imp.”

“Run away from it!” the farmer howled at me in terror. “Hurry!”

I frowned. “It’s my imp.”

“So you’re a warlock!” he yelled accusingly.

“Yeah, so?”

The farmer bent down, rooted in the dirt, and pulled out an object that he sent hurtling through the air.

It thumped against my shoulder and fell on the ground.

A potato.

Motherhumper was throwing potatoes at me.

He kept at it, too, yanking them out of the ground and tossing them through the air, one every couple of seconds. “Get away from here, you foul wizard!”

“What the hell, man?” I snapped as I dodged the next spud.

“Get away! By the grace of Chalastia, I rebuke you in the goddess’ name!”

Asshole!

I thought about hitting him with some Dark energy, but I wasn’t exactly sure that was the best move at this point. After all, attacking the skunk hadn’t exactly worked out in my favor.

“You want me to fireball him, boss?” Stig asked.

I was pretty damn sure the guy had more hit points than the skunk, plus he had a hoe in his hands. In other words, a weapon.

“No, I don’t want to annoy him and have him attack us. Let’s just go.”

So I walked away – just as another potato hit my back.

I was sorely tempted to turn around and fry the bastard, but I refrained and kept on walking.

“Why didn’t we kill him, boss?” Stig asked as he loped along beside me.

“Well, first of all, because you suck.”

“It’s not my fault, boss! The more powerful you get, the more powerful I get!”

“Are you saying this is my fault?”

“No, boss!” the imp said, although he nodded his head ‘yes’ as he said it.

I stopped and frowned. “Wait, what was that?”

“What was what?”

“You just said ‘no,’ but you nodded your head ‘yes.’”

“Did I?” he asked innocently, although I was pretty sure he was faking it.

“Yes, you did!”

“Sorry, boss.”

“Fine,” I said, and resumed walking. “Just so we’re clear, this is not my fault.”

“No, boss!” he said – and nodded again.

“Stop that!” I yelled.

“Stop what?”

This was idiotic. The imp was obviously yanking my chain, and I was falling right into his passive-aggressive trap.

“Never mind,” I muttered.

The important thing to find out was why the farmer had attacked us – and if it was something I could expect from everyone I encountered in this area.

I opened up my Reputation window to find out if I had some sort of problem with the local populace.

No, I was neutral in Ostmere. In fact, I had a +10 buff to Reputation just for being human.

“Stig, do you know anything about this area?” I asked.

“Not really, boss.”

“What about that goddess the farmer mentioned – Chalastia? Who’s that?”

“Oh, she’s a real bitch, boss.”

It was kind of funny hearing a muppet curse. But still – 

“I need a little more info than that,” I said.

“She’s the goddess of purity and light.”

“Wait – so does she get along with Warlocks and demons ?”

“No, we freaking hate that bitch.”

I could have slapped my forehead, it was so obvious.

“So people who worship her are probably not going to like me, is that right?”

“I’d say that’s about right, boss.”

“Great,” I muttered. In the game for half an hour, and I already smelled like ass and had made a whole bunch of enemies without trying. “Can you disappear, Stig?”

“I can’t become invisible, boss.”

“No, can you go back to where you came from if – never mind, hold on.”

It was easier just to find out for myself than rely on a potentially unreliable source of information.

I looked at my action bar. Besides Darkbolt, there was now an icon of Stig’s face.

Summon Imp

2.5 seconds cast time

Stationary

50 Mana to cast

Summon your imp. 

Can also dismiss imp for 0 mana.

That last sentence was what I wanted to see.

I activated the icon with a thought. 

Immediately my right hand twirled in a circle, and my left hand cut left in a straight line. Apparently this was the way to get rid of my imp or call him back.

Stig disappeared in a puff of fire and smoke.

The last thing I heard was his disembodied voice croaking, “See you soon, boss!”

“Ah,” I sighed, happy to be alone as I walked on down the road.
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In a few minutes I came upon the town.

It was basically a small village with an inn, several shops, a blacksmith forge, and a couple of other nondescript buildings. There were all sorts of people walking around – but they tended to be humans, dwarves, and elves. No goblins, orcs, trolls, or any of the other races who didn’t get along with humans. 

I noticed as I was walking through the streets that everybody who came close to me made a face, looked at me like I was a fresh dog turd, and moved about 45 feet away.

Great.

I needed to earn some money fast, get a room at an inn, and get a bath.

Suddenly the crowd parted. People started running away, or at least backing up really quickly.

I immediately thought, Jeez, do I smell THAT bad?!

Then I realized they were backing away towards me from something else.

Not only that, but the men in the street were staring with slack jaws.

The women in the street scowled angrily. Some of them hit their husbands in the arm, as though to make them stop looking.

The villagers ignored me completely. Well, until they smelled me, that is. Then they all quickly moved ten feet away.

I wondered what was going on – and then I saw for myself.

There was a guy walking through the center of the town square. He was tall and good-looking, with long hair and a neatly trimmed beard. 

He wore all black – a badass duster jacket that came down to his calves, a black vest, black shirt, black boots, black pants. The shirt was open to expose a hairy, muscular chest. He had an awesome staff strapped to his back, apparently made out of an orc spine with the upper half of a skull at the top. Two huge rubies were fixed in the eye sockets and glowed faintly.

He basically looked like a Rock and Roll god.

But he wasn’t what everyone was staring at.

Behind him strolled a woman. And not just any woman, but one of the hottest women I had ever seen in my entire life – in real life, movies, or the internet.

She had a gorgeous face – high cheekbones, slender nose, and sensual lips. Her teeth were white as pearls and perfectly straight. Her hair was a deep auburn color, thick and wild, and hung down to the middle of her back, nearly hiding her graceful neck.

But as beautiful as her face was, her body was even more incredible.

She had D-cup breasts on a tiny little frame, nearly bursting out of the black leather corset binding her entire midsection. Her arms were thin and toned, her waist was incredibly tiny, and her hips were va-va-voom, with a luscious ass I didn’t expect on such a thin woman. 

In addition to the corset she wore a black leather thong, which let you see every inch of her long legs. Her dainty feet ended in black stiletto high heels, and somehow she walked confidently on them even on cobblestone and grass.

She basically looked like a Playboy Playmate of the Year, and was wearing next to nothing – which explained why all the men were drooling as they stared at her.

Oh – I forgot a few minor details.

Her skin was a deep rose color, she had two small horns pointing up from her forehead, black raven’s wings sprouting from her back, and a long, slender tail that ended in a triangle.

She was a demoness.

Which meant that the guy was probably a Warlock.

Suddenly I was a whole lot more enthusiastic about my role in the game.

I selected him and checked him out – Level 23, Robert – 

Robert?!

Unless he liked playing unimaginatively named characters, I figured I had just run into another QCer.

“Excuse me,” I called out as I stepped forward. “Are you in QC for Westek?”

“Why yes I am,” he said, sounding sort of like Matthew McConaughey. I half-expected him to bust out with an All right, all right, all right.

“So am I!” I exclaimed.

He looked me up and down. “You a new hire?”

“Yeah.”

“First day?”

“First hour, actually.”

“Well, welcome to the – ”

Suddenly he grimaced and put a hand up to his nose. “Sweet baby Jesus, what is that stench?”

I winced. “Oh… I, uh, I got sprayed by a skunk.”

“Dude, you need to get that taken care of right away. That shit is vile.”

“I know,” I said dejectedly. “I was going to start over, but I tried to log out and I can’t.”

“What you mean, you can’t?”

“I mean I can’t. The option is greyed out on the menu.”

“Well, just take the headset off, then.”

“I can’t. They’ve got me in some sort of new long-term immersion thing. I don’t know how to get out.”

“Get ‘em on chat.”

“That’s greyed out, too.”

“Mail?” 

“I can receive it but not send it.”

“Well shit. You try clickin’ your heels and sayin’ ‘There’s no place like home?’” He laughed at his little witticism. “Little Wizard of Oz joke there.”

I wanted to yell at him, This is SERIOUS! but I didn’t think now was the time to be making enemies.

“Could you do me a favor and let the administrators know about me? Maybe check up and see what happened? My supervisor is a guy named John Perkins.”

“Sure thing, amigo.”

“Um, would you mind doing it soon? I’m a little freaked out that I can’t log off.”

“Tell you what – I’ll send off a text to my boss-man right now.”

I breathed out in relief. “Thanks.”

His hands moved like he was typing on an invisible keyboard.

Behind him, his demoness looked at her crimson nails like she was bored out of her mind. Either that or contemplating a manicure sometime soon.

“What’s your name?” Robert asked.

“Ian. Ian Hertzfelder.”

“Spell that.”

I did, then he typed out a message and read it back to me.

“‘Just encountered a new QCer inside the game named Ian Hertzfelder. He is unable to log out or contact his supervisor John Perkins via chat or any other method. Says he is in a new experimental long-term module. Please manually pull him out of the game or otherwise contact him.’ How’s that sound?”

“Awesome,” I said gratefully. “Thank you so much.”

“No problem, cowboy. Have a good one.”

He started to walk on by –

“Do you mind if I ask you a couple other questions?”

He looked annoyed for the briefest of seconds, then said, “Shoot.”

“You’re a Warlock, right?”

“That I am.”

“I am too!”

He looked around as though searching for something. “Where’s your imp?”

“Oh… we were having a little trouble with a farmer back there, so I –”

“What did he do?”

“Stig? Nothing, really.”

“Not the imp – the farmer.”

“Oh. He, uh… threw some potatoes at me.”

As soon as I said it out loud, I realized I sounded lame as hell. Especially to Mr. Rock ‘n Roll Warlock here.

Robert just confirmed my impression. 

“Potatoes?” he said in disbelief, like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I hope you fried his ass.”

“…no…”

“Why not?” Robert asked, almost belligerent.

“Uh… it seemed like it was a little bit of an overreaction to a couple of potatoes,” I said, then quickly changed the subject. “Do they hate Warlocks around here?”

“Yeah, this whole region worships some goddess of purity or somethin’, they basically hate our guts. What did you do with your imp?”

“I just sent him away until I could figure stuff out.”

“No, no, no, no,” Robert said disapprovingly. “You can’t be like that, hombre. You gotta lay down the law. Let ‘em know who you are.”

“But – Stig’s not very powerful, and neither am I – ”

Matthew McConaughey shook his head dolefully and proceeded to give me a lecture.

“You got it all wrong, man – it’s not about the hit points, it’s about the attitude. You gotta walk around here like you own the damn place. You get me?”

He gestured at the crowd.

“These people? They’re just NPC hicks with a bunch of potatoes. You are a freaking rock star. You are a scary mofo. You are a binder of demons – a destroyer of worlds. You are the emperor, and these are your peons. It’s the mindset, dude.” He tapped both of his temples with his fingers. “It’s all up here, man. Psychological. You gotta act like you got the biggest swingin’ dick around, understand?” he said, suggestively rotating his hips.

“Uh… okay…” I said, trying not to look at his gyrating crotch.

“These villagers – take a good, hard look at ‘em,” he commanded. 

I looked around at all the farmers gaping at us.

“See how they look at me? That’s the kind of respect you need to command, ese.”

I raised an eyebrow and glanced back at the devil-horned Miss March. “Actually, I think they’re looking at your… what is she, exactly?”

Robert grinned in a very self-satisfied way. “That, my man, is a succubus.”

I stared at her in lustful wonder. “Do they all look like that?”

“Well, I’m partial to my Kilara here – ain’t that right, baby?”

The succubus looked over at him and blew a kiss from her hand, then giggled. It was the sexiest sound I had ever heard in my entire life.

Robert continued, “But let’s just say on a scale of 1 to 10, I have never seen a succubus that was less than an 11.”

“Wow,” I murmured.

He slapped one arm around my shoulders and pulled me in next to him, like a guy showing his kid brother his first muscle car. “I mean, have you ever seen anything like that before in your life? Anywhere?”

“No,” I said honestly.

“And she’s just standin’ there looking hot! Kilara, honey,” he said, addressing the succubus, “walk ten feet that way, then come on back.”

The demoness turned around and strutted away. I swear to God, she had the most perfect bubble butt in the history of the world, and it swayed tantalizingly back and forth as her tail curled in the air behind her.

“Look at that, brother! Look at that!” Robert cried out, kissing his fingertips like an Italian stereotype in a bad gangster movie. “Leonardo da Vinci never created a piece of work as fine as that ass!”

He called out loud, “Can I get some fries with that shake? Honey, I hate to see you go, but I love to watch you leave!”

The succubus looked back over her shoulder and smiled and giggled. It was the most seductively feminine sound you could imagine. Then she turned around and started back towards us – thrusting her chest out provocatively in the air.

Every NPC male in the game basically had his tongue hanging out of his mouth.

I didn’t blame them. My tongue was practically hanging out, too.

Robert wasn’t immune, either. “Now, see, me, I’m an ass man – but those tits are workin’ overtime to turn me into a boob connoisseur. What are you, hombre – ass man? Breast man? Leg man?”

“All of the above,” I murmured as I watched her walk towards us.

“Haha – I heard THAT!” Robert laughed. “Let me tell you somethin’ – the company didn’t tell you when you got this job, but in this new expansion pack we’re testin’, there are some very nice perks to havin’ a demon lady friend, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, she’s awesome to look at,” I agreed.

“She ain’t just awesome to look at, if you get what I’m sayin’,” he said, and elbowed me in the ribs with a big smile on his face.

“Well, I mean, her voice sounds really beautiful, too – ”

“Oh, just wait till you hear some of the sounds she can make, if you get my drift,” he grinned.

This was turning into a bad Monty Python skit.

Wink wink, nudge nudge, say no more, know what I mean?

“No… actually, I don’t.”

He sighed like I was the densest idiot he’d ever met. “Dude. Sex. You can have sex with them.”

I stared at him, completely floored. “What?! You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“I kid you not.” He got a look of rapture on his face and turned back to the succubus. “Incredible, dude. The sensations are amazing. And she will do anything, man.”

I swallowed hard. “…a-anything?”

“Anything.”

He mouthed Anal without saying it out loud.

“Couldn’t get my last five girlfriends to do that, that’s for damn sure,” he said wistfully.

“But – that’s not in the regular game, is it?”

“What, the anal?”

“No – just regular sex!”

“Oh. No, I think they’re making it into a new expansion pack.” He grinned and ribbed me again. “If you know what I mean.”

“The sex,” I said hesitantly, making sure I knew what he meant.

“Yes, that’s exactly what I mean. Adults only.”

“They didn’t tell me anything about that in the interview.”

He shrugged. “Maybe it slipped their mind.”

I remembered the stack of NDAs and liability forms I’d signed. They’d covered everything else – how could they have forgotten this?!

“I don’t see how it could have possibly slipped their mind.” Suddenly I felt an even greater panic than when I’d found I couldn’t log out of the game. “Maybe they gave me a portion to QC where I can’t have sex!”

“Well, you’ll find out for sure in just a few levels, when you can get your very own.” He clapped me on the back. “Enjoy, amigo. Now you’ll have to excuse me, but me and Kilara gotta be gettin’ on down the road.”

“You on a quest?”

“Yes, but the main reason is you reek, my friend. Seriously – take care of that shit, pronto. Or your succubus lady ain’t gonna wanna go anywhere near you. They may be demons straight from Hell, but you smell worse than Satan’s crack. Capiche?”

I nodded. “Got it.”

“Alright, hermano – take care and remember: it’s all in the ‘tude!” 

He pointed to his temple and nodded at me like, Got it?

“Thanks for the tips,” I said.

“You got it, amigo. Peace out.”

I stood there watching as he swaggered through the town square, the succubus sashaying like a runway model behind him. I felt hypnotized as I watched her perfect ass sway back and forth with every step as her tail moved sinuously through the air. 

All the villagers backed away from Robert, but still couldn’t keep their eyes off him. And her.

The guy kind of acted like a douchebag, yes – but on the other hand, when you walked around with a chick like that following you… I could understand why he had a big head.

And that can be me!

Not the douchebag part.

Just the ‘having a mega hot chick’ part.

It had been a long, long time since my girlfriend had left – and while she had been cute, she hadn’t come anywhere close to what I’d just seen.

Time to get Stig back and level the hell up.
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“I don’t know, boss.”

Stig was sitting on a tree stump in the forest, looking doubtful.

“What you mean, you don’t know?”

The imp shook his head. “Hot girls, boss – they’re nothing but trouble.”

“But she’ll be under my control.”

The imp raised one eyebrow – or would have, if he had any hair on his brow at all – like I don’t know about that.

“Are you saying that she won’t follow my orders?” I asked.

“Do you know what a succubus is?”

“Yeah – it’s a female demon. They have sex with men while they’re asleep,” I said, repeating the only thing I knew about them from mythology in the real world. To be honest, I didn’t know much about them inside the game.

“I don’t know about doing that with men in their sleep,” Stig said distastefully, “but they’re really good at messing with your head.”

“What you mean?”

“They make men fall in love with them, and then they make the men do whatever they want.”

Didn’t sound that far off from regular women in the real world.

“But I’m the master,” I said jerking my thumb at my chest. “I’ll be the one in control.”

The imp gave me another raised eyebrow like Suuuuuure you will, buddy.

“I will!” I exclaimed in irritation. “Besides, it doesn’t matter – we’re going to get a succubus no matter what, so your job is to help me out. Understand?”

“Yes, boss,” he sighed, sounding distinctly unhappy about the prospect.

“All right, the first thing I need to do is find some quests. So let’s go talk to a farmer.”

“You want me to disappear again, boss?”

I remembered Robert the QC Warlock and his words of advice. 

You got it all wrong, man – it’s not about the hit points, it’s about the attitude. You gotta walk around here like you own the damn place.

“No, you’re not going to be hiding anymore,” I said confidently. “We’re going to be the ones in charge of the situation from now on. Time to let them know what’s what.”

Stig gave me another doubtful look, but said, “Okay, boss.”

We walked out of the woods and headed towards the nearest farm. There was a whole family out in the field – a farmer with his wife, and three small children under the age of nine digging potatoes out of the ground. The youngest couldn’t have been any older than four.

The farmer had a golden ‘!’ above his head, the sure sign of an NPC with a quest to offer.

Act like you own the game, I reminded myself as I walked up. 

Stig walked hesitantly in back of me, peeking out from behind my legs.

“Farmer!” I yelled. “I’m an adventurer – and I know you have a quest for me! What do you – ”

Suddenly all three children screamed at once. 

“Imp! Imp!” they howled, and started throwing potatoes.

“Hey! Cut that out!” I yelled.

“He stinks, he stinks!” they chanted as they continued to throw spuds at me.

“Go away, you rancid warlock – and take your demon with you back to the abyss!” the wife shrieked, and started throwing potatoes as well. 

The potatoes each took off a hit point as they slammed into my forehead and chest. At this rate they would have to hit me with another 146 potatoes before I died, but it was still annoying.

Then the farmer raised his hoe. “Get out of here, you foul-smelling witch!”

Then he ran at me.

I could’ve killed him. It was a definitely a possibility.

But I really didn’t want to kill the woman and three little kids, too. That was seriously messed up.

And I didn’t want to watch them weep over their dead videogame father’s corpse, either.

So I turned around and bolted for the woods.

Stig raced ahead even faster than me.

We stopped once we got back to the treeline. Apparently the farmer had quit chasing us and gone back to his crops.

“Good job, boss,” Stig said. His shoulders were shaking slightly, and I could tell he was trying to suppress a laugh. “Way to let them know what’s what.”

I glared at the imp. “Stig?”

“Yes, boss?”

“No sarcasm from now on.”

“Okay, boss.”

“All right – new plan.”

“What’s that, boss?”

“You hide while I talk to the farmers.”

I knew Robert wouldn’t approve, but I wasn’t a rock god Warlock yet. I would eventually get there… but first I needed a couple of quests.

And a bath.
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With Stig safely hidden in the woods, I got my first quest from another farmer on a different plot of land. Far, far away from the family of potato-throwing brats.

“Wild pigs are destroying my corn,” the new farmer said. “I need someone to kill them for me.”

A window appeared with the details of the quests:

Pig Out!

Wild pigs are destroying the farmer’s crops. Kill 10 pigs for the following reward:

200 XP

50 coppers

Farmer’s Gloves: +2 armor, +1 Stamina

A pretty mediocre haul, but at least it would get me halfway to my next level. Even more, actually, since I would get experience points for killing each individual pig. And I could definitely use any amount of money that would get me closer to renting a room and taking a bath. I had hoped that the skunk stink would be a temporary debuff, but nope – it wasn’t going away.

I hit ‘Accept’ on the window, then started back towards the woods.

“This should be easy for you,” the farmer called out after me. “I think you can probably knock the pigs out with your smell.”

I turned around in bewilderment as the farmer guffawed and went back to hoeing his field.

That was wild – normally NPCs had a very small scripted range of responses, but this guy had commented on my smell! He’d basically improvised on the spot, given the input of the skunk smell!

Was this one of the new AI’s that my supervisor had mentioned?

I went back to the woods to find Stig. I felt a little bad about the quest – I really didn’t want to kill cute little piglets, but on the other hand, I needed to do my job.

And rent a room in an inn so I could take a damn bath.

And get a smokin’ hot succubus.

So the pigs were about to become pork chops, as far as I was concerned.

I didn’t find Stig where I had left him, though. The forest was devoid of small grey imps.

“Stig!” I called out.

“Hey boss,” a voice said from the tree branches above me.

I looked up to see Stig sitting in the branches of an oak tree, 15 feet above me.

“What are you doing up there?”

“A pig tried to eat me, boss.”

I laughed. “Seriously? You’re afraid of a pig?”

He nodded enthusiastically. “YES boss.”

I grinned. “Where is the little oinker?”

Stig pointed. “Over there, boss.”

I turned around, expecting to see Wilbur out of Charlotte’s Web.


What I got was a lot closer to Bebop out of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles – just no mohawk, glasses, or standing on its hind legs.

Thirty feet away stood a monster as high as my waist, covered in black bristly hair, with two six-inch tusks jutting up out of its mouth.

“Oh shit,” I muttered. I immediately started casting a Darkbolt, but it took 2.5 seconds.

The thing squealed – a sound more like the xenomorph’s scream from Aliens than an oink – and charged right at me.

I was able to get off my first shot. A roiling ball of black energy flew from my hands and hit the boar square in the face.

The Darkbolt took off a good 20% of the pig’s hit points. Unfortunately, my attack did nothing to slow it down.

I tried jumping out of the way, but the pig was just too damn fast. I knew the game only allowed you to dodge a certain number of blows from an opponent, calculated randomly. This was not my lucky round.

One of the boar’s tusks ripped across my thigh, sending a sharp stab of agony up my leg.

I screamed in pain, then yelled at Stig, “Help me kill it!” as I threw another Darkbolt.

Stig fired his little fart fireballs from the tree above, which did little more than shave off a couple of hit points from the pig. But at least it was something. 

The pig charged me twice more and got me both times, knocking my hit points down to 10% of my total. 

But I managed to fire off three Darkbolts in the same amount of time. Seconds later the pig was dead, and the words ‘25 XP’ shimmered in the air.

Then something happened that I’d never seen in the game before: a tiny wisp of vapor rose up out of the pig’s body and dissolved into tiny sparks.

A counter appeared next to my hit point bar. It said 1/40. Apparently that was the number of souls I needed to forge a new collar for the succubus, just like the dwarven witch had mentioned.

Good to know that pig souls counted for my overall goal. Too bad the damn skunk hadn’t.

I looked around for loot, but there wasn’t any – at least no coins. But the tusks of the pig glowed faintly. I touched one and it broke off immediately. A computer window notified me that it was worth eight coppers. Not bad. I grabbed the other one and put them both in my bag.

Now I was 25 XP, one pig soul, and a couple of tusks richer – but I was a freaking mess. My pants were torn, and I had lost almost all my hit points. If the game depicted gore, I would’ve been a bloody mess. At least I was spared that gruesome sight, but I was still hobbling around like a 95-year-old man.

Of course, Stig was sitting pretty up in the tree, without a care in the world.

“Thanks for coming down here and helping!” I snapped at him.

“You told me to help you kill it, boss. So I did.”

I realized he was right: that’s exactly what I had said. Help me kill it. I had never asked him to come down to the ground with me.

The two-foot-tall demon lawyer had struck again.

Like I said, the imp was smarter than he let on.

“Why didn’t you come up here, boss?”

“I…”

Well, shit.

Apparently the imp was a lot smarter than me. After all, I was the idiot who had engaged in close-quarters combat and let myself get ripped to shreds.

I remembered that hunters in the real world would get up in blinds in trees and wait for hours for a deer to pass by so they could shoot it. Maybe that was the best approach to take here.

There was no way that I could have climbed the oak tree in time – the boar would’ve gotten me for sure – but there was no reason not to use Stig’s approach for future battles.

I started looking around. There were a couple of trees with low enough branches that I could pull myself up into them.

This just might work.

“Stig, get down from there and help me out,” I said as I walked over to the nearest tree.

The imp jumped and landed on the forest floor with a light thump. Then he ran after me, tottering back and forth like an unstable chimpanzee.

I climbed up into the tree and sat on a thick branch that would be safely above any boar that might attack.

Stig scampered up the tree trunk, nimble as a cat, and sat next to me on the limb.

“Oh no,” I said. “You get back down on the ground.”

His blank yellow eyes widened. “What?”

“You’re going to be the bait. Go find a pig, shoot a fireball at it, get it mad, then run back here and I’ll take care of it.”

His long, thin ears drooped. “Seriously, boss?”

“Seriously. Go on.”

“Okay, boss,” he muttered, then jumped down out of the tree.

He trundled off slowly into the forest… paused… then looked back at me with a hangdog expression like please don’t make me do this.

“Go on,” I said motioning him forward with one hand.

He sighed heavily, his shoulders heaving, and then walked off into the underbrush.

I sat there waiting for my hit points to regenerate. They came back up to full after two minutes, though my pants stayed shredded. I would have to find somebody in the village to repair them.

Another minute passed in silence. I was starting to wonder if Stig had come up with some interpretation of my command that allowed him to go sip Mai Tais on a beach somewhere, when suddenly I heard a distant farting noise, followed by a horrific high-pitched screeching.

Stig came bolting out of the underbrush, an absolutely terrified look on his face. I would have laughed, but then I saw the monstrous boar that came tearing out of the brush behind him. It was even larger and uglier than the last one that had attacked me.

“Run around the tree in a circle!” I yelled as I fired off my first Darkbolt.

Stig didn’t have to be told twice. The imp darted behind the tree, but he didn’t need to worry – as soon as my Darkbolt hit it, the pig immediately came for me, and got up on its hind legs as it tried to reach me.

No dice. I fired off Darkbolt after Darkbolt until the thing was finally dead, and the numbers ‘30 XP’ floated up from the corpse.

I got down out of the tree, snapped off the tusks, and put them in my bag.

“Good job, Stig,” I said. “You can come out now.”

The little imp was shivering as he emerged from behind the trunk.

I knew I shouldn’t pay any attention to his fear – the whole ‘using the imp as bait’ gambit had worked beautifully, without putting me in danger at all.

But my conscience got the better of me.

Which I knew was incredibly stupid. This was a videogame, and he was nothing more than a bunch of zeroes and ones – but I still felt horrible putting a small creature in danger so that I could stay completely safe.

“Okay, new plan,” I said. “From now on, we’re both going to walk next to each other, we’re both going to fight side-by-side, and nobody is going to hide up in a tree while the other person stays safe. Deal?”

“So I don’t have to be bait again?” the imp asked with a trembling voice.

“No more bait.”

“Thank you, boss,” he said, exhaling deeply. The relief in his voice was palpable.

Robert the Rock ‘n Roll Warlock would not approve, a voice in my head whispered, followed by another voice that said, Screw Robert the Rock ‘n Roll Warlock.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s go kill some pigs.”
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We finished off the rest of the porkers, and I actually got good enough where I was able to kill them without too much trouble.

Oddly enough, one of the boars was wearing a cloth belt around its neck. +2 armor, +1 stamina – not bad. The loot gods work in mysterious ways. 

The closest I got to dying was when two pigs attacked us at the same time, but Stig was able to help out and draw the one pig’s aggro while I handled the other. We both were nearly dead by the end of the round, but we made it.

After we recuperated, I left Stig in the forest and went to go turn in the quest.

The farmer had a golden ‘?’ over his head, which indicated I could claim my reward. He watched me approach and sniffed the air as I got closer.

“You fall in my pigsty by accident?” he asked, then chortled at his own joke.

If he really was a new and improved AI, he sure was an annoying one.

“I would like my reward, please,” I said without cracking a smile.

‘200 XP’ glimmered in the air, and suddenly I was surrounded with a shimmering curtain of light. There was a sound like a trumpet blast, and the words ‘Level 2’ appeared midair.

A new icon appeared in my action bar:

Darkfire

1.5 seconds cast time

Stationary

36 hit points Dark Magic over 6 seconds

40 Mana to cast

Range: 50 feet

According to the description, Darkfire was an attack that did damage over time. A ‘slow burn,’ you might say.

Sorry, that was bad. And here I was complaining about the NPC’s jokes.

My stats had also increased. My Health was up to 168, and my Mana was up to 300. Plus I gained a point in intellect and stamina as well.

Movin’ on up...

The farmer handed over some copper coins and a pair of cloth work gloves that added +2 to armor and +1 to stamina.

 

Health 168

Mana 300

Intellect 21

Stamina 14

Armor 11

 

Shirt: +1

Vest: +2

Pants: +2

Belt: +2

Boots: +2

Gloves: +2

 

 

“Good job on the pigs,” the farmer said. “By the way, are you looking for any more work? Foxes have been raiding my henhouse, and I’m tired of losing my prize chickens to them. If you could kill ten for me I would be more than grateful.”

Another quest window appeared:

Foxy Raid-y

I groaned. 

‘Foxy Lady.’ Jeez, the puns could be bad on these quest titles. 

Foxes are killing the farmer’s prize chickens. Kill 10 of these feral pests and receive the following reward:

400 XP

75 coppers

Shoulder Pads of the Pig Farmer: +2 armor +1 Intelligence

I didn’t exactly look forward to wearing Shoulder Pads of the Pig Farmer, but if they would offer +2 to armor and +1 to Intelligence, I wasn’t going to complain too much.

I accepted the quest and set off for the woods. When I got back to Stig, I saw from the stats hovering over his head that he was now Level 2, as well.

“Time to go hunt something closer to your own size,” I told him.

The foxes were a different challenge from the pigs. They didn’t do as much damage, but they were definitely faster, and they would attack in groups of two and three. Working together, they could be more dangerous than a single boar.

The good news was that my new attack Darkfire was pretty effective. I could cast it on one target, then on another, then on a third, and by the time I got back to the first fox, it was severely depleted of hit points.

The first time I cast it, I was a little alarmed to see black flames dancing over my hands like I was on fire. Then they suddenly leapt off of me like a flamethrower and turned the fox into a black bonfire.

If Darkfire was painful, though, it didn’t distract the animals from attacking me, that was for sure. My pants got shredded even more by their savage little teeth. 

The other good thing was that Stig’s attacks had improved substantially. His farting marbles of fire had turned into golf-ball-sized spheres of flame, and now they launched with the fizz of opening a bottle of beer – which was a welcome improvement over the constant ass-trumpet sounds.

Between the two of us, we took out the foxes fairly quickly, with me gaining 40 to 50 experience points per each.

As far as loot, there were no coins, but the tails of the foxes glowed faintly. When I touched one, the tail broke off easily, like snapping a dry twig. Each tail was worth 10 coppers according to the window that popped up. I stuffed them in my bags and then we moved on to the next kill. 

My soul counter had ratcheted up to 20 by the time I got back to the farmer. I was now halfway to my real reward – a crazy stupid-hot succubus!

The farmer handed over my coins and shoulder pads – which were bulky but not quite as ugly as I’d expected.

Turns out he had one more quest for me. “You’ve proven yourself to be a good wildlife exterminator, but do you think you can handle humans? Bandits have moved into the woods in the last few days, and I know that they have ransacked a couple of neighboring farms. If you could kill 10 of them for me, I would be willing to pay you two silver and the best cloak that I own.”

The quest window appeared:

Band-it Aid

I guess it was better than a Smokey and the Bandit pun.

A vicious group of bandits have invaded the woods nearby. Kill 10 of them and you will receive:

500 XP

2 Silver

Horticulturist’s Cloak +3 armor +2 Intelligence

Excellent. I was almost at Level 3 anyway – this would help me get to Level 5 (and my succubus) even faster.

I accepted the quest, retrieved Stig, and we set off into the woods.

It wasn’t long before we found our first victim.

Or should I say, before he found us.
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I used the Map to get us to the location marked as the edge of the quest area.

The second we passed the invisible boundary, though, an attacker leapt out from behind a tree and plunged a knife in my back.

I yelled, spun around, and came face-to-face with my assailant – a bearded ruffian in tattered clothes. I hit him with Darkfire and set him ablaze with black tongues of flame, but he still kept coming.

Stig was doing his level best, but his fireballs just weren’t powerful enough to take off more than five hit points at a time.

I got locked into a death battle with the guy. He slashed me with his blade, I slammed him with Darkbolts, and both our hit point counters fell precipitously. But with Stig’s help, I held the slightest of advantages.

I was just about ready to finish the bastard off when everything went to hell.

Two other bandits charged out of the trees – a man and a woman.

I would have been toast no matter what, but it happened a little faster than you’d think because the woman was wearing an incredibly tight-fitting leather vest with nothing else on underneath. The deep V-shaped neck showed quite a bit of cleavage, and I have to commend the game programmers: they’d really figured out the physics of making boobs bounce up and down as women ran.

I stood there in shock, hypnotized by the bouncing breasts, and before I knew it I was dead.

The entire world went black for an instant – then, with a thunderclap, I found myself in a nearby graveyard. Some video games allowed you to go search out your body as a ghost and resurrect near the point of your death, but OtherWorld just started you off at a respawn point nearby. I guess this was the place.

I checked my hit points: 50% of normal, plus I had lost 25% durability on my goods. If I wasn’t careful, my pants were going to fall off, they were so shredded. They were down to a measly 5 out of 20.

Stig, however, was nowhere to be seen. 

I hit the ‘Summon Imp’ icon on my toolbar, and suddenly he appeared next to me in a small whirlwind of fire.

“You okay, boss?” he asked.

“Well, I died – so no, not exactly.” 

However, the sight of those beautiful bouncing breasts had managed to take a bit of the sting out of death. 

“Did you die?” I asked Stig.

“No, I just ran away after you disappeared.”

I checked his hit points. He’d taken a beating, that was for sure – he was only at 15% Health, though his hit points were slowly regenerating. 

“Why don’t we chill out and make sure you’re fully rested up before we go tackle them again,” I suggested.

“Thanks, boss.” He flopped down on the ground and leaned against a tombstone like the back of a chair. 

“While you rest, I’m going to go get my clothes fixed,” I said. “I don’t want them falling off in battle.”

“You got it, boss.”

I walked back into town, which took about ten minutes, and found a tailoring shop in one of the smaller stone buildings. I walked inside and saw a sweet little old lady sitting in a chair, knitting some kind of a cap. She looked like the granny out of the Sylvester and Tweety Bird cartoons. 

“Hello sweetie – what can I help you with?”

“I need to get my pants stitched up. How much would that cost?”

I had barely gotten the words out of my mouth when she scrunched up her face. “Daggoth’s taint, what in the Seven Hells is that smell?”

Wow. Granny had a potty mouth.

“Uh… that’s me. I got sprayed by a skunk.”

“I should charge you 15 gold for having to smell that stench,” she snapped. “But fixing your pants is only 50 coppers.”

“Okay. Do you need me to take them off, or – ”

“Chalastia’s tits, NO – just leave them on!” she yelled.

She waved her knitting needles in the air. They began to glow – and then the same yellow glow surrounded my pants. All of the shredded holes were magically fixed.

I heard the jingling of coins as my bag emptied automatically of 50 coppers.

“Thank you,” I said, “I really – ”

“Whore of the gods, get out of my shop!” she shouted. “You smell worse than a troll shithouse!”

I hightailed it out of her shop, wondering if that was the sort of reaction I could expect from the majority of NPCs.

There wasn’t any real rush to complete the bandit quest, and I’m sure Stig was in no hurry. Now that I had some money, I decided to see if I could take care of my skunk problem.

I went inside the town inn. Every person I passed got a horrified look on their face, then moved to the other side of the room.

I walked over to the front desk, where a strange creature sat. It looked like a grey alien – big bulbous head, black eyes, willowy body in a poofy pirate shirt and grey trousers. The thing reminded me of Roger from that old cartoon American Dad.

As soon as I walked up, the creature made a face. “Stars in the firmament, what’s that smell?” it said in a weird voice that I couldn’t peg as male or female.

“Me, unfortunately. I got sprayed by a skunk, and I want to rent a room so I can wash off the stink.”

“Oh no,” the creature said, shaking its head. “No, sorry, I can’t do that.”

“What?! Why not?!”

“The innkeeper would kill me. Stinking up a bathtub like that…”

This was bullshit. The game had no need to keep the smell around forever. I should have been able to get rid of it with a single good wash. This was just cruelty. Persecution, even.

“Will you go get her so I can talk to her?”

“She’s at church,” the alien informed me. “Cleanliness is next to godliness and all that.”

“Then she doesn’t need to know. I just need it for an hour,” I said desperately. “I’ll pay the full day rate, just for one hour.”

“No. Unh-unh.”

“How much, then?” I snapped. “Name your price.”

The alien considered for a few seconds. “One gold. That’ll be enough to bribe the chambermaid and deal with the fallout.”

“I don’t have any gold!”

“Then come back when you’re less stinky.”

I left the inn grumbling and grousing. I was seriously considering going back in there and going postal. Asshole – 

As I walked out, a shifty merchant came waddling up to me. He was dressed in dingy clothing topped off with a threadbare trench coat. “Couldn’t help but notice you’ve got a bit of an olfactory problem there, guv’nor.”

I stared at him. The guy looked like he’d just stumbled out of a porno theater.

“I’m good,” I said, waving him off.

He held out a bar of soap, and I could smell the odor of lilacs from four feet away. “Guaranteed to take the stink off a pig’s ass, my friend. Two silver.”

I eyed the soap warily. “What about the stink off a skunk?”

“Even easier. Same price.”

I thought about it. I was skeptical at first, until I remembered John’s words: There are no coincidences inside the game.

I ended up buying the soap, plus selling him all my fox tails and boar tusks, then buying another ten-slot bag off him. The guy had definitely picked his customer well – when everybody else was running away, he approached me.

I had my magical soap. Now all I had to do was find myself a river.

After I killed some bandits.
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Stig and I made our way back to the bandits’ stomping grounds – but before we entered the territory this time, we paused on the edge and took a good look around. 

There was a guy hanging out by a tree fifty feet away from us, scratching his ass and not really paying attention. Perfect.

“Ready?” I whispered to Stig.

“Ready, boss.”

I hurled Darkfire at the bandit, and he burst into a mass of black flames. He roared in anger, turned around, and raced towards us as fast as he could.

But in the time it took him to clear 50 feet, I hit him with another couple of Darkbolts and Stig popped him with two fireballs. The bandit did a little bit of damage when he reached us, but he was dead within five seconds.

80 XP. Not bad.

As I was looting the body for 75 coppers, golden light enveloped me, there was a trumpet blast, and ‘Level 3’ appeared. My stats all improved: Health, Mana, Intelligence, and Stamina. Plus a new icon appeared in my action bar – a picture of four imps, sort of like a Beatles album cover.

“What’s this?” I asked out loud as I inspected the description. “Unholy Quartet? Two-minute cooldown?”

“Oh yeah,” Stig said, as though I had mentioned some mediocre deli he was familiar with. “That lets you summon four more imps to fight with us for 20 seconds. Once you do it, though, you gotta wait two minutes to call them again.”

Hm. Four imps with Stig’s level of firepower would probably only add up to one of my Darkbolts, but hey – every little bit helped. 

“Let’s go try it out.”

We followed the same strategy as before: scope out a lone target, hit him from a distance, and then blast him again as he ran towards us. Except this time I used Unholy Quartet. 

All around us, fire erupted from the ground. Four imps that looked exactly like Stig suddenly appeared, cackling and throwing fireballs at the bandit. It was a pretty cool effect – plus we were hitting the guy from all sides. Combined with my Darkfire and Darkbolts, he was dead within 15 seconds, and I had only lost 20 hit points.

After the bandit was dead, Stig yelled out, “Thanks, guys!”

The imps all saluted, then disappeared in puffs of black smoke.

“Not bad,” I said. “Your friends could come in handy.”

The bandit’s corpse yielded another 80 coppers, plus something else: a silver necklace with some sort of religious symbol made up of overlapping circles. When I inspected it, I found out it was the sign of Bartok, patron god of thieves, and added +3 to intelligence. As soon as I slipped it on, my intelligence was cranked up to 26 total – which would make my attacks all the more powerful. Things were looking up.

One by one, we took out more bandits, always careful to wait two minutes between them so that I could summon the other imps. We almost got in trouble again, when two bandits attacked us at the same time – but with the imps’ help, and the fact that I wasn’t distracted by bouncing breasts this time, we were able to dispatch them and still keep me at 40% of my hit points. Not only that, but I had found an apple on one of the bandits that restored 100 Health when I ate it, so I was able to get back to fighting shape within 20 seconds.

The final stage of the quest had a bit of a twist. Stig and I found ourselves deep in the forest, with only one more bandit’s life to claim to complete the quest – but then we came across three of them sitting around a campfire, cooking a skinned squirrel on a spit over the open flames. Two men and a woman – and just like the other chick who had dispatched me earlier, this one had a plunging neckline, too, with plenty of cleavage on display.

The bandits might have been a pain in the ass, but at least a few of them were awesome to look at.

As I hung back amongst the trees, trying to figure out how to handle them, I heard one of the bandits speak – a man with a full beard.

“After we eat, we should go help Von and his men with the Olmsted farm.”

“They’ll wait for us, won’t they?” asked the other man, who was clean-shaven.

“Probably not, but that doesn’t matter. He can do all the hard work, and we’ll just sweep in and have fun with the wife when he’s through,” the bearded bandit laughed.

My skin crawled. I knew exactly what they were talking about, and it revolted me.

“What about the kids?” the female bandit asked.

“They’re to be sold into slavery in Visiron.”

“To the orcs?”

“Yup.”

“I don’t like messing with kids,” the woman said.

The bearded bandit shrugged. “The Spider’s orders.”

“Doesn’t mean I have to like it,” the woman said.

“No, but you like the bonus: three gold for each brat.”

The woman smirked. “I guess I can get over it, then.”

They all laughed.

Suddenly a window appeared in front of me.

Think of the Children!

Bandits are attacking the Olmsted farm on the orders of the mysterious Spider. Save the family from the vile bandits!

500 XP

2 silver

Ring of the Shepherd’s Grace: +5 to Intellect

I was in. Hell, I would’ve gone and killed the bandits anyway, even if I had to pay all of my own money to do it. The idea of what they were planning for the wife and children made my stomach churn, even if it was just a videogame.

As I accepted the quest, the bearded bandit sighed. “This damn piece of meat is going to take too long – let’s go ahead and help Von. That way I’ll have worked up an appetite by the time we get back.”

The bandits laughed and all rose at once.

Screw this, I thought, and called down the quartet of imps.

The bandits screamed in confusion as fire burst up out of the ground and the imps started hurling fireballs at them.

At the same time, I hit them each with a blast of Darkfire, so they were all getting sapped of hit points. Then I hit the bearded guy with a Darkbolt just as Stig joined in.

The three bandits roared when they realized who was attacking them. They all headed for me at once – but the bearded guy didn’t even make it. He was dead before he reached me.

75 XP.

The other two immediately started whaling away on me and doing some heavy damage, but the imps were wearing them down – and my repeated Darkbolts at the clean-shaven guy were whittling off his health points, too.

The imps disappeared 20 seconds into the fight, just as the Darkfire ran out – but that meant I could cast another round of Darkfire on them. I turned both the man and the woman into flaming balls of black-souled flame, and watched with satisfaction as the clean-shaven bandit fell dead to the ground.

75 XP.

The woman was last. She and I were about evenly matched with hit points – but I had Stig and righteous anger on my side. Ten seconds later, she keeled over dead.

75 XP.

“Good work, Stig,” I said as I quickly looted the bodies. One silver and 40 coppers total, plus a pair of bracers for my wrists that added an extra three hit points of armor. “Now let’s go save that family.”
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I consulted the map on which way to go, and then we ran as fast as we could through the forest. As we got to the edge of the property, I realized with a sinking feeling that I had seen this place before.

It belonged to the family that had pelted me with potatoes.

I hesitated, but only for a second – and not for the reason you probably think. I was wondering what our reception would be if the bandits hadn’t shown up yet. Would the family drive us off again?

I needn’t have worried about that. A woman’s high-pitched scream rang out from the house, and I knew that the bandits had already arrived.

Stig and I raced past the livestock pens over to the simple stone house with its timber roof. Three bandits were out in front, holding their hands over the mouths of three small, wriggling children.

Crap – I didn’t know if my powers would hurt the kids if I attacked the bandits. 

So I opted for some real-world strategy instead.

“Kids – bite their hands!” I yelled.

The children must’ve followed my orders, because every single bandit screamed and let go of them.

“Go to town and get help!” I yelled, and the children took off for the woods.

Of course, that meant three bandits were coming right at me.

I called down Unholy Quartet, then hit each bandit with a dose of Darkfire, setting all their souls ablaze. Stig joined in, too – but I was afraid this time it wasn’t going to be enough.

The first bandit went down without too much of a hitch, but by then his two friends were already starting in on me with their blades. My health points began to drop.

The imps dealt some significant damage before they disappeared – but I was at 50% Health, Bandit Two was at 20%, and Bandit Three was still at over 70%. 

Stig jointed in as I hit Bandit Number Two with Darkbolt after Darkbolt. Just as he collapsed, my hit points dropped below 20%, and the edges of my vision begin to grow dark and blurry.

And that’s when I got saved just in the nick of time.

Golden light enveloped me, the trumpet sounded, and ‘Level 4’ appeared midair. A new ability appeared in my action bar. Without knowing what it was, I activated it blindly, praying that it might help.

Boy, did it ever.

Blue lines of energy shot out from my hands into Bandit Number Three’s chest. He got a look on his face like Oh shit, what is THIS?

Suddenly his hit points begin to fall as mine began to rise much faster than normal.

Not only that, but it was almost like his spirit came out of his body. As the blue light zapped into his chest, a ghostly image of his face kept getting pulled beyond his fleshly facial features – sort of like I was physically pulling his soul out of his body. Really creepy, but super effective.

I was stunned. I’d never come across this ability before – what the hell was it? I could attack somebody and basically drain their Health and transfer it to myself?! If this was an everyday ability of a Warlock, I was pissed that I’d never played a Warlock before!

It didn’t really matter, because it was awesome. The remaining bandit’s hit points fell to 45%, then 40%, then 35%, while my hit points rose almost as fast: from 10% to 14%, then 18%, then 22%.

The only downside to all this blue lightning action was that my Mana bar was dropping rapidly. Apparently Darkbolt and Darkfire weren’t much of a drain on my resources, but this blue lightning thing was.

The bandit got in a few shots with his knife, but even those weren’t enough to counteract the effects of whatever the blue lightning was doing to me. He took off about five hit points, but by the time he drew back his knife, he collapsed on the ground.

80 XP.

Stunned by my good fortune, I paused just long enough to check out the ability’s name.

Soul Suck – the ability to feed off an enemy’s soul, draining his life energy while you increase your own Health.

Well, that certainly fit what I had seen.

Instantaneous cast time

Duration: 5 seconds

Stationary

10 damage per second to enemy

+6 Health per second gained by Warlock

10 Mana per second to cast

Range: 50 feet

No timeout – awesome! That meant I could cast it all I wanted. Well, in five-second bursts, at least – and until my Mana ran out.

Another scream from the house jarred me out of my stat-induced wonder. I jumped over the dead bandits’ bodies, not even pausing to loot them. I was too afraid of what might happen inside the house if I waited a second more.

As soon as I stepped around the corner, my fears were borne out. Three bandits had the farmer on the ground, another bandit was holding down the wife on a table, and a fifth bandit was trying to lift her dress up.

Screw these assholes – they were dead.

I activated Soul Suck again and was rewarded with another blast of blue lighting that went right into the guy attacking the wife. He screamed in terror, then turned around. Meanwhile, my hit points were slowly edging up – 26%, 30%, 34%, 38%.

But my Mana was dropping at the same time: 45%, 40%, 35%.

Damn, the trade-off was pretty severe.

Mr. Would-Be Rapist rushed towards me. Stig hit him with a couple of fireballs, but this Soul Suck thing was a far more effective weapon. The bandit stabbed me twice, but he did nothing more than slow down my hit point regeneration for a second or two.

“Well, you fool?” one of the bandits holding down the farmer yelled. “Go help him!”

The other bandit let go of the woman, then ran over to help his buddy.

No problem – as soon as Soul Suck ran out, I flung some Darkfire at number two, hit the first bandit with another dose of black flames, and then resumed the blue lightning. 

Both bandits got in a couple of shots, temporarily dropping me down to 33% hit points, but I started steadily going back up.

I swear I saw the other guy’s soul emerging from his face, too, like a transparent mask. Then he collapsed in a pile on the floor.

80 XP.

I turned my attention to Bandit Number Two, and started messing him over pretty badly. Ten seconds later I was back up to 80% Health, and he was dead.

I hit the remaining three bandits – the ones holding onto the farmer – with Darkfire. Unlike the kids I’d saved earlier, I wasn’t quite as concerned with making an adult NPC into collateral damage, so I didn’t hesitate. Apparently I didn’t need to worry: the Darkfire only affected my targets, not the farmer.

I guess the three bandits realized that one-on-one or even two-on-one wasn’t going to cut it, so they hit the farmer over the head and descended on me all at once.

What was even worse was one of them pulled out a gnarled wooden staff and started doing some complex movements with his hands.

Crap – a Mage.

At first I was worried, and then I thought, Eh, what the hell. I was pretty sure Soul Suck would work on him, too.

And it did. I zapped the Mage and watched his soul get pulled out of his face as he tried to keep his concentration long enough to cast the first spell.

Unfortunately, he succeeded – and it was a doozy. As his two buddies were stabbing me with knives, a ball of green electricity suddenly hit me full in the chest. I stumbled backwards, stunned.

All those combined blows had taken off a quarter of my remaining hit points. I was back down to 60% – plus I couldn’t move for the next two seconds. I just stood there as the other two bandits whaled on me, their knives making a disturbing shunk shunk sound as they kept stabbing me in the gut.

Stig, God bless him, stepped up to the plate like a champ. He focused on the Mage and tossed fireballs right in the guy’s face.

That took the Mage’s aggro off of me – but it left Stig in harm’s way.

Meanwhile, the Darkfire had worn off my targets. As soon as I shook off the Stun effect, I hit all three bandits with more black flames to burn up their souls.

The Mage shot off another round of electricity at Stig, whose hit points were already dangerously low.

The green bolt of electricity landed. 

My imp screamed, then disappeared in a puff of black smoke.

Damn it, I cursed silently, and started back in on the Mage with Soul Suck – 

Except nothing happened.

Shit.

I was out of Mana.

I tried again. Blue lightning shot out of my hands – but only for a second.

Okay, this officially sucked.

What was I supposed to do? I had no idea. I had no hand-to-hand combat abilities. 

Meanwhile, the Mage was gearing up for another blast of green energy, and the other bandits were still stabbing me every couple of seconds.

The only thing that saved me was I had gotten my hit points up high enough – but that would only last so long.

What was I supposed to do until I regenerated enough Mana?

I had no idea.

A second bolt of green electricity shook me to my very core.

32% Health.

Another ten seconds of this and I was screwed.

Then salvation came from the most unexpected place.

The farmer’s wife grabbed a frying pan – a big, heavy, cast-iron son of a bitch – and slammed it into the side of the head of one of the bandits attacking me. It knocked a good 5% off of his hit points. Combined with my two rounds of Darkfire, he was perilously close to death.

Maybe I had no training in hand-to-hand combat, but if a farmer’s wife could wallop a guy like that, then there was nothing stopping me. I ran over to the fireplace and grabbed a poker. Too bad it was sitting next to the fire and wasn’t actually hot.

Meanwhile, both non-magical bandits turned towards the wife. 

The Mage was still concentrating, doing his little magical jazz hands thing –

Then the farmer jumped up and started pummeling the Mage. 

I now had two allies in the fight!

I gripped the poker like a baseball bat and started a Babe Ruth-style beat-down on the bandit with the lowest hit points. He died within seconds.

The remaining non-magical asshole turned towards me and stabbed me again, but I slammed the poker upside his head. And then the farmer’s wife bonked him with the frying pan.

My Mana bar was up to 10% – so I tried it.

Soul Suck!

My hit points went up by several percentage points, and his completely bottomed out. He collapsed onto the ground with a death rattle.

Both the wife and I turned towards the Mage, who was facing the husband.

I looked at the woman with questioning eyes. She nodded, and we both rushed the Mage at the same time.

He got off an electrical bolt that slammed the farmer in the chest, sending him to the ground – but that meant that he was temporarily unable to attack either of us.

We just went to town on him. It was an old-school beat-down. Fireplace poker and frying pan, baby. Wham wham wham.

A few seconds later my Mana bar was back up to 5%. I was preparing to Soul Suck him when he sank to his knees, dropped his staff, and clasped his hands together in supplication. 

“Please!” he begged. “Please spare my life, and I will tell you everything!”

I hesitated. Was this a trick? Some kind of ruse?

Suddenly a window popped up.

Hear the Bastard Out

Listen to the Bandit Mage’s information and decide whether to spare his life. For this you will earn 100 XP.

Oh well, I figured, what was the harm? Extra experience points, and in the meantime my Mana and Health would both regenerate.

The farmer’s wife was about to clock him, but I put out a hand. “Wait – I want to hear what he has to say.”

“But my children!” she cried.

“They’re safe – I rescued them and told them to run into town and bring help. They’re fine.”

I was 99.9% sure they were fine, anyway. There was no way the game was so perverse that it would allow me to rescue three little kids, then blithely send them off to death or slavery.

“This villain tried to kill my husband and take my virtue,” she yelled angrily, “yet you want to spare him?”

“I want to hear what he has to say. Go help your husband.”

The wife cried out and ran to her hubby like she’d just remembered about him. She knelt on the floor, gathered him up in her arms, and kissed his forehead.

I put my hand in front of the Mage’s face like I was about to do a spell on him. “Tell me what you know or you’re dead!”

“I’ll tell you everything, just please back up,” the man choked. “I can barely breathe.”

I frowned, puzzled. “What are you talking about? You’ve got plenty of room.”

“No – the smell.”

He meant my parfum de skunk.

“It’s not that bad,” I snapped.

“It’s that bad,” the wife said from where she was cradling her husband’s head in her lap.

“It really is,” the Mage moaned.

“Good,” I said, and moved right up in the Bandit Mage’s face. “Tell me now, or you can keep breathing my stank.”

“Alright!” he cried out in anguish. “You have an enemy in your midst. He is planning to sell off this entire town into slavery to the orcs – in fact, he was the one who ordered us to attack this farm.”

“Who is he?”

“I only know him as the Spider. But his rapaciousness knows no bounds.”

The Spider – that was the guy that the bandits back at the other campfire were talking about.

Suddenly a window popped up.

The Fly’s Revenge

Find the secretive villain known only as the Spider, and make sure he pays for his treachery with his life.

1000 XP

50 silver

Not bad.

I hit ‘Accept,’ then turned to the Mage.

Find the secretive villain known only as the Spider…

Maybe I could apply a little pressure on this guy – use a little more of Mother Nature’s chemical warfare. Maybe it really would be that simple.

“How do we find him?” I demanded.

“Certainly not with my help,” the Mage grinned as he spun across the floor, grabbed the wife, and pulled her away from the still-unconscious farmer. 

Of course it wasn’t going to be that simple.

The farmer’s wife tried to wriggle away, but the Mage was too quick. He wrapped his arm in a chokehold around her neck.

A quick glance at his hit points showed me he was back up to  30%.

Unfortunately for him, my Mana was back up to half.

“Let me go,” the Mage warned as he tightened his arm around the woman’s neck, “or I will – ”

I hit him with Darkfire first.

He screamed and started flailing.

The wife broke free and ran across the room.

That’s when I activated Soul Suck.

Blue lightning shot out from my hands and into the Bandit Mage’s chest.

He dropped to the floor, scrambling for his staff –

I stepped on the staff before he could get to it, pinning it to the ground, as I sucked the last bit of hit points completely out of him.

His soul pulled free of his body and disappeared into the air – and then his corpse fell back on the ground, lifeless.

Now that he was dead and we were finally safe, obviously it was the perfect time for the authorities to show up.
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“Halt!” a gruff voice behind me said.

I turned around to see a guy in full plate armor with his sword drawn. Two archers flanked him on either side, their arrows pointed at me.

The three kids were behind them, eyes wide. “Mama, mama!” they screamed, and raced past the soldiers into the arms of their crying mother.

I raised my hands. “Don’t shoot, I’m the good guy!”

“No you’re not!” the armored guy snarled. “I saw you using witchcraft on that man! You used a soul extraction spell to drain his life! According to the laws of the goddess Chalastia, the penalty for that is death!”

Well, shit.

“And,” the soldier said, his face wrinkling in disgust, “you have the stench of evil on you.”

“That’s just a skunk,” I snapped.

“Wait,” the farmer coughed as he sat up on the ground, suddenly awake. “This man risked his life to save my family. In fact, he saved our life twice – once when he first came in, and another just now when he killed the bastard who was about to kill my wife.”

The soldier shook his head. “The law about witchcraft is quite clear – ”

“And Chalastia spake, ‘Mercy above all else, especially to those who do good unto others,’” the farmer said, sounding like he was quoting some videogame version of the Bible.

The soldier looked at me warily, then looked at the farmer’s wife. “Elsa, is this true?”

“Yes,” she nodded tearfully as she hugged her children. “He saved me twice.”

“He saved us from the bad men!” the oldest boy said.

“And he has a funny little devil!” the little girl called out.

The soldier looked at me again and raised his sword. “A devil?”

“An imp,” I clarified.

“We kill imps around here, warlock.”

“Well, the bandits saved you the trouble. He’s already dead.”

Not really, of course. Stig was just banished to whatever dimension he was from until I summoned him back here – but the soldiers didn’t need to know that.

 The armored soldier hesitated, then finally nodded at the archers, who lowered their bows and arrows.

“For the kindness you’ve shown this family,” the soldier said, “we shall spare your life. But do not practice your vile magic here anymore, warlock. You have been warned.”

“Unless I need to save somebody else?” I said sarcastically.

The soldier raised his sword again. “Your flippant tone does you no favors, trafficker in the dark arts.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “I’ll go peaceably.”

“Good.” Then he wrinkled his nose. “And for the goddess’ sake – take a bath.”

With that, the soldier and the two archers left. 

I turned to the farmer and his wife. “You mind if I take some stuff from the bandits?”

“Not at all. In fact, I would like to make a gift to you.”

A golden ‘?’ appeared over the farmer’s head as he staggered to his feet. He walked over to the mantel above the fireplace and pulled out a tiny purse from a hiding place, along with something else. “I would like to give you what little we have as thanks for saving our lives.”

I was about to say, No, really, I can’t – you guys are too poor as it is, I can’t take anything from you –

And then I remembered I was in a videogame. These people didn’t even exist except on a computer server.

“Okay,” I said instead. “If you insist.”

He handed over two silver and the Ring of the Shepherd’s Grace, which gave +5 Intelligence and +3 Stamina.

All RIGHT!

“Thank you,” I said, then gestured at the bandits’ bodies. “I’ll take what they’ve got, and then I’ll go.”

I found another three silver and 75 coppers, not to mention a better pair of boots and gloves that gave me extra armor in addition to +2 Stamina each. Plus the Mage’s body yielded a better belt with an accompanying strap over the shoulder that gave me +4 armor and +3 Intelligence. A pretty damn good haul overall.

“Did you want this man’s weapon?” the wife asked.

I saw that she was holding out the Bandit Mage’s staff. That’s actually what it was called when I selected it: ‘Bandit Mage’s Staff’ appeared in a little window.

And I saw that it would give me +20 intellect.

Hell YEAH I want that man’s weapon!

Not only that, but the staff magically snapped into place on my back, somehow held in place by the crisscrossed leather strap across my body. I had no idea how, but I wasn’t about to look a magical gift horse in the mouth.

“Thanks, guys,” I said. “I’ll be on my way now.”

“One last thing, stranger,” the wife said.

“Yes?” I said, expecting to hear some overblown profession of eternal gratitude.

“You really should take a bath,” she told me instead.

“It’s the next thing on my list,” I said grumpily, then turned and left the house.
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Actually, the bath was going to have to wait. The soul counter had 40 souls – which meant I could now forge a new collar and summon my succubus!

First I went by the original farmer who originally sent me off on the bandit quest and collected my goodies: 500 XP, two silver, and a Horticulturist’s Cloak that added +3 armor and +2 Intelligence. 

Then I summoned Stig.

“Everything turn out alright, boss?” he asked.

“Yes – thanks for your help in the fight.”

“Sure thing, boss!”

“Plus I got the 40 souls, so now it’s time to summon the succubus!”

“…oh,” the imp said with a distinct lack of enthusiasm.

Despite Stig’s misgivings, we ventured deep into the woods where we were sure not to be disturbed. I brought out the book the dwarven witch had given me and opened up the cover. Lo and behold, there was a new page of writing in it.

I started reading aloud, and the words just came pouring out of my mouth. At the same time, my hands and fingers moved in ritualistic patterns I wasn’t consciously controlling.

As I spoke, shadows begin to come from the trees all around me, floating through the air like dark mist, swirling around and solidifying into a circular object. The more I chanted, the more solid the object came. The counter up in the left-hand corner of my vision begin to drop, sold by soul, until it plummeted down to zero – and a crack like a thunderbolt crashed all around me.

An object dropped out of the mist and fell at my feet. I picked it up and inspected it carefully.

It was a black velvet choker, the kind you see on hipster chicks and in Victorian paintings. But instead of a cameo silhouette engraved in ivory, the choker had a tiny skull made out of pure white stone instead. The detail was amazing – almost like it was a real skull, only an inch tall.

“Uh oh,” Stig muttered under his breath.

I looked over at him. “What do you mean, ‘uh oh’?”

“You really going to go through with this, boss?”

“Of course I am.”

“That’s why I said ‘uh oh.’”

“Yeah, but why?”

“I told you – hot chicks are nothing but trouble.”

“It’s going to be fine,” I reassured him.

“Sure, boss,” he said, but shook his head ‘no.’

I sighed and rolled my eyes, then turned back to the book. Another page had appeared. Apparently this one was how to summon the succubus itself.

I followed the directions, although once again I had no idea how I knew the language.

I sat cross-legged on the ground, placed the choker collar in front of me on the grass, and began to read out loud.

Shadows gathered all around me. Day turned to twilight, then night. The ground beneath the collar began to crack, and purple light shone from the gaps in the earth as black smoke billowed into the air.

It was interesting – other than the crazy horror movie developing around me, these new incantations contained a couple of warnings.

“Never fall in love with a succubus,” I read aloud in whatever bizarre language I was speaking, though I understood the words’ meaning perfectly. “Only a man who is pure of heart can resist the lure of the succubus.”

Suddenly, the purple light disappeared in a bright flash, night turned back to day, the earth closed up – and the collar was gone.

“What the hell?” I asked in frustration.

“That’s a laugh,” a sultry voice spoke behind me. “There is no man who’s pure of heart.”

I turned around, startled – and saw the most astoundingly beautiful woman I had ever seen before. 

I’m talking real life, movies, magazines – anything. She even put Robert’s succubus to shame.

As I stood there staring, mouth wide open, she giggled and smirked at the same time.

“Like what you see... master?” she asked sardonically, like she was mocking me – but she still turned around to give me the full show.

Her face was classically beautiful, with high collarbones, slender nose, and delicate features. She had perfectly shaped eyebrows and thick eyelashes. Her lips were sensual and soft, with the wet sheen of lip gloss on them. Her teeth were snow-white pearls, perfectly formed and even.

Her black hair was a wild mass of luxuriously thick curls that spilled down her shoulders and back.

The irises of her eyes were sapphire blue, but rather than looking cold, they warmed me to my core when I looked into them.

Her neck was long and graceful, and displayed the black velvet choker I had just summoned moments ago.

Her body was lithe like a dancer’s. Her arms were incredibly thin and toned, her midriff was soft but with the light contours of muscle beneath, and her legs were slender and graceful. She had one of the smallest waists I had ever seen on a woman, ever.

The parts of her that were not like a ballerina’s were her chest and ass. Those belonged to a Playboy Playmate of the Year. Maybe even Playmate of the Century.

Seriously, she had the largest natural breasts I had ever seen that still managed to remain absolutely firm and perky, fully defying gravity. They were full and round, with tantalizing cleavage, so perfect that you would’ve sworn they were fake, except that they were too perfect to be fake.

And her ass – to paraphrase Robert the QC Warlock, my GOD it was a work of art. After the tiny waist and lusciously wide hips, her ass just kind of appeared out of nowhere. BOOM! A bubble butt so firm and shapely it would’ve put J-Lo’s to shame, even in her prime.

Every part of her perfect body was on ample display, because all she wore was the skimpiest leather bra and thong imaginable. Her bra was just big enough to support her gorgeous breasts and cover her nipples, because it was so skimpy it didn’t cover much more. The two cups were joined in the center of her chest by a tiny metal skull less than a half an inch tall.

Don’t even get me started on the thong. It wasn’t exactly a Brazilian bathing suit, but the sides were basically strings, and the leather between her shapely thighs couldn’t have been much bigger than a postage stamp. The thong certainly didn’t hide ANY of her ass – it basically covered her crack just enough to make sure you didn’t get too lustfully obscene a glimpse of her nether regions.

She was fairly tall – although the three-inch stiletto heels on her thigh-high leather boots made her look taller than she actually was. The boots were one of the sexiest parts of the outfit – soft and weathered looking, but skintight. Surely she was only able to stand because she was aided by magic. Those stiletto heels should have punched right through the ground, they were so sharp. Plus her feet were so tiny that she should have keeled over – but instead she walked confidently and gracefully with every step.

That was another thing I was thankful for – she appeared to have human feet rather than goat’s hooves. Thank you, game designers.

Oh – did I mention that her skin was completely red? Red as a ruby, though with the soft luster of human skin. There was definitely nothing hard-edged or rock-like about her, that was for sure.

She also had two black horns curling from the sides of her heads – although rather than grotesque or evil, somehow they were graceful and elegant, and managed to set off the curves of her body even better.

Like the other succubus I had seen in the town square, she also had a pair of wings – but unlike the other woman’s raven feathers, hers were like a bat’s. 

Maybe a bat is the wrong comparison. More like an elegant dragon’s, sculpted out of leather and shiny black latex. They were folded up on her back, so I had no idea how big they were, but they complemented the black of her bra, thong, and boots perfectly.

She also had a tail – a long, thin, curling, sensual red thing that tapered off into a triangle at the tip.

Truly, a devilish pin-up girl if ever there was one.

She was looking at me with a little smirk – an I know you’ve been a bad, bad boy and I know you want me to do something about it kind of look.

Suddenly her features scrunched up into an expression of disgust. “What in Light’s Blood is that smell?”

Oh crap.

My imp sold me out.

“The boss,” Stig said cheerfully as he pointed right at me.

“I got sprayed by a skunk!” I protested.

The succubus pinched her nose with her delicate forefinger and thumb, which ended in long, feminine, plum-colored nails. “I wanted to serve a human master, not a Stench Beast.”

Even her voice with her nose pinched shut couldn’t make her sound less than incredibly sexy.

Despite all that, though, I was super-annoyed by her attitude. “Well, your first act of service can be to help me find a stream.”

“Anything,” she agreed, “as long as I don’t have to smell that anymore.”
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As we tromped through the forest, the succubus kept her distance – both physically and conversationally. She kept slightly ahead of me, about 15 feet to my right, and she was mostly silent.

“Are you sure we’re headed towards a stream?” I asked, annoyed that this devilish goddess was treating me like a leper.

“Yes,” she said simply.

The fact she could act like a dowsing rod was bizarre to me. I hadn’t seen a single river the whole day, or even heard a hint of a burbling creek.

“How do you know?”

“I’m a creature of fire. I wouldn’t go so far as to say that water is an enemy, but it’s not the most pleasant thing for me to experience unless it’s piping hot. As such, I can feel its presence when it’s nearby – almost like a sixth sense.”

“Huh,” I said, not sure what to make of that. 

We traveled a bit longer in silence, which made me nervous. Damn it, she made me nervous. Hot women always made me nervous.

And I felt bad about just staring at her breasts and ass in silence – mostly because I knew she could tell I was staring.

So I tried to make conversation. “I’m Ian, by the way.”

She didn’t answer.

“What’s your name?”

“Alaria.”

“Alaria… that’s a really pretty name.”

She gave me an amused look. “Are you going to ask me if I come here often?”

“Just trying to make conversation,” I muttered in irritation, finally broken out of my hot-chick haze.

“There’s no need,” she said, then pointed at the choker around her neck. “This collar means you don’t have to. I just do whatever you tell me to, master,” she said with mock sweetness. Actually, more like sugarcoated arsenic.

“Stig and I get along just fine,” I said grumpily.

Alaria looked down at my imp, who was waddling along next to me. 

“Is that true?” she asked with a touch of mockery. “Do you and master get along ‘just fine’?”

Stig looked up at me. Then he looked back at Alaria. 

“Oh yes,” he said, but he shook his head ‘no.’

“You little jerk,” I muttered.

Alaria laughed out loud, and it was a glorious sound – like the pealing of church bells turned into an angel’s voice. 

Even though her body had all the lustful trappings of a devil.

“There’s no reason we can’t all get along,” I said.

She stopped laughing and looked off vacantly at the horizon.

“Whatever you say, master,” she said dully.

“You don’t have to call me that.”

She raised an eyebrow. “What do you want me to call you – ‘boss’?”

“No – Stig doesn’t have to call me boss, either. He just does.”

“I’m sure,” she replied.

“No, really – watch! Stig, stop calling me ‘boss’!”

“You got it, boss.”

“See?” I said in triumph. “And I’m not punishing him or anything!”

She smirked. “Yeah, enslaving him, that’s not a punishment at all.”

Jesus. Whatever the programmers had done to this portion of the game, it was taking a really weird turn.

“Whatever,” I snapped. “Let’s just have a good time, go on some quests – ”

“And kill people,” she said brightly. 

She didn’t seem to be joking.

I looked at her askance. “…I guess?”

I mean, technically, that’s exactly why people played the game – although nobody really said it out loud. 

We’ll have adventures! And see beautiful things! And experience a magical world!

And kill people!

“Anyway, you can just call me Ian,” I said. Then I stupidly held out my hand to shake hers, like a chump with a crush.

She looked at it disdainfully, then turned back to the forest. “I’ll just call you master, if it’s all the same to you.”

“Fine,” I grumbled. “Call me whatever you want.”

“Really? Can I call you Goat Anus?” she asked playfully.

“No.”

“How about Orc Balls?”

“No.”

“Vicious Taint?”

“No.”

For the first time since she’d arrived she seemed to be enjoying herself. “But you said I could call you whatever I – ”

“Just call me master,” I snapped.

“Okay,” she grinned. “Master. By the way, did you know that the word ‘boss’ sounds like the Impish word for ‘asshole’?”

“What?!” I asked in surprise.

“Yes – bos-sh. It means ‘anus’ in Impish.”

Stig gave her a dirty look like he wanted to kick her ass.

“Stig, is that true?” I demanded.

“NO, boss,” the imp said, though he shook his head ‘yes.’

“HEY – ”

“Is that a river?” the imp asked, then sprinted off through the forest.

Little bastard…

But he was right about the river. I could hear water rushing across rocks somewhere nearby.

“Huh, you were right,” I said to Alaria.

“You thought I was lying?”

“No – I – ”

“I’m just playing with you, master,” she said, and smiled sweetly as she turned to face me. Her breasts jiggled tantalizingly, and I basically lost every coherent thought in my head as I watched her boobs wobble behind her bikini top.

“We’re here,” she announced, and I emerged from my mammary-induced hypnosis.

It was a small river, maybe 20 feet wide, with crystal-clear water spilling over rocks of all sizes. Rapids and small waterfalls made up the majority of the river, but off to the side were still, limpid pools that seemed to be at least four feet deep. Perfect for bathing in.

Except that… I had an audience.

Alaria could sense my hesitation.

“You know, you don’t have anything I haven’t seen before.” She made a face. “You definitely have an odor I’ve never smelled before, but I’m sure everything else is the same.”

I just stood there uncertainly, unsure whether I wanted the hottest woman I’d ever seen to see me naked.

She sighed, crossed her arms, and shut her eyes. “Go ahead, I won’t look.”

I quickly stripped down to my birthday suit, leaving my belt, bags, staff, and boots on the ground, and my other clothes in a pile on top of a fallen tree. 

I retrieved the bar of soap, then guiltily glanced back at her, just to get another glimpse of those luscious breasts without her knowing I was ogling her – 

She was staring right at me with one eyebrow slightly raised and an amused half-smile on her lips.

I was horrified and outraged at the same time. “You said you weren’t going to look!” I yelled as I clamped my hands over my junk.

“I’m a succubus, a demoness from hell. Of course I’m going to lie.” 

“Eyes over there!” I yelled, and was about to point until I realized that I needed my hand to help cover my nads.

“Where?” she asked politely, as though she were confused.

“Over there!” I shouted, gesturing with my head off into the forest.

“Where?” she asked a little more insistently.

I knew she was tooling me and just trying to get me to remove my hands from my crotch.

“Look straight up at the sky!” I barked.

“Yes master,” she cooed, then raised her head and looked up at the tree canopy. 

What pissed me off even more than her insolence, was that I was getting kind of turned on by it.

But being turned on wasn’t a problem for much longer. As soon as I dipped my foot in the water, I yelped and withdrew it.

“What’s wrong?” Alaria asked with fake solicitousness as she kept staring into the sky. “Did something jump out of the water and eat you up?”

“No, the water’s ice cold.”

“Poor baby – can I look down yet?”

“No!” I snapped, and forced myself to wade into the water as I winced and sucked in my breath painfully.

“Everything all right?”

“Everything’s fine!” I yelled, more from the pain of the cold water than her provoking me.

At least the pool itself was calm. The stones beneath my feet were smooth, and I was able to make my way out into the middle without any problem until I was chest-deep.

“Can I look now?” Alaria asked.

“Y-y-yes!” I said, trying to keep my teeth from chattering.

She sat down on a nearby tree stump and crossed one leg over the other. It was probably the sultriest pose I’d ever seen any woman strike in my entire life. My God, she was hot – even when she was just sitting there. 

She watched as I lathered up with the bar of soap.

“Would you like me to do that for you?” she asked flirtatiously.

Yes. YES I WOULD.

Although I knew she was just messing with me.

“No, I’ve got it.”

“Are you sure? I could help you with those hard-to-reach places.” She paused suggestively, then purred, “Like between your legs.”

Good God, the way she said it put all sorts of images in my mind.

“I can reach that just fine,” I said.

“Yes, I can tell. Be sure you keep both your hands where I can see them,” she tsk tsk tsked, waving one finger like I was a naughty little pervert.

I decided to ask her some questions – partly to make better use our time, partly to try to keep my mind off the bone-aching cold of the water. “What can you do?”

“Oh, master, I can do sooooo many things,” she murmured playfully, then licked her crimson lips. 

Her tone of voice and licking her lips like that make me start to think about her licking other things.

I desperately tried to get the image out of my mind – at least for now. 

I could save it for later. For… private use.

“But from what I know, I am limited by what you can do,” she continued in a teasing voice. Then she leaned over so that her breasts were hanging full and gorgeous with their weight pressing firmly against her bra. “So what can you do, master?”

“Uh...” I stuttered as I stared at her breasts. “Darkbolt… Darkfire…”

“I don’t mean your magical attributes,” she interrupted with a lustful smile. “I’m talking about your physical ones.”

Suddenly her voice dropped to a sultry murmur. “You know that I’ve never seen such a big, impressive piece of wood, don’t you?” she said, her voice full of breathless awe and lustful anticipation.

I stupidly got my hopes up. I’m average, nothing more, and the game didn’t give me any +3’s, if you know what I’m saying.

But I was hoping that maybe the game designers had made her memory a blank slate, and that maybe I was the most impressive male she’d ever seen.

Fat chance.

She pointed over at the Bandit Mage’s staff. “I’m talking about that, of course.” She wrinkled up her brow like she was confused, though of course she was just trolling me. “What did you think I was talking about?”

“What can you do in combat?” I snapped. “What are your magical fighting abilities?”

“Oh. That.” She sounded bored. “For right now, not much more than fireballs, and not very powerful ones, either.”

“Do you know what you’ll eventually be able to do?”

“Of course,” she said, sounding offended. “I’ll be able to use my Fire Whip soon. My Mesmerize abilities will improve – want to see what they can do now?”

“Uh… sure.”

She looked at me with such an astonishing expression of desire that I swear to God I got a boner even despite the ice-cold water. 

Okay, THAT’S a new part of the game I’ve never experienced before…

Add in the fact that she shook her upper body the slightest bit, making her breasts sway back and forth, and I was a goner.

Then she giggled, and the spell was broken. “You should see your face, master.”

As I came out of it, I felt like I really had been hypnotized. Which made me feel self-conscious and vulnerable.

She didn’t seem to notice as she continued to tick off her other abilities. “I’ll be able to fly longer and longer distances eventually, and I can drain a man’s life force when I have sex with him.”

“W-what?” I asked, stunned.

“Yeah,” she said in a bored voice, “I can’t fly yet, but as I progress I’ll go from being able to fly 10 feet, then longer distances. I’ll eventually be able to hover and attack from the air, which will be really handy in a fight.”

“No – what was that about having sex?”

“Oh, that. I can drain a man’s life force while I have sex with him.” She gave me an amused smile. “You do know I’m a succubus, right? And you do know what succubi do – right?”

“You have sex with men while they sleep,” I said, and gulped.

She batted her hand like she was deflecting my comment. “That’s so old school. We don’t wait until they’re asleep anymore.”

“Who... who do you have sex with?” I asked, my voice cracking like a teenage boy’s.

“People I want to kill, for one. It’s a fun way to off them.” She winked at me and grinned. Then her smile faded, and her expression hardened. “Then, of course, there have been previous masters who have commanded me to sleep with them.”

“Did you kill them?”  I asked in alarm.

“…not yet,” she said, and smiled grimly.

I was wondering what the hell she meant by THAT when suddenly there was a fizzing sound, a hiss, and the sensation of something hot passing right between my legs.

I yelped and raced through the water until I was only knee-deep, then turned around to see what had attacked me.

Stig was standing at the edge of the pool about ten feet away, perched on a natural shelf of stone and peering down intently at the water. He cupped his hands and sent a fireball into the water with a fizzing carbonated sound. 

As soon as the fireball hit the water, there was a puff of steam and a sssssssss sound on the surface – but I could still see a glowing ember shoot underwater and gradually fade away in a trail of bubbles.

“What the hell are you doing?!” I demanded.

“Fishing, boss.”

“There are fish in here?”

He shrugged. “I dunno.”

I peered into the pool, wanting to make sure there wasn’t some giant bass that might try to bite my wiener off. I didn’t see anything in the crystal clear water, though.

“Go fish somewhere else and let me bathe in peace,” I ordered.

“You got it, boss,” he said, and turned around and headed for the opposite bank of the river.

I suddenly realized that I was completely out of the water.

I whipped around –

Alaria was looking at me with that playful smirk and cocked eyebrow again.

“Seems like there was some shrinkage,” she commented.

The terror of having boiling water pass inches from my nuts had indeed put a damper on my willy. The cold water had done the rest.

“It’s cold in here!” I yelled, then ran back in the water. No matter how uncomfortable it was, it was still better than having her inspect me like a piece of meat.

Well, actually, I wouldn’t mind if she inspected me like a piece of meat. So long as she was impressed.

Which she most definitely wasn’t.

“Aw, poor baby,” she cooed. “Would you like me to warm the water up for you?”

“You… you can do that?”

In answer, she walked over to the edge of the pool and got down on her hands and knees.

Once again I was mesmerized by her breasts, which swayed beautifully back and forth, barely kept in check by her tight, black top.

She smirked as she watched me, but didn’t comment on my lecherous staring. Instead she put her hand in the water.

The water began to bubble around her hand. I looked at it in surprise, and edged closer – although I was careful to squat down as I moved so that my body remained covered by the water from the waist down.

As I got closer, I could feel a swirl of warm water around me. She was actually heating the pool up!

“How did you do that?” I asked in awe.

She shrugged, which set her breasts swaying again. “I’m a creature of fire. I just used my internal heat to warm it up.”

“Could you heat up the entire pool for me?” I asked.

She smiled. “Sure… but the easiest way to do that is to get all the way in the water, and I’m not getting my outfit wet.”

“Oh,” I said, and immediately reverted back to my normal nice-guy ways. “Never mi– ”

She stood up abruptly and said, “So I guess I’ll just have to go in nude. You don’t have a problem with that, do you?”

I stared at her in amazement, like a kid afraid that all his Christmas presents might suddenly disappear. “N-n-n-no...”

“Good,” she said with a little smirk, then walked back over to the tree stump. She raised one leg up and placed the stiletto heel against the wood, then peeled the top of the boot down from her thigh. One by one she took the boots off, then laid them on the ground.

She looked up at me and caught me staring harder than I had at any other time in my entire life.

“Naughty master,” she reproached me with a giggle. 

“Sorry,” I said, and automatically averted my eyes.

“I didn’t say you had to look away,” she murmured seductively. “I just called you what you are. Naughty… master.”

I went back to looking at her, my eyes wide, my jaw totally slack and hanging open.

She looked me right in the eyes as she reached up to the front of her chest, pressed her breasts together, and put her fingers on the tiny metal skull that clasped her bra together in the center.

The sight was absolutely glorious. Her already deep cleavage became mouthwatering, and I could see from the supple way her skin moved that she was 100% real. And firm. And absolutely delectable.

She kept her eyes locked on mine as her fingers unclasped the skull, pulled slowly apart, inch by inch, and let the black leather bra start to fall away from her breasts. 

I had been right – they absolutely defied gravity. They were as firm without the bra as they were with it. Although I couldn’t see everything yet, her hands were moving slowly away – any second I would see the edges of her nipples –

“Excuse me,” she said sweetly, then turned around. Once her back was to me, only then did she completely pull off the bra.

I felt a physical pain being denied the full monty. I actually craned my head around, trying to get a glimpse. 

You ever see Playboy pictures where they photograph the model from the back, and her breasts are so large that you can see still side boob? Yeah. That was totally going on here. It’s one of my favorite poses ever, and I was getting mega side-boob from the back as she reached her arms up and hung her bra on a low-hanging branch.

Then she bent over, letting her breasts dangle heavy and full as she slid off her thong. The spaghetti-thin belt of the thong ended right below her tail, which twirled back and forth sensuously as she bent over and gave me a full view.

Now I was getting a tiny bit of underboob, too, as I watched the most luscious ass I had ever seen get completely bare. The tiny scraps of clothing pulled over her taut thighs, down past her knees, and she stepped out of them and hung the thong on the branch as well.

She looked over her shoulder coquettishly, and I could see the full side of her breast – just not any nipple.

I was hard as a brick underneath the water, I can tell you that.

“Are you ready for me to get in?” she asked softly, almost bashfully.

I was just a few seconds away from a full-on view of Paradise.

“Y-yes,” I stuttered, unable to believe my luck that I was even experiencing this, much less getting paid for it as a job. Right now, I couldn’t give a damn about whether they ever got me out of the game, as long as I got to see her naked.

She started to turn towards me – and as she did, she put her arm across her chest in an arm bra, and placed her other hand right in front of her crotch.

Dammit!

The view was still absolutely stellar – her arm pressed against her breasts smooshed them up against her body, making them look even bigger and fuller – but I couldn’t see her nipples, and there was an obsessive, almost primal need in me to do that. Like, right now.

As she walked towards the water, her breasts jiggled against her arm, and her hips swayed back and forth as she walked.

“I want to see,” I said hoarsely, my mouth completely dry.

She smiled sweetly as her feet entered the river. “You want to see me?”

“Y-yes.”

“You want me to show you?” she asked softly, now up to her knees in the pool of water.

“Yes,” I whispered, my voice full of need.

She was waist deep now. “You want me to pull my hands away?” she murmured, her voice so sensual and seductive it hurt not to be able to touch her.

“For God’s sake, yes!” I croaked.

“Okay,” she giggled, and let go of her arm just as she dipped underwater up to her neck.

I got the briefest glimpse of her areolas – reddish-brown, smooth, like they had been airbrushed onto her breasts. Big as a half-dollar but still small compared to the massive size of the rest of her firm breasts, with tiny raised nipples extending a bit further out from her skin. 

I groaned in frustration and pain. Now I really felt like a little kid who had had all of his Christmas presents donated right after opening them.

“Naughty master,” she giggled as she rose up just far enough for her breasts to float, giving me an amazing view of the tops of them – but still no nipple.

“That was cruel,” I said, half-joking but also entirely serious.

“I thought I was just heating up the water – not you, too,” she grinned.

“Well, you are definitely doing the latter. How about doing the pool, now?”

She smiled, then closed her eyes and concentrated. Within seconds, I felt waves of warm water rush over me.

I groaned in ecstasy. The contrast between the warm water on my front and the cold water on my backside was delicious.

I closed my eyes and just enjoyed the sensation of warm water brushing up against my skin.

And then something else brushed up against me.

I opened my eyes in shock to see her less than a foot away from me, staring me right in the face. 

What I had felt were her breasts against my chest – and what I assumed were her nipples: two hard points of firm flesh pressing against my skin.

As we stood there like that in the water, I was struck that she was just a few inches shorter than me. With her stilettos on, we would probably be at perfect kissing height.

I could smell her breath, which was sweet like sugar. Her hair gave off a faint odor of cinnamon and vanilla. Basically she smelled as delicious as she looked.

“What… what are you doing?” I whispered, my eyes wide.

“I thought you wanted to me to warm you up,” she whispered as she got even closer.

Her breasts pressed harder against my chest, and I felt a warm, smooth thigh slide between my own legs – and brush up against something else.

Her eyebrows shot up, and she made a little ‘O’ with her pursed lips. “Ooooh – feels like something got bigger.”

Then it wasn’t just her leg. I felt her fingers, starting at the base of my shaft and slowly working their way up.

“Oh yes,” she said in a thick, guttural voice. “I could definitely work with that.”

Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God – 

I couldn’t believe this was happening.

Dear Penthouse, I never thought it would happen to me, but last week I was in a river with a succubus in a virtual reality videogame…

She leaned over towards the side of my face, her chest pressed hard against mine, her soft hair tickling my skin, her lips brushing the edge of my ear and making me harder than I had ever been in my entire life.

“Am I everything that you hoped I would be?” she whispered, and the utter sensuality of her voice drove me wild.

“Yes,” I whispered, and reached out and put my hands around her waist. 

She felt like silk beneath my fingers, even in the water. I moved my fingers down, feeling the curve of her hips as they flared out. Then I let my fingers drop down to her ass, so firm, so full, so tight and luscious. I pulled her against me, and my erection pressed into her belly.

“Do you want to be inside me?” she whispered, and I could hear the desire in her voice, the urgent need. 

“Yes, yes,” I whispered as I buried my face in her hair and started kissing her neck.

I could feel my shaft sliding across her belly – could feel her breasts smashed against my chest.

“Do you want to have sex with me?” she murmured, her voice no more than a sigh in my ear. 

“Yes, yes – ”

Her voice suddenly turned hard and unfriendly. “So are you going to force me?”

I stopped, totally taken aback. 

I pulled away from her and looked into her face.

She was still beautiful, but her expression was cold, angry, remote.

“...what?” I asked, totally confused by what had just happened.

“I asked if you are going to force me to have sex with you.”

“Why would you ask me that?” I said, bewildered.

“Because I don’t want to have sex with you.”

I stared at her. “But – I thought you – ”

“You’re my master, so technically, I have to do everything you tell me – but I don’t want to. I’m making that perfectly clear right now. So are you going to make me?”

I stared at her, and my formerly rock-hard boner began to wilt.

I was like a kid on Christmas morning, but instead of all my toys getting donated, my parents had thrown lighter fluid on them and just lit the match.

“No… I wouldn’t do that…”

“Good,” she said curtly, then backed up and turned as she got out of the water.

Maybe it was one last concession on her part, but I finally got a full glimpse of her nipples. They were fully erect, standing almost 1/2 inch away from her breasts, and her areolas were tight and contracted, no bigger now than a nickel. 

But other than that brief glimpse, she turned around too fast for me to see anything other than her perfect ass swaying from side to side as she sauntered out of the water. Water dripped all over her as she made her way up the bank to where she’d hung her clothes.

For a brief second I wondered what she was going to do about being dripping wet – and then suddenly she spread out her wings to their full wingspan. They were actually pretty incredible – about six feet from tip to tip. They looked more like something from a kinky S&M costume than the animal kingdom. They were sleek and shiny and black, with a surface like latex or rubber.

The skin of her body seemed to glow the tiniest bit redder, and suddenly the water evaporated off her in a mist. Within seconds she was completely dry. She gave her wings a shake like a person flicking water droplets off their hands, and then they folded into a sleek, compact package on her back.

Frankly, I was bewildered. One second she had been all hot and heavy – although apparently she was faking it – and the next she was cold as ice.

Well, not literally ice-cold, since she had just made a bunch of water evaporate off her in seconds. 

Psychologically cold, though, yes.

“What’s the problem?” I asked, more than a little annoyed.

I will admit to the ulterior motive of wanting her to turn around and face me so I could look at her bare breasts again.

She didn’t take the bait, though. She just spoke to me over her shoulder as she stepped into her thong, and then shrugged into her bra and clasped it in front of her chest.

“I’m just sick and tired of having masters who make me do whatever they want without any regard for what I want.”

“You’re a succubus! I thought you liked sex!”

She whirled around angrily – unfortunately, now fully clothed. “I do! That’s not the point!”

“So what’s the point?!”

“The point is that with most of the assholes I’ve had to serve, I didn’t have any choice in the matter! And that’s a horrible feeling!” she cried out angrily.

Wow… I’d never thought about it like that.

It was actually super effing creepy and wrong.

“You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to do,” I protested.

She got a mischievous glint in her eye. 

“But I can do things that I want?” she asked, her voice low and throaty.

Hope was reborn in my heart again.

“You can do anything you want,” I croaked, praying that she would get back into the water with me.

My prayers seemed to be answered as she took a step towards the river. 

“Anything?” she whispered.

“Anything,” I moaned.

Without warning, she turned and blasted a fireball right at my clothes on the tree, immediately turning them into a small bonfire.

“Then I want to get rid of that Goddess-damned smell,” she snapped.

I screamed in horror and anger, and immediately ran up out of the pool, not giving a second thought to the fact that I was completely naked.

“I meant sex, not THAT!” I roared as I ran over to the clothes.

Too late – my shirt and pants had been completely incinerated. All that was left was a few flaming scraps and embers floating up into the air.

“Oh,” she said coyly, and put a finger tip to her bottom lip. “I thought you meant anything at all.”

“You did say ‘anything,’ boss,” Stig shouted out from the rocks behind me.

These damn demons – like lawyers with their freaking ‘if it’s not in the contract it’s not understood’ assholery!

“I didn’t mean you could set my clothes on fire!” I shouted, then turned on her angrily, pointing a finger in her face. “No more of this deliberately misinterpreting my commands! Understood?!”

She suppressed a smile and said, “Understood.”

Then she let her eyes drop down to my completely exposed crotch, which hadn’t totally shrunk yet from my previous adventures with her.

She raised one eyebrow. 

“Better,” she murmured, then giggled as I clasped my hands over my junk in embarrassment.
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Though it hadn’t been given to me officially by the computer, I now had a new quest: find new clothes.

I was wearing just a pair of boots, a belt with shoulder strap – which the Mage’s staff attached to magically – a pair of bracers, and a pair of gloves. I kept to the woods, away from any farmers who might see me, and kept my hands clasped perpetually over my junk.

And prayed that there was no such thing as poison ivy in the game.

“I think this is a good look for you, boss,” Stig said.

“Shut up,” I grumbled as we walked along.

“I’ve never had a master before who wore his birthday suit.”

“Shut UP, Stig.”

“Okay, boss.”

“I like it, too,” Alaria giggled. “You’re wearing about as much as I am – why are you complaining?”

“Because it’s not in the right places,” I growled at her.

“But – ”

“Do NOT say anything else to me. You’re the one who put me in this position in the first place.”

She put up her hands defensively. “Whatever you say, master.”

We walked through the woods in silence.

Until Alaria broke it.

“I do have to say, though,” she giggled, “that you have a cute ass.”

“Not one more – I do?” I asked, my anger replaced by bashful desire.

“Yes. You do.”

I could feel my cheeks glow red – the ones on my face, not on my rear end. 

I turned away. “You’re not supposed to be talking.”

Something warm and soft grabbed my left ass cheek and squeezed.

I yelped and turned around.

She was standing there grinning like the cat who ate the canary, her hand still in the guilty act of cuppage.

“I didn’t say anything,” she protested.

“You – you were – ”

“Should I not touch you, master?”

She was just toying with me, so I glared at her.

But in reality, I wouldn’t mind if she grabbed my ass every so often.

“Not until I get some clothes on,” I said.

“But that’s the half of the fun of doing it now,” she said flirtatiously.

“Cut it out,” I ordered. “We’re almost there.”

“Where we goin’, boss?” Stig asked.

“The Olmsteds’s house.”

“Who?” Alaria asked.

“The family we just saved. I think they’ll be grateful enough to give me a pair of pants and a shirt.”

We got to the farm, but kept hidden within the treeline. I didn’t want to parade my naked ass in front of any kids. And if they started throwing potatoes again, I didn’t want to have to beat a hasty retreat, either.

I looked at Stig. “Go knock on the door and say I need a pair of pants.”

“I could go,” Alaria offered.

“They’ve seen Stig, and he helped save them. They haven’t seen you. They may freak out.”

“Why would they freak out?”

“They’re pretty devoted to some goddess around here. They don’t like warlocks much.”

“Then we have something in common,” Alaria said playfully.

I just glared at her.

“Wait – where’s Stig supposed to go?” she asked.

“Over there,” I said gesturing with my head.

“Where?”

This was ridiculous – the house was plainly in view just 200 feet away.

“Over – ”

I almost pulled my hand away from my crotch to point – and then realized that’s exactly what she wanted me to do.

I shot her a few eye daggers. “I know what you’re doing.”

She winked. “Come on, now – can’t blame a girl for trying to get another peek.”

“Since you didn’t want to do anything in the first place, I don’t see why you would care about another peek,” I snapped.

She leaned over and whispered seductively in my ear, “Because I know you want me to look. And to do a whole lot more.”

I blushed and had to readjust my hands, since they had a good bit more to cover in the next few seconds.

“Hey boss, how come you’re getting so red?” Stig asked.

“Just go over to the house and knock on the door!” I shouted.

“Yeesh. Okay, okay.”

I watched as Stig made his way across the meadow and over to the house, where he knocked on the door. No one answered.

“Nobody home, boss!” he yelled.

“Knock again, and louder!” I yelled back.

He knocked loudly enough on the roughhewn wooden door that I could hear it clearly myself. But nobody opened it.

“Dammit,” I grunted, then yelled out, “Hello?”

“Hi, boss!” Stig yelled back.

“I’m not talking to you!” I shouted. “I know you’re there!” 

Then I started trying to call out my intended targets. 

“Mr. or Mrs. Olmsted? Little Olmsted kids? Anybody?”

I paused and waited for an answer. Nobody answered back.

“Are you sure you saved them?” Alaria asked. “Or did you just temporarily put off the inevitable, and more bandits came back?”

I shuddered. “Don’t talk like that.”

Her suggestion struck a chord of fear in me – which was kind of ridiculous, since we were talking about videogame characters.

On the other hand, what those bandits had been about to do to Mrs. Olmsted still made my skin crawl. They probably wouldn’t have actually gone through with it – they would have just stayed in some kind of holding pattern until an adventurer came along to save the family. However, I had no idea how crazy the game developers were going to get with their new expansion pack.

I glanced all around the farm to make sure nobody was hiding in wait with a potato in their hand – and then I darted out of the trees and over to the house. Alaria sauntered along behind me.

I covered my junk with one hand and knocked on the door with the other. “Hello?”

No answer. 

Okay, this wasn’t that bad – I could probably just sneak in, grab some of their clothes, and nobody would be the wiser.

But when I tried the doorknob, it was locked.

Not only that, but the rest of the house was solid stone, with wooden logs forming the roof. There wasn’t a window in the whole damn thing.

“This is crazy!” I snarled. “A farmhouse out in the middle of nowhere, and they had to put a lock on it?”

I found myself wishing I were a Rogue right about now with the ability to pick locks.

“I could burn it down for you,” Alaria suggested.

“No! I’m not burning down their door just to get a pair of pants!”

Although what would it really matter? They were just computer generated characters, right?

No, I told myself. I wasn’t about to save a family from murder and rape just to burn their freaking house down.

I walked around the perimeter of the house, trying to see if there was some other way in – a back door, a cellar door, anything. 

No such luck.

“What do you want to do?” Alaria asked.

“We’ll just go to the next farm,” I said angrily, “and I’ll buy a pair of pants and a shirt from them.”

The only problem was, the next few houses were deserted, too. And their doors were all locked as well, with no windows to break into.

“What the hell is going on?” I shouted in frustration.

“You can’t get inside the houses,” Stig explained helpfully.

“Oh, you THINK?!”

“Maybe they all decided to go into town for some reason,” Alaria suggested.

It was a possibility – but I couldn’t exactly walk into town butt naked looking for clothes.

“Let’s just keep looking,” I grumbled. “We’re sure to find someplace with a window.”

We didn’t find a window, but we did find the next best thing: a farmhouse with a bunch of laundry drying on a line outside.

No one was around, and I was feeling irritated and annoyed, so I ordered Stig, “Go over there and steal something for me to wear off the clothesline.”

“You got it, boss,” he said, then scampered across the ground.

Sixty seconds later he was back with a wad of blue cloth in his hands. 

I frowned. It didn’t look like what I was expecting.

“Alaria – take it from him and hold it up,” I ordered.

“Why can’t you?” she asked coyly.

“You know why – just do it!”

As soon as she held it up in the air, it was quite evident that it was a milkmaid’s dress Stig had stolen, complete with a lace-up bustier. There was also a bonnet.

Alaria burst into laughter.

“That’s a dress!” I shouted at Stig.

“You said something to wear, boss, so I got you something to wear.”

I knew he was pulling that lawyerly ‘only what’s written in the contract’ crap again.

“I think you’ll look absolutely stunning in it,” Alaria grinned.

“Shut up,” I snapped, then addressed the imp. “Bring me back a pair of pants and a shirt.”

“Okay, boss,” Stig said, and zipped back out towards the clothesline – but he didn’t take the dress with him.

“Hey – ” I started to say, then thought better of it. I really didn’t give a damn anymore. We could just toss the dress out into the clearing where the owners could retrieve it later. I wasn’t about to give the imp another chance to screw me over by misinterpreting my orders. If I told him to go put the dress back, he would probably go find the first farmer with a pitchfork and throw the dress in his face.

Alaria held the dress up in front of her. “What you think?” she asked, smoothing it out against her body. “Think I could pull it off?”

What I wanted to say was, With a body like yours, you shouldn’t be wearing anything at all.

My slightly less creepy response was, “I think you could pull off just about anything.”

“You’d like me to pull off everything I’ve got, wouldn’t you?” she grinned.

For a woman who didn’t want to have sex with me, she was sure doing a damn good job of sending mixed messages.

Suddenly Stig was back. “This was all I found, boss,” he said, holding out a whole armful of laundry.

Unfortunately, it was all white. I didn’t see any signs of trousers.

“Hold it up so I can see it,” I ordered.

Stig tried to lift up the tangle of laundry, but since it was almost as big as he was, there wasn’t much use.

“Alaria, take it from him and let me see what he got.”

The succubus draped the milkmaid’s dress over her arm, then took Stig’s white bundle away from him and began separating the items out.

The first thing she held out was a baby dress and a bonnet.

Alaria laughed again, then dangled the baby bonnet by its strings. It looked like a cloth slingshot big enough to carry a grapefruit.

“I guess you could use this to cover your manhood. Although I don’t know where you would attach it,” she smirked. “And I think there would be a lot of room left over.”

“What the hell?!” I yelled at Stig. “How did you think I was going to wear that?”

He shrugged. “I don’t wear clothes, boss. How was I supposed to know what you can wear?”

“That’s – that – ”

Okay, he sort of had a point.

Although I was pretty damn sure he was just using that as an excuse for irritating the hell out of me.

“What else is there?” I asked Alaria. 

She shook out the rest of the laundry pile. All it was was a small white bed sheet.

“That’s it?!” I yelled.

“I got everything they had, boss!” Stig protested.

“They didn’t have any other clothes other than what you just brought me,” I snarled in disbelief.

“No, boss.”

“Great. Just great.”

All of a sudden, a woman started screaming bloody murder.

We all looked up in shock to see a woman holding an infant in her arms and pointing at us in the woods. The woman’s screaming had frightened the baby, so now it started howling its fool head off, too.

“Demons!” the woman shrieked. “Demons from hell! And a naked man!”

I had visions of a dozen farmers racing after us with pitchforks and torches.

“Run for it!” I yelled, and Stig, Alaria, and I all darted back into the forest.
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I walked into town with the bed sheet tied around my crotch looking like a gigantic diaper. In fact, I looked like the biggest Baby New Year’s costume you’ve ever seen in your life, complete with a leather sash crossing my chest. I would have worn it as a toga, but apparently it was a sheet for a single bed, because it was too small to cover my whole body plus the important parts.

Alaria couldn’t stop laughing. 

“Oh my Goddess – you pull it off marvelously!” she shrieked as she wiped tears from her eyes.

“Just – shut up.”

“But you look so sexy,” she purred, then broke down into snorts and giggles again. “I’m sorry… I can’t even fake it…”

The plan was to go into town, find a vendor, and byy some new clothes. I had mentally prepared myself for the stares that I would get from the other players – and there were plenty of those. Just about everyone who passed by me did a double take. Most of them burst out laughing, and a few catcalled me. A couple even shouted, “Hey – where can I get some armor like that?”

Of course, then all the attention was immediately taken off of me and focused on my succubus. All the guys’ jaws dropped, and some of the women’s did, too.

“See?” Alaria giggled. “You’re a fashion sensation.”

“I think you’re the sensation,” I said.

“No, no – it’s you they want. You should be thanking me for burning your clothes.”

“Next time you want to burn some, burn your own.”

“I don’t think the diaper would look quite as sexy on me as it does on you.”

“If you don’t wear anything on top, I guarantee it’ll look better on you.”

When we got to the town, though, none of the shops were open. The windows were shuttered, the doors were closed, and there were signs out front saying ‘Closed.’ Every single one.

Well – except for a certain foul-mouthed old lady.

As soon as I opened the door, Sylvester’s granny looked up at me sweetly from her knitting. “Hello, how are y– ”

Then she recognized my face. 

“Oh, it’s you,” she grumbled, then sniffed. “At least you don’t smell like a hobgoblin’s ass anymore, but what in Utark’s greasy crack are you wearing?”

Then she saw Alaria walk in right behind me.

“Wonderful,” the old lady sneered. “You brought a devil whore with you.”

“It takes a whore to know one,” Alaria said sweetly, “devil or not.”

I immediately panicked. That’s all I needed: for my only possible source of clothing to take offense and throw us out on our asses.

I was about to yell at Alaria when the old lady cackled.

“I like the mouth on your strumpet,” she snickered. “Spicy – although I’m sure that’s because it’s usually wrapped around a sausage.”

“No, but I could arrange something for you to suck on, if that’s what you want,” Alaria said.

Ew. 

This was an old granny lady we were talking about.

I did not want that image in my head.

“I need a shirt and pants,” I interrupted before the two women could get back to their sexual insults.

The old lady grunted. “Five silver each.”

“What?!” I shouted. “That’s outrageous!”

“You don’t look like you’re in a position to argue,” the old lady smirked.

Greedy old bitch.

“Fine,” I grumbled, and pulled the coins out of my purse.

Stig suddenly appeared from behind Alaria’s legs.

“Lovely,” the old woman sneered, then looked at my succubus. “Did you squeeze out that devil spawn after your last go round in the brothel?”

“No, he’s just an acquaintance – although everyone’s telling me he looks like you as a child.”

“I was far better looking than that,” the old lady cackled. “And I looked better than you, too, until my tits sagged down to my knees.”

“Oh God,” I groaned. I was going to have to wash my brain with bleach.

“No God in these parts,” the old lady sneered. “Just a goddess with her cooze clamped shut.”

“What?” Alaria asked, surprised. “Are you talking about Chalastia?”

“The one and only. I hear she takes it up the ass so she can maintain her virginity.”

“Can I please just have my shirt and pants?” I moaned.

“Wait,” Alaria said with a frown. “Where are we?”

“In my shop,” the old lady snapped. “What, did you suck on one so big it dislodged your brain?”

“What region are we in?” Alaria snapped. As she said it, there was of the sound of fire flaring up – although I didn’t see anything.

Kind of scary.

The old lady was taken aback, too. “Ostmere,” she said warily. “The town of Fernburg.”

Alaria staggered backwards like her legs had suddenly grown weak, and her face looked like she had seen a ghost.

“Are you okay?” I asked her in alarm.

“Somebody make you walk funny, Dearie?” the old lady said nastily as she slid my pants and shirt across the counter and pocketed the ten silver coins. “Stick something big where it didn’t belong?”

“Where is everyone?” Alaria asked, all business. “The other villagers – where are they?”

“Yeah,” I said. “We were wondering about that.”

“It’s the beginning of the high goddess’s festival,” the old lady said. “Evening services start tonight, and no one’s allowed to dingle anybody’s dongle until next week. I just think the old bitch wants everybody to be as miserable as her.”

“Then why are you here?” I asked.

“Do I sound like somebody who goes to church so I can pray to some old withered hag? I got one right here I can talk to in the mirror.”

“We need to get out of here,” Alaria said to me.

“Can I get dressed first, at least?”

“Fine – get dressed,” she said, but there were no jokes. She was all business.

“Do you mind if I…?” I asked the old lady as I held up the pants and shirt.

“Go right ahead, Dearie.”

“Will you turn around so I can have some privacy, please?”

“No,” the old bat said.

“What you mean, ‘no’?” I asked in surprise.

“It’s my shop. I intend to look. I haven’t seen any man up close flesh in quite awhile.”

Perverted old lady…

For a second I considered going out and dressing in the street – but then dozens of players would see me.

I gave the old woman a sideways look, then started unwrapping the bed-sheet diaper.

“Stig – hold one end of the sheet up, and Alaria, you hold the other. No peeking.”

“I don’t care about you being naked,” the succubus said brusquely. “Just get it over with.”

My temper flared. “Do not talk to me that way.”

Alaria’s face went blank. “I am so sorry, master. Of course I will hold the sheet for you,” she said in a monotone voice.

That was better.

“Must not have anything to write home about if she’s not excited to see it,” the old lady cackled. “Of course, I’m sure she’s seen a lot.”

Alaria didn’t even bother to respond.

Something must really be bothering her…

I undid the sheet and handed Alaria one end, then handed the other end to Stig. “Okay, hold it up, guys.”

I was just about to step into my pants when Alaria dropped her end of the sheet, leaving me fully exposed.

“What the hell?!” I exploded. “I told you to hold it!”

“You didn’t say anything about not dropping it,” she said coldly.

The old lady was standing on her tiptoes to get a good look at my crotch.

“Yup,” she said with a snort. “Definitely nothing to write home about.”
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As we walked outside – with me fully dressed but still holding the crumpled-up bed sheet – I gave Alaria a piece of my mind.

“I’m more than happy to send you back to whatever hellhole you came out of,” I snapped. “If you keep acting like this, I’ll never
call you back here again!”

Alaria closed her eyes and put her hand to her forehead like she had a headache. “I’m sorry – I shouldn’t have acted the way I did.”

I was surprised by the sincerity in her voice. She actually sounded like she was apologizing. No coquettishness, no teasing – just a lot of stress in her voice.

“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Why are you acting so weird?”

Alaria hesitated, then finally said, “I have a former master in this town. A real son of a bitch. I didn’t realize where we were until the old lady told us.”

“Oh.”

My mind raced, and I remembered what she’d said back at the river. 

There have been previous masters who have commanded me to sleep with them. 

Did you kill them?

…not yet.

I had a few questions, but I was tactful enough not to ask them right now.

It didn’t matter – she answered them for me, almost as though she was reading my mind.

“And yes,” she said, her voice full of hatred, “he did take advantage of his position.”

Shit.

“Are you afraid of him?” I asked quietly.

“Not afraid, no. You are my master now, not him. I’m not worried about what he can do to me anymore.”

“Should we get out of here?”

“What I’d really like to do,” she said, with serrated daggers in her voice, “is kill the bastard.”

Before she said ‘kill the bastard,’ it was like her eyes had been dead – and then suddenly they sparkled back to life.

She turned towards me. “Actually – can we kill him?” she asked, her voice full of hope.

Suddenly a window appeared in front of me.

Exes and O’s

Find Alaria’s former master – and kill him.

1500 XP

Scepter of the Servant: 

+40 Intelligence

+20 Stamina

+10 Critical Strike

Special Ability

So this wasn’t just a random act of vengeance. It was a game-approved quest, as well.

There wasn’t any money in it, but the experience points were pretty awesome, not to mention the scepter with all its additional bonuses.

And what was the ‘Special Ability’ all about?

Plus, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have the appreciation and gratitude of a certain hot-as-hell babe.

“Okay,” I agreed. “Let’s do it.”

Alaria squealed with joy, clapped her hands, and jumped up and down – which gave me the most spectacular show of breasts bouncing up and down I could have imagined. I was basically mesmerized all over again.

“Thank you!” she cried out, then pecked me on the cheek. Her lips were warm and soft, and again I smelled that gorgeous cinnamon and vanilla smell.

Stig wasn’t quite so enthused. 

“Wonderful,” he grumbled.

“Do you know her to find your ex-master?” I asked.

Alaria stepped back, a blank look on her face – and then frowned. “No.”

“Don’t you know where he lived?”

“I didn’t even realize I was in the same area. I mean, I suppose I could find it if we looked around long enough…”

“Or,” I said, remembering what the old lady had said, “maybe we could just go to the church where everybody in town is worshiping tonight and ask people where he lives.”

“That would be great,” Alaria said, “except I don’t think the devotees of a chastity goddess are going to take too kindly to a warlock showing up with a succubus in tow.”

I thought for a second. “What if we could go in disguise?”

“Wearing what, exactly?”

I pulled the milkmaid’s dress out of my bag. I had stuffed it in there when we ran away from the screaming woman and baby.

Nothing ever happened by chance in the game.

“How about this?”

Alaria grinned – a real smile, not some seductive put-on. “That would be a good start – but what about my skin? It’s just a tiny bit redder than an average human’s.”

“I have an idea about how to deal with that. We just need to find a merchant.”

Lucky for me, the porno-theater-looking guy who’d sold me the bar of soap apparently wasn’t the religious sort, either. We found him outside the inn, hawking his wares to passing gamers. 

I bought a sack of flour from him, and five minutes later we were out in the woods trying out my plan.

Alaria dipped her hand in the flour, then drew it out. Although her skin quite obviously looked dusty, the white powder hid a fair amount of the redness. 

“Not bad – but what about these?” Alaria asked, unfurling her wings.

“I’ve got a plan for that, too.”

I used the bed sheet to strap her wings down, tying them as tight as possible to her back.

“Is this hurting you?” I asked.

She made a face as I knotted the bed sheet in front of her midriff, which pulled the wings down level with her shoulders. “I’m find with it if it helps me kill that bastard.”

“Just think of it as a sports bra for your wings,” I joked.

She looked at me, puzzled. “What is a ‘sports bra’?”

Oh yeah. They didn’t exactly have spandex and Lycra in this game world – and there was no reason for a succubus to wear one, anyway.

“It’s a piece of clothing women wear that straps their breasts down,” I explained.

Alaria looked absolutely horrified. “Why would they want to do that?!”

“So they can exercise.”

Another bewildered look. “Why would they want to do that?!”

“Not everybody has your perfect body.”

She shrugged. “Just tell them to sell their soul to a Hell Lord.”

“Half of Los Angeles probably would,” I muttered. “All right, let’s get you in the dress first, then throw a bunch of powder on you.”

“Even if I’m able to pass for human, what about him?” Alaria said as she pointed at Stig. “He can’t walk in there like that.”

I grinned and reached in my bag. “I have a plan for that, too.”
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It was fairly easy to find the church – we just followed the only people on the roads who were dressed in farmers’ clothes. They were all headed towards a modest building on the edge of town. 

It looked a lot like churches in the real world, except there was no steeple, and the symbol on top of the building wasn’t a cross, but a circle with a smaller circle overlapping it at the top. It looked like Chalastia was the goddess of Venn diagrams.

And so, as the sun went down and twilight fell, a Warlock, an imp, and a succubus found themselves in the house of the Goddess of Chastity.

The flour had worked out remarkably well on Alaria. Ever seen a movie where an aristocratic woman in 18th-century France looks ivory-white? That’s sort of what Alaria had going on. The white powder on her skin was obvious, but in the dim light it hid the red skin just enough to get by. Actually, it just made her look pink and dusty, but you had to take what you could get. Her black hair had been messed up by the flour as well, but she’d stuffed all her hair up into the milkmaid’s bonnet on top of her head.

Frankly, though, I was surprised they would let her inside the church of a goddess of chastity when she was spilling out of the top of the milkmaid’s dress. Like, literally. I think the bust size was about two cup sizes too small for her breasts, and her boobs were literally overflowing the laced bodice.

Not that I was complaining, mind you.

The only problem was, her wings being strapped to her back didn’t do her any favors. She looked like a cross between a hunchback and a Playmate who had been close to a grain mill when it exploded.

“I look hideous,” Alaria complained as we walked up the steps of the church.

“Not as hideous as our baby,” I said.

“Not nice, boss,” Stig grumbled.

He was wearing the baby’s dress and the grapefruit-sized bonnet on his head, with his long ears stuffed up inside. However, the clothes did nothing to camouflage his gray skin, his glowing yellow eyes, or his two slits instead of a nose. So I told him to keep his eyes closed (“Pretend you’re asleep”), and Alaria hugged him as close to her bosom as possible.

I would have given quite a bit of money to be in Stig’s position, but since he was an imp and not a human male, he didn’t particularly seem to be enjoying himself next to those heavenly globes.

As we entered the church, I saw dozens of farmers and their families packed tight on wooden pews. Many women were holding fussing babies. Children sat with bored expressions on their faces – and those who moved got a sharp rap on the back of the head.

So, basically, the worst church you can imagine, straight out of 1850’s America.

Up at the front was a raised stage with a wooden pulpit, just like anything you would see back in the real world. Silk banners hung from the walls, emblazoned with the same circular symbols I’d seen on the roof outside the building. There were also a number of green boughs hanging on the wall, and some ceremonial copper bowls filled with water on a table at the front.

Torches flickered along the walls, casting the only light inside the dimly lit building. The gloom quickly deepened as the sun set outside.

“Now I know why so many people join organized religion,” Alaria muttered as she looked out over the hushed audience.

“Why’s that?” I whispered back.

“Because everybody’s having so much fun,” she said sarcastically.

Suddenly a chipper voice assaulted us from our left. 

I looked over to see a middle-aged, short, fat, blonde woman in a dress that looked like she’d sewed it out of sackcloth.

“Welcome! Blessings of the Goddess be upon you! I…” She paused and looked at us in confusion. “I don’t think I know you.”

“We’re new in town,” I said with a forced smile.

Our blonde welcome wagon looked over at my ‘wife’ – or, more accurately, stared at her overflowing top. 

“You are followers of the goddess Chalastia?” she asked doubtfully.

“Oh yes,” I said. “We love her.”

“All night long,” Alaria added with a simpering smile.

I elbowed Alaria lightly in the ribs to reproach her. Seconds later, I felt her tail whack me in the ass – which she only could have done if her tail was protruding beyond the hem of her dress. I just prayed to God – or whoever else was listening – that nobody had seen it.

Our chubby church greeter seemed a little taken aback by our lack of religious graces. “I see…”

Then she saw the baby clutched face-first to Alaria’s chest.

“Oh, you have a baby!” she cried out, suddenly much friendlier again. “I remember mine at that age! So cute!”

“Eh,” Alaria grunted unenthusiastically.

“Can I see the little darling?”

“He’s sleeping,” I said, hoping Stig would take the cue not to move or open his eyes.

No such luck. He shifted his head away from Alaria’s boobs and gasped. I couldn’t really blame him – he was probably being suffocated in her cleavage.

But man, what a way to go.

“He seems to have woken up!” the woman said cheerfully as she leaned over, then froze as soon as she saw Stig’s gray face. And his lack of a nose. And his generally ugly-ass features.

She stepped back as though she had opened a cabinet and found a big ol’ rat staring at her.

“Is he… all right?” she asked, obviously unnerved.

“He’s fine,” I said.

“He looks… different…”

“I dropped him a lot as a baby,” Alaria said. “It rearranged his face a little.”

The lady looked horrified, then started to scowl. “As long as we’re on the topic, I noticed you’re wearing a great deal of powder.”

Alaria scrunched up her face like What the hell?! “That’s not on the topic at all.”

The woman continued, obviously intent on continuing whatever moral lesson she was about to impart. “The goddess does not approve of makeup, you know.”

That’s what was off about the chubby blonde! I had noticed a distinct lack of makeup on the farm wives we’d seen so far. When I’d played the game before, female NPC’s always had red lips and sultry eye shadow. Even the bandits this afternoon had looked flawless – but I had never considered that digital characters might need to wear makeup.

But apparently they did, because this lady was very plain-looking and obviously disdainful of anything that might make her look better.

“Oh,” Alaria said, “this isn’t makeup.”

I froze. “Uh, honey – ”

“We were at the miller’s and I fell in the flour. I didn’t have time to bathe before we came, so here we are.”

“Oh…” the woman said, obviously bewildered. It really was the strangest story I had ever heard, so I sympathized with her.

Suddenly Stig sneezed – Achoo! – and sent up a puff of white dust from Alaria’s ample chest.

“Oh,” the fat woman said, frowning again as she stared at Alaria’s boobs. “What’s wrong with your skin?”

I looked over and saw that Stig’s sneeze had blown off a good bit of flour. The exposed skin wasn’t red, exactly, but it was unnaturally pink underneath the remaining flour, that was for sure.

“Terrible sunburn,” Alaria said, not missing a beat. 

Man, she could lie. Ice wouldn’t melt in her mouth, she was so cool when she did it.

“Oh…”

“Honey, didn’t you say that you knew somebody from this area?” I said, trying desperately to change the subject.

“Yes – someone who lived here years ago. Do you know a man by the name of Jastoth?” Alaria asked.

“Why, of course!” the woman squealed, happy again. “He’s – ”

A booming voice suddenly filled the hall. “Brothers and sisters in the holy light of Chalastia, please rise.”

As the entire congregation got to their feet, a bald man with a beard strode out on stage, dressed all in white robes, with his hands lifted high.

Alaria’s eyes bugged out and her mouth dropped open.

“Well, you can see him right there!” the fat little blonde woman tittered. “Father Jastoth, High Priest of Chalastia!”

“Shit of the gods,” Alaria cursed under her breath, but not so quietly it couldn’t be heard.

The blonde woman gasped and frowned furiously.

I ignored her pearl-clutching and focused on Alaria. “Is that him?”

“Yes,” my succubus said, her voice like cold razor blades.

“Are you sure? It’s been a long time, right?”

“WAY too long,” Alaria seethed, and I knew she wasn’t talking about making his reacquaintance.

“I have to go sit now,” the scandalized blonde woman sniffed as she scurried away.

“So your former master is the preacher?” I asked, astounded.

“It would appear so.”

“Do you think he… I don’t know, converted?”

Alaria narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “He probably wants everyone to think so, but I’m not convinced. Not that I care. He could be the holiest asshole on the mountain and I’d still kill the bastard.”

The man started singing in a deep baritone, and the congregation followed along with him. It was a mournful dirge, depressing and in a minor key, talking about being pure and chaste and white as snow.

Like the virgin with her flower

Kept hidden in the tower

I beseech you, Goddess mine,

Keep me pure till end of time.

“From the sight of all the babies in here,” Alaria said drily, “somebody might want to have a second go at explaining to these people about virgins, flowers, and keeping pure.”

“Do you want to do it right now?” I whispered. “Or should we wait?”

“What, explain to them about virgins and flowers?” Alaria teased.

“You know what I mean.”

“Let’s wait. I’d like to hear what he has to say,” she said, then smiled so cruelly it sent a shiver down my spine. “Before I kill him.”
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We sat down on the very last pew in the only space still available. After a few more dour hymns, the sermon began in earnest.

If this guy had ever been a Warlock, he must have truly had a Damascus Road-style conversion. He was a holy roller now, that was for sure. A real fire and brimstone asshole.

The funny thing was, Alaria kept up a constant whispered commentary during the sermon. Sort of like Mystery Science Theater 3000, except done by a hot chick in a depressing church.

“Brethren!” Jastoth yelled. “I know that resisting the desires of the flesh is hard – ”

“Especially when something else is hard, too,” Alaria whispered.

“But if you give in, they will lead to eternal burning!”

“Only when you pee, and then you go see an apothecary and it’s over in three to four days.”

“You shall know pain as you have never experienced it before!”

“Only if you’re into that sort of thing.”

“Know that the goddess watches over you all! She sees you in your beds and knows what you do under the cover of night – and she shall punish you for it!”

“So she’s a voyeur and a sadist,” Alaria whispered in an aha tone of voice. “This is one kinky bitch.”

At some point, a parishioner sitting in front of us turned around and scowled at Alaria. I don’t know if he heard exactly what she was saying, but he was definitely pissed that she was talking during the service.

In answer, Alaria turned Stig around to look at the churchgoer.

As soon as he saw our butt-ugly baby, the churchgoer’s eyes bugged out. He turned around without another word, pale as the underbelly of a fish.

“That was effective,” Alaria whispered in surprise, then resumed her commentary.

“The goddess is displeased!” Jastoth roared.

“Because he stuck it in the wrong hole.”

I snorted, trying to hold back my laughter.

More parishioners looked around at us and scowled, though they left us alone as soon as Alaria flashed them our ‘baby.’

“The land is fallen out of favor with the Goddess because of how evil the people have become!” Jastoth shouted. “I call upon the Olmsted family – stand up and present yourselves!”

My eyes widened in surprise.

Alaria turned to me. “Wasn’t that the name of the family you saved?”

“Yeah…”

The Olmsteds got up in front of the church, looking supremely uncomfortable. The three little kids fidgeted, and the parents held them in front of them closely as the preacher came down from his pulpit and walked over with a scowl on his face.

“Just this morning, bandits attacked this family! This was the wrath of the Goddess visited upon them in human form!”

“Blaming them for a bunch of evil bastards trying to hurt them? What an asshole,” Alaria muttered.

I couldn’t have put it better.

“Even worse,” Jastoth continued, “they were saved from the Goddess’s divine discipline by a warlock and his foul imp!”

The entire congregation murmured.

Alaria glanced at me. “Oh, so you’re famous.”

“So am I,” Stig croaked from his flour-covered snout.

“Shh,” I warned him.

“The will of the Goddess was thwarted! When you are saved from dire circumstances by one who is evil, you know it is not divine intervention, but demonic interference!”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

Was this shithead actually suggesting that because I’d saved a woman from being raped, her husband from being killed, and her kids from being sold into slavery to orcs, that I was the evil one? And that they actually deserved such a horrible fate?

“How can this guy be a Priest?” I asked in amazement. “This is horrifying!”

“Religion is no guarantee of morality,” Alaria whispered.

“I think it’s just that this guy is a particularly vile asshole. How can he say these things?”

Alaria smirked. “I’ve found that the most outspoken religious nuts are usually the ones with the most skeletons in their closets.”

I thought of all the disgraced televangelists who had caroused with call girls or done crystal meth with male prostitutes, and realized she might just be right.

Up at the front of the church, the little Olmsted girl looked at her mother in confusion. “But mama – it was a nice man who saved us!”

“SILENCE! The warlock thwarted the will of the Goddess!” The priest pointed at the wife. “Woman – discipline your child!”

The wife looked at her husband fearfully. He looked miserable, but he wasn’t about to go against the word of a big-shot religious leader standing up here in front of the entire community. He nodded hesitantly, miserably.

There was no way I was going to watch a little girl get beaten, especially not at the command of a hypocritical asshole. I was figuring out exactly what I should do – fire off a Darkbolt at Jastoth? Send Stig scurrying up the aisle? – when Alaria beat me to the punch.

She spoke up loudly next to me. “Sir, sir – I have a question!”

I looked at her in confusion. What the hell was she up to?

Jastoth looked out angrily across the crowd. I don’t know if he saw her or not, but he definitely heard her. It was impossible not to.

“Who speaks?” he thundered.

“A humble servant of the Goddess,” Alaria called out. “I just have one quick question.”

“Now is not the time – ”

“But I thought that spanking was a sin,” Alaria called out.

“No!” the Priest snarled. “Spare the rod and spoil the child!”

“No,” Alaria said. “I meant spanking a woman.”

The Priest seemed taken aback. “Why would anyone spank a grown woman?”

“Well, what if they’ve been bad?”

Jastoth hesitated. “Well, if they have spoken heresy against the Goddess – ”

“No – I mean, what if they’ve been really, really bad,” Alaria said in an overwhelmingly sultry voice.

The kind of voice that meant Take me NOW, big boy.

I have to admit, I was getting a little excited just from hearing her.

Jastoth seemed to be getting a little excited, too. The front of his priestly robes below the waist rose up in a pup tent.

The entire crowd gasped – at least, half did. The other half tittered and laughter and snorted.

Jastoth reacted angrily, and held out his robes to disguise any unsightly bulges.

“Woman, you are being deliberately provocative! Show yourself to be disciplined in front of the community!”

“Oh – are you going to spank me?” Alaria asked, in a voice that was even more beguiling than before. “Have I been really, really bad?”

The Priest was getting seriously flustered now. “You have sinned, that much is – ”

Alaria stood up with baby Stig in her arms. “Will you put me over your knee?” she cooed.

“I will thrash you within an inch of your life!” the Priest raged.

“While you do it, will you get your manhood reaaallly close to my naughty bits?”

You would think that everyone was about to have a heart attack from the scream that went up from the crowd.

Alaria stepped out into the aisle and started walking slowly down the aisle, her stiletto boots going click, click, click on the wooden floorboards.

“But just tease me with the tip,” she moaned. “Wait until I’m begging for it… until I just can’t stand it anymore… until I’m writhing over your knee, until I’m pleading with you… and then just stick it ALL the way in.”

Oh my God.

I didn’t know whether to be aroused or shocked.

Apparently, neither did the rest of the crowd. They backed away from her like she was a rattlesnake – although I couldn’t help but notice that all the men were staring at her chest.

“Although,” Alaria said with that same cutting tone of voice that I recognized so well, “if you’re going to stick something in, you should probably use your pinky. From what I remember, it was way bigger than what you’ve got between your legs.”

The Priest’s eyes bugged out, but he didn’t say anything.

“What, you don’t remember me?” she asked defiantly as she walked closer to the front. “Is it the baby?”

She let go of Stig. He fell to the ground with a CLUNK.

All the churchgoers screamed.

“She really DID drop him a lot as a baby!” the fat blonde woman shrieked from the front of the room.

“Ow,” Stig croaked from the floor.

“Sorry,” Alaria said without taking her eyes off the Priest.

“S’okay,” the imp grunted, and stood up on his feet.

Women actually fainted to see the ugly grey mug and yellow eyes peering out from underneath the baby bonnet.

“What, you still don’t know who I am, Jastoth?” Alaria said. “Don’t you remember doing the Rite of Gul’gath to bind me to you?”

The entire church gasped, but Alaria kept talking faster and angrier.

“Don’t you remember the pentagram of fire you cast, or the manacles you clamped on my wrists, or the wretched, vile things you did to me that first night, and every other night afterwards while I was under your command?”

The entire crowd looked over at the Priest. 

His eyes were wide. Over the last 40 seconds he had gone from crimson rage to pale, sickly panic.

“No? Still no recollection?” Alaria asked, and stopped walking. “Maybe this will jog your memory.”

Suddenly, every part of her clothing burst into flame, and the flour on her skin erupted in a fireball all around her.

Two seconds later, a red-skinned succubus stood before him, her tail lashing back and forth, her black wings fully outstretched, and a fireball rotating an inch above her outheld palm.

“How about now, sweetie?” she asked with a voice equally saccharine and acid. “I know, it must be hard to remember – you weren’t so interested in the Goddess of Chastity back in the day, were you?”

“Kill her!” the Priest yelled at his parishioners.

“It sounds like she has a problem with you, not us!” someone yelled.

“What in Azoth’s name did you do to her?” someone else shouted.

“I did nothing to her – she is a liar! She is with the evil warlock!” the Priest yelled. “Kill them both!”

“Wait!” the farmer’s wife cried out. “The warlock saved me from bandits, so how can he be evil? And if he is not evil, then why would he be with this woman – who it sounds like was attacked by you?” she said, turning to the priest.

The churchgoers began to grumble and mutter. You could see on the Priest’s face that he knew it wasn’t going well for him. 

Alaria smiled with cold satisfaction. “Seems like all the people you’ve been oppressing aren’t under your thumb anymore, Jastoth. Just like me.”

She was about to throw the fireball when the priest suddenly did something unthinkable: he grabbed the nearest kid, one of the Olmsteds’ children, and held her up in front of him.

The entire church screamed in angry horror. 

So did I, but I was afraid that Alaria didn’t give a damn – that she would have her revenge no matter what, whether there was a child in the way or not.

But I shouldn’t have underestimated her.

She gripped the fireball like it was some sort of stress toy and bared her teeth. “You son of a bitch,” she muttered, but she just started walking towards him again.

The Priest backed up hurriedly, getting up on the stage behind the pulpit.

From the fight with the bandits, I knew I could Darkfire the Priest without hurting the child – but if I attacked him, who knew what he would do to the little girl?

So instead I went another direction.

“Stig!” I yelled out. “Save the girl!”

“You got it, boss!” Stig yelled, and bolted up the aisle.

It would’ve been pretty damn awesome – except for the baby’s dressing gown he was wearing. His feet got tangled in it, and he face-planted on the church’s floorboards.

Stig immediately got up and started running again – then fell on his face again, just like Maggie Simpson. All he was missing was a pacifier and the sucking sound.

Alaria threw her unused fireball at Stig, which burned the dressing gown to cinders.

“Thanks lady!” Stig shouted, and raced up the aisle like a grotesque, naked, gray Olympic sprinter.

The entire congregation shrieked some more, and people started running for the exit.

Stig scrambled up the altar, jumped, and smacked right into the Priest’s face, his rubbery gray legs straddling Jastoth’s ears.

Then he started dry-humping the guy’s head. 

I really couldn’t believe my eyes – it was like that scene in The Hangover where Mr. Chow has his naked crotch in Bradley Cooper’s face. Except this time it was a two-foot-tall gray Yoda instead of an Asian man.

And there was dry humping, which I don’t recall from The Hangover.

The Priest screamed and dropped the kid. 

As soon as the little girl hit the floor, she ran over to her father, jumped into his arms, and the Olmsteds headed for the exit.

The Priest tore Stig off of his head with one hand and threw him across the room, where he smacked into a pew.

“Ow,” Stig grunted in a monotone voice.

“Good job, Stig!” I yelled.

“Thanks, boss,” Stig’s disembodied voice floated up from beneath the bench.

Just as I cast my Darkfire, Alaria fired off one of her fireballs –

But Jastoth ducked down behind the pulpit. The fireball crashed into the wooden surface and splintered it into burning shards.

At least I knew his soul was slowly roasting in black flames.

“Come out, Jastoth,” Alaria yelled, “and take your beating like a man. Which is always the way you doled them out to me.”

Suddenly the Priest reemerged from behind the pulpit – but this time he clutched an ivory staff. 

I started to cast my Darkbolt, but he threw up a glowing sphere of energy all around him. Two seconds later, my Darkbolt dissipated harmlessly off it.

“Crap, he really must have become a Priest, because he’s got a Shield of Faith going,” Alaria snarled. She fired off another couple of fireballs that harmlessly exploded against the glowing sphere. 

Since nothing we were doing was having much effect, I checked out Jastoth’s stats.

Uh-oh.

He was a Level 9 Priest with 540 hit points. Not that far above me – but I was only a Level 5 Warlock, and I only had 230 Health.

Of course, I had a succubus and an imp.

“What we do?” I asked Alaria.

“Just keep hammering him!” she yelled. 

So we did. I tried Darkbolt, Darkfire, Soul Suck, even Unholy Quartet. My four imps burst out of the church floorboards and began firing at the priest. Alaria kept after Jastoth with her fireballs, and Stig contributed his little fizzing missiles as well – but it was all to no effect. Every attack blasted harmlessly off the shield.

Meanwhile, the bastard was hitting us with some sort of lightning that kept draining my life. At least his attention was divided amongst the three of us, so none of us bore the full brunt of his attacks – which is what kept us all alive.

Unfortunately, there was a very dangerous side effect of our fight: all those deflected fireballs had scattered embers all over the place. The silk tapestries caught fire first. Then the wooden floorboards began to smoke, and eventually a few burst into flame.

The couple dozen parishioners who hadn’t already run away began to run for the exits.

The Priest didn’t seem too concerned about the safe of his flock. He kept flinging lightning bolts willy-nilly, with no regard for who was running around behind us.

“Guys – protect the villagers!” I yelled at my two demons, and they did their best to draw off the Priest’s attacks from the churchgoers.

Jastoth’s energy shield started to flicker.

“Keep on him!” Alaria shouted. “Just a few more seconds – ”

But Jastoth suddenly ran as fast as he could between us, following the villagers outside into the night.

“After him!” Alaria yelled, and the three of us spilled out of the flaming church and into the open meadow.

All around us, hundreds of churchgoers watched in terror as they huddled with their families.

The Priest’s shield flickered once more, then completely died.

“This is it!” Alaria shouted joyfully. “We’ve got him now!”

Unfortunately, that was when he pulled out the big guns.

He slammed his ivory staff into the ground and called out, “By the powers vested in me as her priest, I call upon the Goddess Chalastia to my aid!”

There was a thunderclap, and a column of light blasted down from the sky.

Alaria, Stig, and I stumbled backwards as a 15-foot-tall ghostly figure of a woman materialized. She was wearing white robes, and her face was cast in shadow – except for her mouth, which looked dour and disapproving.

“Oh shit,” Alaria whispered.

“Uh oh,” Stig muttered.

I have to admit, I was pretty unnerved, too. I selected her as a target, and this is what I saw:

Goddess Chalastia

Level ????

Hit Points – 1 Billion

Ohhhhh crap.

She didn’t even have a level. All she had to do was lift her pinky and we would all get obliterated.

Not to mention she was a goddess of chastity, and here I was hanging out with a demoness who had sex with men in their sleep.

“Who dares call upon my name?”the goddess asked in an unearthly, echoing voice.

The Priest was overjoyed, and flung out his arms to both sides like he wanted to give her a big bear hug. “It is I, great Goddess – Jastoth, your faithful servant! By the promise of this staff, it was my call for help you heeded!  Now show your followers your might, and destroy these heathen with the power and grace of your purity!”

There was a long pause, during which the goddess did nothing.

The Priest stood there with his arms flung out to the side, still waiting, his grin looking more and more forced by the second.

Finally the goddess spoke.

“No… I don’t think so.”

Jastoth’s shit-eating grin didn’t budge, but you could hear the disbelief in his voice. “…what?”

“I have watched for many years as you bandied my name about, priest. Watched and waited for my faithful followers to realize you were a false prophet, and rise up and cast you out. But they did not.”

She turned to the villagers standing around staring at her in goggle-eyed wonder. 

“Do you not understand my Holy Words? I am the goddess of PURITY, not of CHASTITY – and by that I mean purity of SPIRIT. I wish for you to do good unto one another. It has little to do with the sexual act. Do not lie to others in order to take pleasure with them, and be kind to one another if your desires do not align. This is what I ask, not celibacy. And certainly not shame for being mothers and fathers, nor for the act that brings children into the world.”

She turned back to Jastoth. 

“But YOU – I have seen what YOU do in the shadows, little Spider, and it repulses me to no end.”

My jaw nearly hit the ground.

Did she just call Jastoth the same name that the bandits had used for their evil contact?!

It wasn’t just me who heard it. The Olmsteds cried out in horror, too – especially the wife.

We didn’t have to wait long for the goddess to clarify herself completely.

“I have watched you send truly evil men after my followers. I have watched as you sold children into slavery, and murdered and violated my people.”


She gestured with one slender hand towards me. 

“I have seen you slander a good man who fought against your evil.”

Then she pointed at Alaria.

“And I have heard the cries of women you abused so many years ago. I have stood by silently, hoping my people would take matters into their own hands. I will be silent no longer. I hereby strip you of all your priestly powers.”

She held out her hand, and Jastoth screamed in agony as he fell to his knees. Sparkles of light emerged from the guy’s open mouth like a cascade of embers from a bonfire.

I saw his level drop from 9, to 7, to 5, all the way down to 1. 

His Mana bar completely disappeared – it literally just ceased to exist.

“Furthermore, I deliver you unto your enemies.” She looked down at me and Alaria. “Do with him as you wish.”

Alaria looked at her distrustfully. “If I do, are you going to come down on me for not forgiving him, or some crap like that?”

The goddess smiled grimly. “I am the Goddess of Purity, child – not Forgiveness.”

Alaria looked over at me.

I shrugged. “He’s all yours.”

She walked over to the defrocked priest as tears streamed down his face.

“Please… Alaria… have mercy…” he sobbed.

“Like the mercy you had on me all those years ago? Like all those times you beat me – berated me – used me? That kind of mercy?”

“I was wrong… I know I was wrong… but I’ve changed, I swear I have…”

“Seeing as you were just trying to kill me two minutes ago, I don’t know that I believe you.”

“Please… I’ll do anything to make it up to you… anything…”

“Anything?” she cooed.

Uh-oh.

I knew that voice.

I also knew when I heard an open-ended, ambiguous request that could be interpreted multiple ways.

He should have said, I’ll do anything to make it up to you IF YOU SPARE ME.

Even that wouldn’t have been good enough. She probably would have ended up burning up his junk, or cutting off his balls or something. From my experience, he would have to write out an ironclad legal contract that not even a platoon of lawyers could pick apart.

I almost felt sorry for the guy.

…almost.

Naaaaah… not at all, really.

“You can make it up to me with a gift,” Alaria said sweetly, and cupped his cheek with her hand.

“Yes?” he asked hopefully, thinking he had sweet-talked his way out of it.

“Your life,” she snarled.

Fire flared in her hand. Suddenly his whole head was ablaze, and he screamed.

Alaria held him there, her face a mask of hatred – then pain… and then finally relief as his body toppled to the ground and the fire went out.

“This is the end of all those who would pervert my teachings and do evil in my name,” the goddess intoned.

“All praise Chalastia!” the villagers called out with trembling voices.

Suddenly, ‘1500 XP’ appeared in the air – followed by light, blaring trumpets, and the words ‘Level 6.’

In addition, a new icon appeared in my action bar – something called ‘Self-Sacrifice.’

I didn’t get a chance to inspect it before the goddess turned to Alaria and me.

“Do no harm to my other followers. Otherwise, I thank you for your service. You are free to go.”


Then she turned to the villagers.

“I hereby command you to honor my festival thusly: go home, forsake your physical burdens – and make more children to worship my name.”

“All praise Chalastia!” the villagers cried out, now a little more enthusiastic.

The goddess sighed. “Really, people, it’s not that hard. Stop listening to assholes who tell you to hate each other, and be good to one another. Just remember that.”

Everybody just stood around looking at each other in surprise. Nobody had ever heard a goddess speak like that before.

“All… praise… Chalastia…” they murmured, a little unsure of themselves.

The light shimmered, the goddess disappeared, and suddenly there were only humans in the dark meadow.

Well, plus a succubus and an imp.

“Don’t forget this,” Alaria said, and picked up Jastoth’s ivory staff from the ground.

I took it from her. As soon as I did, the staff’s attributes appeared in a window.

Scepter of the Servant: 

+40 Intelligence

+20 Stamina

+10 Critical Strike

Which was all very impressive, but I’d seen it before when I accepted the quest. What surprised me was a message at the bottom of the window, a property I’d never seen before:

One time use only – as a servant of the goddess, you may call on her for help

So that’s what the priest had been talking about with all his By the promise of this staff, it was my call for help you heeded mumbo-jumbo.

Too bad I wasn’t one of her priests – that ability would have come in pretty handy.

Although it hadn’t really helped Jastoth at all.

On the other hand, you could argue that he wasn’t really her servant at all – that he was exactly what she’d said: some asshole who had lorded over everybody and gotten them to hate each other and their own bodies, while exploiting them for his own evil purposes.

I looked more closely at my new ability, Self-Sacrifice. For only 20 units of Mana, I could channel my own life force into either Stig or Alaria. 

Pretty cool. Now I could make sure that my two demons’ hit points didn’t fall below a certain level. And I could use Soul Suck to replenish my own hit points. Which meant I could basically use a never-ending transfer of power to keep them (and myself) alive.

I had a sneaking suspicion, so I checked just to make sure. Yup, it was actually more expensive in Mana to summon Stig or Alaria than it was to keep them alive: 50 mana for him, and 100 mana to summon her. That’s why Self-Sacrifice was potentially so valuable in a fight. 

“Why are you so happy?” Alaria asked.

I looked over at her, instantly pulled out of my daydream. “Oh – I just leveled up, that’s all.”

Then I thought, Why did I even bother? She’ll just ignore the comment about gameplay the way all NPCs do –


But she shocked me. 

“What you mean, ‘level up’?” she asked.

I stared at her. I had been playing the game for years, but no NPC had ever questioned me about any of the slang I used or topics they overheard. You could talk about presidential politics, the newest movies, how your computer crashed the other day – whatever. It didn’t matter. The NPC was always going to ignore it unless it had to do directly with the quest of raiding the Castle of Whatever and getting the Orb of Whatsis.

Except… she hadn’t ignored my comment. She’d actually asked what I meant.

Sort of like when the farmer had made a joke about my skunk smell.

I guess she’d actually done the same sort of thing when I mentioned a sports bra.

Was this what my supervisor had meant about changes to the AI?

John had said that the NPCs could learn and better interact with the players. Was this what he was talking about?

I didn’t want to go too much into it, so I simply said, “Well, with more experience, I grow more powerful. I just reached the next level, that’s all.”

“So did I,” she said. “I got my Fire Whip back.”

“What do you mean, you got it ‘back’?”

“Every time I am bound to a new master, I am limited by his power, so I lose most of my abilities. But as the master grows more powerful, I grow more powerful, too. Is that what you meant by ‘leveling up’?”

“Exactly.”

She nodded. “Then we should level up as much as possible.”

“Amen to that.”

I looked over at Stig. He was the center of attention in a small crowd of children. Apparently the kids were petting him. He didn’t exactly seem to be enjoying himself, but he tolerated it – sort of like a grumpy cat who didn’t want people touching him but was resigned that it was going to happen anyway.

I glanced back at Alaria. She still had a look of unease on her face.

“You okay?” I asked her.

She looked me and asked with a hint of desperation, “Can we get out of here?”

“Sure,” I said and gestured with my head back towards town. “Let’s go back and get some sleep.”

The townspeople were dispersing anyway. Now was as good a time as any to leave.

“Stig, let’s go!” I called out.

The imp eagerly extricated himself from the village children and trundled along behind us as we set off through the woods.

“What’s going on?” I asked Alaria.

“It’s just… I don’t know whether to be happy or sad. Actually, I feel both.”

“I can understand why you’d feel happy – but why sad?”

“I don’t know. I wanted to kill him for so long, and when I finally did… the experience wasn’t exactly what I’ve been hoping for.”

“Revenge is a dish best eaten cold,” I quoted.

She looked at me. “What?”

I smiled. “Old Klingon proverb.”

According to Kill Bill, anyway.

Alaria frowned. “Klingon? I’ve never heard of them before.”

Considering that they came from an old television show, and she lived in a computer-generated fantasy world where there was no such thing as a television, there was a pretty good reason for that.

“Never mind,” I said. “You’ll never meet one, anyway.”

“The thing is,” she said, looking far away into the darkness of the forest, “it’s not that I didn’t enjoy killing him so much as there are others out there I want to kill, too.”

“You mean… other masters you had?”

She nodded.

“Was Jastoth the worst?” I asked gently.

“Far from it,” she said, her voice cold. 

Suddenly she got another glimmer in her eye, and she turned to look at me. “Did you have plans for us? You and me, I mean?”

My heart skipped a beat. 

Well, actually, I would love us to go back to the inn, share a bottle of wine, get drunk and fall into bed –

“W-what do you m-mean?” I stuttered. 

She smirked knowingly. It was almost like she could read my thoughts.

“I meant, do you have any plans for adventuring lined up.”

Now that she mentioned it, no, I didn’t. I had no more outstanding quests.

“No, why?”

“How would you feel about going to kill somebody else?”

I frowned. “How many ex-masters do you have, anyway?”

“Nine that I want to kill,” she said, then corrected herself. “Eight now.”

“Eight?!”

“Well, I am relatively young,” she said defensively.

“That’s not what I was – ”

A new window appeared: 

One Down, Eight to Go

Help Alaria avenge herself against her eight ex-masters. 

Beneath was a list of ‘Accept’ buttons, and next to each one was an XP amount. They were pretty damn impressive, offering more points the further they went along: 5000 for the first, 10K for the second, all the way up to 200,000.

Wow.

200,000 Experience Points… I knew I wasn’t anywhere near powerful enough yet to take on whoever that guy was, but all that XP combined would probably get me up to Level 75 at least.

Why the hell not.

“Okay, I’m in,” I said.

Alaria squealed, clapped, and jumped up and down again, jiggling her boobs in the most alluring way possible.

If that was going to be the way she acted every time I fulfilled her requests, she could ask for just about anything she wanted and I would say yes.

Then she went one better and hugged me.

I felt her breasts press tight against my chest and her arms wrap around my body.

“Thank you,” she whispered in my ear.

Then she backed up a couple of inches and smiled deviously. “Ohhhh, I’m so going to enjoy this.”

If I get thanked like that every time, so am I.

And hopefully I’ll get to level up in the ‘Thanks Department,’ too.
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We got back into town and headed for the inn.

On impulse, I stopped by the mailbox outside the front entrance. As soon as I touched it, a window appeared with a chiming noise:

You have two messages!

I hurriedly opened them.

The first was from Robert, the Warlock I had met earlier in the town square.

Yo Amigo,

In addition to the email I sent, I told my supervisor about your situation when I logged off. Hopefully they’ve got you all fixed up by the time you get this.

Remember – it’s all about the attitude! You own this! You are the man, the mothereffin’ MAN, so act like it!

And good luck with your own horny little succubus.

Oh Rob… if you only knew how much trouble I was having with Alaria, and how much I am NOT the mothereffin’ man…

I quickly opened the next message and pumped my fist when I saw that it was from an official Westek technical support account.

Unfortunately, I shouldn’t have been quite so quick to celebrate.

Hi Ian,

We are aware of your technical issues and are working rapidly to resolve them. Don’t worry – this is only a minor technical glitch. We will have you sorted out in no time at all. 

Translation: we have no idea what the hell is going on, or we would have fixed it by now.

Just keep playing the game, and enjoy all the overtime! We’re very much looking forward to the insights you’ll be providing as a result of your extended period in the game.

John Perkins, Supervisor

My heart sank. They were trying to keep me buoyed up with promises of more money – which might work under ordinary circumstances, if I weren’t posed with the potentially life-threatening issue of being in a coma inside some sort of experimental gaming unit.

What the hell was I going to do?

Was my body going to be in a vegetable state, my mind unable to return to the real world?

Was I going to be trapped inside this damn game forever?

I could feel the panic rising inside me –

“Hey, slowpoke, come on,” Alaria said. “I haven’t slept in a bed for years, and I’m looking forward to getting naked under the sheets.”

Then she turned around and walked up the steps into the inn, with her ass swaying with every step.

On second thought, being trapped in the game a while longer wasn’t so bad. I should probably just enjoy it while it was going on.

I closed the emails and hurriedly followed her inside.

We went up to the front desk. No one was there – but as soon as Alaria rang the bell, someone popped up from behind the desk: my old friend, the curiously sexless grey alien.

“Hi there, and welcome to the – oh, it’s you.” He sniffed the air, then nodded like Not bad. “You definitely smell better this time.”

“No thanks to you,” I grumbled. “We’d like a room for the night.”

The alien winced. “Ooh... yeah... sorry, no can do.”

“What?!” I yelled. “I don’t smell like a skunk anymore!”

“Yes, but the innkeeper was very specific: she does not want to rent you a room.”

I stared at him. “Why not?!”

“You’re a Warlock. And you have a succubus and an imp.”

“So?! We just saved the entire town!”

“Actually, you burned down the church.”

“I – ”

Alright, he did sort of have me there.

“But I talked to the goddess face-to-face!” I said. 

He shrugged. “I wasn’t there, I wouldn’t know.”

“Come on,” I pleaded. “The innkeeper won’t know!”

“Ohhhh yes she will.”

“She doesn’t even know my name – you don’t even know my name!”

“I know you have a succubus and an imp, and I know that anybody with a succubus and an imp is absolutely not to be rented a room.”

I turned to Alaria. “Can you do something? Mesmerize him into giving us a room or something?”

“No, I don’t think so. I don’t think it has any reproductive organs one way or the other – it definitely hasn’t looked at my tits once during the entire conversation, which is a bad sign.”

“That’s very offensive,” the alien said in a huff. “Even if it happens to be true.”

Alaria held out her palm and summoned a fireball. “I could burn the inn down the same way we did the church,” she suggested.

“Either way,” the alien said in a bored voice, “you’re still not getting a room.”

“We’re not going to save the town and then burn stuff down,” I told Alaria.

“Good to hear!” the alien said. “Please leave now.”

“Can I at least speak to the innkeeper? Or is she conveniently not around again?”

“Oh, she’s here.” The alien turned around, cupped his hand to his mouth, and yelled, “Mistress Weevos!”

“Yes?” a high-pitched, gratingly cheerful voice called out from the next room.

Wait – I knew that voice –

The owner walked around the corner into the main lobby.

Oh no.

It was the fat blonde lady from the church. The one we had mortally offended.

As soon as she saw us, her smiling face turned into a mask of hatred. “You! I knew you weren’t married! And I knew that ugly thing wasn’t a baby!”

Alaria smirked. “No, I’m pretty sure we got you on the baby part.”

“Get out of my establishment!” the fat woman yelled. “You’re not welcome here!”

“Didn’t you see us save the town?” I argued. “We should we get some credit for that!”

“All I saw you do was kill Father Jastoth!”

My face scrunched up in complete disbelief. “Didn’t you see the goddess?!”

“Yes, and she thoroughly disapproved of what you did,” the woman sniffed haughtily.

“Disapproved?!” I yelled. “Did you even hear what she said at the end? ‘Stop following assholes and be nice to each other’?!”

“I think the problem is, she’s one of the assholes,” Alaria muttered.

“All I know is you killed a godly man, and I will not have murderers stay in my inn. Out!” she cried, “Out – before I call the town watch and have you all thrown into the stocks!”

“For what, obeying the commands of your goddess?!” I snapped.

“You sure you don’t want me to burn down the inn?” Alaria asked.

“I’m thinking about it.”

“I knew it!” the fat woman yelled, and waddled as fast as she could out the front door. “Night Watch! Night Watch, help! Deviants are threatening to burn down my inn!”

I groaned and looked over at Alaria. “Let’s go. I don’t think we’re getting a room here tonight.”

“I could’ve told you that,” the sexless grey alien said.
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Luckily we didn’t encounter the Night Watch or anyone else on our way out of town. Our luck was apparently changing.

If you could call being out in the middle of the forest at night changing your luck, that is.

We found a clearing, and I had Stig gather some dried branches. Alaria set them on fire with a fireball, and within minutes we were warming ourselves around a blazing campfire.

“Well, this isn’t exactly a feather bed, but it will do,” she said as she laid out on her side, one arm extended under her head like a pillow.

The view – with her breasts pressed together by gravity, and the valley of her tiny waist and the edge of her hip forming a jaw-dropping topography – was mesmerizing.

“So tell me more about your masters,” I said as I tried not to stare at the alluring contours of her body. Well… not stare too openly.

“You’re a few inches taller than me, with a mop of brown hair, a little on the skinny side – ”

“Your EX-masters, smartass.”

She grinned, then smacked her ass with her hand. “Ah,” she sighed in pleasure. “You’re right – that smarts.”

I just stared and blushed and tried to surreptitiously adjust my growing erection.

If she noticed, she didn’t comment. Instead she sat back up and stared at the fire. “There’s not much to tell. I mean, I could give you details about them… the lechers... the brutes… the evil bastards… but they all start to blur together.”

“Evil?” I asked.

“What would you call it when you put a chain on another living being and lead her around, making her do your bidding without any regard for her feelings?”

I couldn’t help but note the obvious point: she was more or less describing what I was doing to her.

“So you’re saying I’m evil?”

“You’re actually one of the best masters I’ve ever had.” Then she gave me a wry look. “Although you should be aware that the bar is incredibly, abysmally low.”

“I mean, people do that to animals all the time,” I pointed out. “Put chains on them and lead them around and make them do work.”

She glared at me. “Exactly. I’m not a farm animal.”

I didn’t have a lot to say to that. However, I had another point to make.

“Not to be indelicate, but…”

“Go right ahead, I’m not delicate at all,” she smirked.

“Aren’t you evil? I mean, you are a demoness, after all. A lot of people would say that binding a demon and then making it work for you isn’t necessarily evil – especially if you’re achieving some sort of good out of it.”

‘A lot of people’ basically being just other gamers, since having a servant demon was nothing more than a hypothetical in the real world.

“So if a person is evil, then it’s okay to enslave them?” she asked. “That’s what you’re saying?”

“No – ”

“If you believe that, then you can justify anything as long as you can convince yourself that the person you’re doing it to is worth less than you.”

“You have sex with men while they sleep,” I snapped.

“What’s so bad about that?” she asked as she yawned and stretched, arching her back and jutting out her breasts.

I stared at her. At the moment, I couldn’t come up with anything bad to say about it at all. 

“In fact,” she murmured seductively, “I think you might enjoy it if I slept with you while you sleep.”

“I would rather be awake,” I said without even thinking.

She laughed uproariously, and I blushed. 

“I’m sure you would.” Then she stopped laughing and said, “So tell me to.”

I was actually about to – and then Admiral Akbar yelled in my head, It’s a trap!

“…do you want me to tell you to do it?” I asked.

“Are you asking me if I want to sleep with you?”

“Yes.”

Stig looked back and forth between us like he was watching a tennis game, but he didn’t say a word the entire time.

“And do you want the truth?”

Not if it’s not what I want to hear.

“…yes,” I sighed.

“Then no, I don’t. But what does that matter? You’re the master, I’m the slave. I have to do what you want. After all, I’m just a farm animal to be led around on a chain – right?”

I looked at her angrily. “I’m not like that.”

“Then free me,” she challenged me.

The idea was ludicrous on its face. Nobody ever freed a demon in the game – it wasn’t even an option, so far as I knew. And there was nothing to say she wouldn’t turn on me and kill me like she had the last guy.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “I’ll help you kill your other ex-masters… you’ll help me in combat on any other quests I run… but other than that, you’re free to do as you like.”

She considered that for a couple of seconds. “Okay, that’s not a bad deal.”

Stig asked incredulously, “What about me, boss?”

Jeez, now I had an insurrection on my hand.

“No,” I snapped.

“Sorry, Stiggy-wiggy, you’re not a hot chick,” Alaria said drily.

“Thanks,” I told her in irritation. “You’re going to make me into a Warlock without any demons to help me.”

“Which means you’ll be the first halfway decent Warlock who ever existed.”

I sat there grumpily, staring at the fire, not saying anything.

After a minute she said, “I’m sorry, master. I was speaking out of turn.”

I looked up, surprised. Her face was blank.

Which was a tell-tale sign on her – sort of like Stig nodding his head when he was telling you ‘no.’

“You don’t really mean that,” I said.

“I have to admit, I’m a little afraid you’re going to punish me.”

She didn’t say it seductively – she said it with a flat voice and no expression.

I sighed. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“I don’t mean that. You might not help me kill the others, and that would be punishment enough.”

I was impressed by the honesty in her voice. She wasn’t playing games.

Either that, or she was playing them at a completely different level, and manipulating me in ways even more powerful than her sex appeal.

I looked at how she was dressed and remembered her comments about chains, and my mind automatically wandered to another beautiful woman who had been enslaved.

“I’m trying to be the good guy, okay?” I said. “I’m trying to be Luke Skywalker, not Jabba the Hutt.”

She frowned. “Luke Skywalker? Jabba the Hutt? Who are they?”

Crap – I’d used another reference from the real world that she couldn’t possibly know.

“Never mind. It’s just a story.”

“What kind of story?”

I paused, then grinned. If my friends know anything about me, it’s that I’m a huge Star Wars nerd – second only to my being an OtherWorld geek.

“It’s the story of a farm boy who goes off to fight the overlord of an evil empire.”

She frowned slightly – but not in annoyance. More like intense interest. “The farm boy was Luke Skywalker?”

“That’s right – how did you guess?”

“He has a heroic name,” she murmured, and I almost felt jealous at the kind of reverence she showed.

Which was pretty freaking ridiculous, seeing as I was getting jealous of a movie character.

“Was the evil overlord Jabba the Hutt?” she asked.

“No, he was sort of a secondary villain – a gangster.”

“Why did you mention him?”

“Because he enslaved Princess Leia… sort of like what you said I’m doing,” I mumbled.

“Princess Leia?”

Oh, it was on now. She was totally enthralled at this point.

“Yeah – she was the princess who sent word to Obi-Wan Kenobi, a Je... a, uh, old knight who lived near Luke.” I grinned, recalling one of my favorite lines from the original movie. “‘Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi – you’re my only hope.’”

“She said that?”

“Yeah. And then Obi-Wan and Luke left the desert land to go rescue her.”

(Actually, they left to take the Death Star plans to Alderaan, but… too complicated for what I was trying to get across.)

For the first time in several minutes, Alaria smirked. “So you want to be my Luke Skywalker?”

I winced. “Actually, no – they turned out to be long-lost brothers and sisters separated at birth.”

“Oooh, kinky,” she purred, then laughed. “So I guess you’re my Obi-Wan Kenobi, then. My IAN-Wan Kenobi.”

“Ha ha,” I said without laughing. “No, if I wanted to be anybody, it would be Han Solo.”

“Who is he?”

“Are you really interested in this, or are you just buttering me up?” I asked.

“Of course I’m interested,” she said, deeply offended. “I love stories – why wouldn’t I be interested?”

“Oh. Well, it just used to annoy Amy to no end when I would talk about...”

I trailed off as a sharp pang of sadness stabbed deep in my heart.

I guess it showed on my face, because Alaria asked quietly, “Who was she?”

“My girlfriend.”

“Did she die?”

“What? No! She just... she left.”

“And that makes you sad?”

“Of course.”

“Why?”

“I miss her.”

“Did you love her?”

“...yes.”

She nodded. “I can see it in your face. But it’s a good thing you let her go, master.”

I frowned. “Why’s that?”

“Because you should never keep chains on the ones you love.”

Her words stung me deeply. I was about to ask, ‘What do you mean?’ when an entire platoon of armored soldiers stepped out of the trees around us.
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Alaria, Stig, and I all leapt to our feet – but froze as 20 swords flashed in front of our faces.

“Hold!” the captain of the guard yelled at us.

“I think we can take them,” Alaria whispered.

“No,” I whispered back at her.

“Phew,” Stig breathed out.

“Oh, come on – I can bake them in those suits of armor, no problem – ”

“No.”

“What you are whispering about?” the captain asked angrily.

“Just wondering why you’re bothering us out here in the middle of the night,” I said.

“A local innkeeper claimed that a warlock with an imp and a succubus threatened to burn down her inn.”

“That’s total bullshit!” I snapped. “I did no such – ”

“I did,” Alaria said, then giggled flirtatiously as she twirled her tail back and forth. “But I was only joking.”

“I… I see,” the captain said.

I stared back and forth between him and Alaria.

“Are you using some sort of magic on him?” I whispered.

“No, just my feminine wiles.” She paused, then whispered, “And my boobs.”

It appeared to be working. The guy’s tone changed considerably.

“I’m sorry, Miss,” he continued in a gallant voice, “but we are going to have to ask you to come along with us.”

“Why, good sir?” Alaria asked, and put a finger to her lips in that I’m just a helpless, sexy little vixen pose she’d used on me earlier in the day.

“Well, the Baron directed us to bring the fairest maidens of this land directly to him. And you qualify more than any other woman I have ever seen.”

Alaria giggled and batted her hand dismissively through the air. “Oh, stop it.”

The captain chuckled. “I swear by the goddess, it’s true. I have never seen a more…”

His eyes lingered lasciviously on her chest.

“…graceful creature in all my days.”

Alaria giggled again, then posed – one hand in her tousled hair, her head tilted to the side, her hips cocked at a seductive angle. “Do you really think so?”

I was getting insanely jealous. I knew it was ridiculous – especially since we were talking about freaking computer programs – but I couldn’t help it. 

Mother effer was hitting on my succubus.

Not only that, but I was severely irritated that she was flirting with this guy.

“You do know she’s a succubus, right?” I snapped.

The captain of the guard looked at me like I was an uncouth ruffian who had just farted at a dinner party.

Alaria looked at me with barely contained fury. “What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

Crap.

“A whole bunch of people were willing to kill us earlier because I’m a Warlock and you’re succubus,” I snapped. “And now these guys want to take you to some baron who’s just fine with it?”

“The Baron is far more tolerant than other people,” the captain said haughtily. “He does not ascribe to the superstitions of the local villagers. He is a man of science and learning.”

“He might be a little more superstitious if he saw what we saw earlier tonight,” I shot back.

“I thought you didn’t want to start a fight,” Alaria hissed.

“I don’t, but – ”

“But what?” she said loudly. “Are you just trying to lay claim to your stake? Pissing on your territory?”

My blood started to boil.

One minute you’re telling a girl about Star Wars, the next she’s humiliating you in front of 20 guys.

“Fine,” I snapped. “I guess we’re going to see the Baron.”

“I guess we are,” she said with a triumphant smirk.

I turned back to the captain and swept my hand out in front of me. “By all means – lead the way.”

The captain looked slightly flustered at my change of attitude, but rolled with it.

“Men – form up behind them,” he ordered as he took off his helmet, exposing a handsome face with a square jaw. Then he extended his arm to Alaria. “I will personally escort the lady.”

“What about me and my imp?” I demanded.

The captain of the guard looked at me and Stig like we were something brown and creamy he’d found stuck to the bottom of his boot. 

“You can walk behind us,” he said with haughty magnanimity.

“Thank you so much,” I sneered.

As we walked through the forest, the captain of the guard kept regaling Alaria with tales of his derring-do, all the tournaments he’d won, all the battles he’d triumphed in, blah blah blah. And she ate it up like it was Haagen-Dazs ice cream. She giggled, kept her arm on his the entire time, and pressed up against his body as much as possible.

I’m ashamed to admit it, but I was fuming by the time we got to our destination.

Speaking of our destination, it was… well, I can’t exactly say it was a castle or a city, but it was some kind of massive compound. A 20-foot stone wall encircled a huge area, big enough that the wall curved out of sight and left me with no idea how big the place was. There wasn’t a moat or a drawbridge, but there was a 15-foot tall iron portcullis.

As we walked towards the wall, the captain called out, “Raise the gate!”

A massive chain began rattling and clanking, and the portcullis slowly raised up. The captain led us towards it – he and Alaria first, arm in arm, then me and Stig, followed by the marching platoon of soldiers.

Alaria gasped as we approached the gate.

“Oh my – it’s so big.” Then she turned to the captain and smiled suggestively. “I’m sure you hear that a lot, don’t you?”

He broke into laughter and leered at her with one cocked eyebrow. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

I was beginning to really hate her. I already hated the asshole she was hanging all over. In fact, I – 

Alaria turned around just as she and the captain passed under the gate. 

“Are you ready?” she asked me with a completely straight face.

I was totally confused. “Ready for what?” I asked, just as Stig and I walked through the gate and into the compound.

“For this,” she said, and shot a fireball off to the side. 

There were four armed guards manning the massive winch that raised the portcullis.

The fireball slammed into the iron chain and blasted it in two.

The portcullis came slamming down behind me and Stig – cutting off the other 19 soldiers from the city.

Oh.

This whole act she’d been doing was a set-up.

“Treacherous bitch!” the captain roared as he put on his helmet and drew his sword. “You will pay dearly for – ”

I was expecting Alaria to hit him with another fireball, but she did something that completely surprised me instead.

She pulled her top up over her breasts and exposed her bouncing, jiggling boobs.

The captain of the guard stopped mid-swing with his sword and just stared as his mouth dropped open in amazement.

So did the other four guards on this side of the portcullis.

And the 19 on the other side of the gate.

I couldn’t blame them – I had exactly the same reaction. Just bug-eyed staring.

You would think none of us had ever seen breasts before. Although, to be fair, we’d never seen any like hers. 

Well, I had – but only on the internet. These guys didn’t have the internet. They might have existed ON the internet, but I don’t think surfing porn sites was one of their perks.

Good God her tits were amazing. Big and round and firm and soft, with her areolas several shades darker than her – 

“IAN!” she yelled. “Zap them, for Goddess’ sake!”

Oh yeah.

I came out of my boob-induced stupor faster than the guards, at least.

I hit the captain with a Darkbolt that sent him flying onto his armor-plated back, where he struggled like an upside-down turtle with its feet in the air.

The other four guards moved to attack, but Alaria faced them and swung her shoulders back and forth, making her boobs jiggle.

They all froze in their tracks, mesmerized.

And… so did I.

“IAN!” she screamed.

Busted again, I snapped out of my trance and hit each of them with Darkfire, then summoned an Unholy Quartet. Just as I was about to join my imps in battle, Alaria grabbed my arm.

“Come on!” she shouted. “They’re going to get that gate up within a few seconds, and we can’t fight all of them at once!”

We ran through the dirt streets of the walled town – although, I have to admit, I mostly looked at her breasts bobbing up and down, totally free of her bra.

“Can you stop ogling me just for just one second and concentrate?” she snapped, and tugged her top down into place.

“Sorry,” I muttered, and forced my head to look forward – although my eyes were straining down and to my right.

Stig came running up next to us. “What we do, boss?”

“I don’t know!” I looked over at Alaria. “What we do?”

“We hide!”

Straight ahead of us was a large manor. Not a castle made of stone, but a very large, very ornate mansion made of wood. Something on par with the White House, I guess, if the White House had been constructed in a medieval magical videogame.

The front door was unlocked, and we darted inside the dark mansion. 

“Go hide!” I hissed at Stig. He took off down the hall at a gallop.

Alaria dragged me around a corner and through a deserted dining room. No one was around – but we could hear the yelling of the guards out in the courtyard. They were getting closer.

We stumbled down a dark hallway and found a room filled with bolts of cloth and ball gowns on mannequins, like it was some sort of staging area for a royal tailor.

There was a huge wooden wardrobe at the end of the room, barely distinguishable in the gloom. Alaria raced over and opened the door.

“In here!” she hissed, then disappeared inside.

I followed her, then shut the door behind us. We were immediately enveloped in pitch black.

While it had looked big from the outside, the wardrobe was crammed with all sorts of clothes, and space was limited. I was jammed up against Alaria, her breasts smashed against my back.

Despite how nervous I was about the 20 guards looking to kill us, I started to get a chubby.

“Mmf – you’re crushing me,” she muttered, her voice muted by the folds of clothing all around us.

“Sorry, but I’m right up against the door.”

“There’s some room at the bottom – sit,” she whispered.

We awkwardly folded ourselves down into a sitting position, and it was true – most of the clothes ended a foot or two above the floor of the wardrobe, and there was at least a little more space on the bottom to sit. Instead of being smooshed against her standing up, now I was sitting with my body between her open legs, my ass right up against her crotch. And her breasts were still pressed against my back.

It was a pretty damn arousing position to be in. My chubby agreed, and graduated to three-fourths hard.

We sat there in the dark, listening intently for sounds outside the wardrobe. There was nothing. 

Nothing but the tickle of her hair against my neck... 

And her breath on my ear... 

And the alluring scent of cinnamon and vanilla filling my nostrils... 

And the firm pressure of her breasts against my back... 

And the heat from her body – especially between her legs – radiating into mine.

My erection graduated to full salute.

Unfortunately, it was in a damn awkward position, pressed straight down – but I couldn’t exactly do anything, seeing as how tightly we were jammed up against each other.

“How long are we going to stay in here?” she asked, her breath tickling my ear even more. Even the sound of her whisper was maddeningly erotic.

My junk felt like it was going to start ripping its way out of my pants.

“I don’t know,” I whispered back. “Until it’s safe.”

“How are we going to know if it’s safe?”

“Shhh.”

We sat like that for another couple of minutes. Unfortunately, the more I thought about how hard I was, the harder I got. I have never followed sports in my life, so I had no access to baseball statistics to recite. And no matter what I thought about, I kept coming back to the tickle of her breath on my ear, the perfume of her body, the pressure of her breasts against my back, and the incredible heat radiating from between her legs.

Finally the pain got to be too great, and I tried to shift my legs so I could get my hand down my pants to readjust myself.

“What are you doing?” she hissed.

“Nothing,” I whispered. I had my hand down my pants, but it was really difficult to pull myself away from the tight folds of clothing – 

“Yes you are,” she whispered. “I can feel you moving your arm. What you doing?”

My cheeks flushed bright red in the darkness. “Nothing!”

I couldn’t stop now. Relief was just a few seconds away – if I could just shift my leg up a little bit, maybe I would create enough room –

Suddenly I felt a very soft, feminine hand reach around my waist and fumble blindly in the darkness for my arm.

“What are you doing?” she whispered maddeningly into my ear.

“Stop that!” I hissed, and tried to pull my hand out –

Too late.

She touched my wrist and felt it inside the waist of my pants.

She gasped like she was both shocked and offended. “What are you doing, jerking off?!” 

“No!”

“We could die any second, and you’re choking the chicken?!”

“No!” I hissed even louder. “It’s in an uncomfortable position!”

“Aw, poor baby!”

She said it sarcastically, but I could feel her hand moving along my skin, her fingers just barely touching me as they caressed my forearm. None of my ex-girlfriend’s hands had been this soft. Definitely not Amy’s.

And I could feel her long fingernails, too… slowly tracing their way across my arm…

She leaned in close and whispered, “You’re just a little pervert, aren’t you?”

She sounded more amused than appalled – and her breath in my ear sent erotic shivers down my back.

“Stop,” I moaned. “You’re making it worse.”

“Making what worse?” she asked. I could tell she knew the effect she had on me – and she was enjoying it.

“You know what!” I hissed. 

“Okay, I’ll stop,” she murmured, and withdrew her hand.

Which, while it was guaranteed to eventually decrease blood flow to my nether regions, filled me with a different sort of agony. Like, BRING IT BACK!

About five seconds went by, and then she whispered in my ear, “Is it really hard?”

Then I felt her hand roving over the top of my pants. 

She was heading right for it.

Oh my God.

“Stop,” I whimpered, although of course I didn’t want her to stop at all.

“Just tell me – is it hard?” she whispered in my ear.

“Yes!” I whispered harshly. “Now will you please stop?”

Silence for another five seconds.

“How hard is it?” she murmured, and I could hear the erotic curiosity in her voice.

Oh God.

I went from wood to steel.

“How hard is it?” she demanded.

“Hard!”

More silence, then…

“I want to touch it,” she whispered.

My erection basically became unbreakable at that point. Bulletproof.

“W-what?” I whispered back, unable to believe my ears.

“I want to touch it,” she whispered seductively, and I could hear desire and urgency in her voice.

“No – we’re hiding!”

“Please,” she whispered, and my entire body shivered.

“No!”

“Please?” she whispered coquettishly.

“No – ”

And then I felt her fingers on top of it, tracing the outline through my pants.

“Mmmm,” she moaned in my ear.

I couldn’t say ‘no’ anymore. What she was doing felt too good.

Well, except for the part where it was incredibly painful. But now that she was touching me, I didn’t really mind the pain so much anymore.

I could feel her hand cupping me, circling her fingers around my shaft as much as she could.

Then she began to run her fingers up and down it softly, stroking it.

I gasped. “What are you doing?!”

“What do you think I’m doing?” she murmured, and I could hear the smirk in her voice. “I would’ve thought it’d be obvious.”

“We have to stop – ”

“Why?”

“Because they’ll catch us!”

“They haven’t caught us yet,” she whispered. “And we might be stuck in here for a long time. Hours. Without anything to do.”

My legs were trembling now as she ran her fingernails softly along the fabric of my pants, creating a light but incredible friction against my shaft.

“Do you want me to stop?” she whispered in my ear.

I didn’t answer.

“Do you?” she asked, and this time she brushed her soft, warm lips against my ear.

“No,” I moaned.

“Goooood.”

She started rubbing me a little more insistently, with longer strokes, more pressure –

I think I heard a few stitches pop in the crotch of my pants, I was straining so hard against her fingers.

“Take your hand out,” she commanded.

I didn’t exactly have my hand gripping it, so I wasn’t in her way – it was just awkward, and I had kind of given up trying to rearrange myself once she’d started doing her thing.

“Why?” I asked.

“So I can put my hand down there instead,” she breathed into my ear.

Stupidly, I asked, “Why?”

She giggled, the most erotic sound I think I’ve ever heard in my life. “Why do you think, silly?”

She waited just a second, then she answered her own question.

“Because I want to play with it,” she whispered.

I hastily extracted my hand.

Seconds later, I felt her fingers find the waistband of my pants, and slowly ease themselves down against my skin.

“Mmmmm,” she murmured.

Her hand kept moving down, down, until she reached me. I felt her fingertips like silk against my steel-hard shaft.

“Unnnnh,” she grunted, guttural and lustful.

I was about to pass out, I was so turned on.

She managed to get her fingers in between the fabric and me, and then encircled me with her fingers like an ‘O’… and slowly began to move up and down. 

“Ohhhhh,” she breathed into my ear, like I had just touched her pleasure button instead of her touching mine.

“Oh my God,” I gasped. 

This was by far the most erotic experience of my entire life.

She slowly moved up and down, so gently, so soft. 

She brought me right up to the edge of orgasm, then stopped all movement – just keeping me there, hovering on the edge.

I wasn’t sure whether I had already died and gone to heaven – although there was also a particular kind of hell involved, being suspended right on the edge of ecstasy and not being able to go any farther. 

Plus I felt like I was going to split through my pants any second like Bruce Banner turning into the Hulk.

“Do you want to come?” she whispered in my ear, so quiet, so soft.

I gripped her leather boots with my hands, holding on to her like I was in a flood and she was the last thing that could save me.

“Do you want to come?” she whispered again, insistently, her fingers softly tracing their way up and down my shaft, millimeter by millimeter.

I was just about to answer when a familiar voice spoke out from several feet somewhere above us.

“Uh, boss? I’m in here with you,” Stig said uncomfortably.

My eyes bugged out.

“What the hell are you doing here?!” I hissed, mortified beyond description.

Alaria just stifled a giggle right in my ear.

“I got in here before you guys did,” the imp croaked reproachfully.

“But you didn’t think it was a good idea to say anything until now?!”

“We were trying to hide, right?” the imp said. “You don’t talk when you’re hiding.”

“So why did you speak up now?!”

“Because it went from awkward to super awkward, boss.”

“We can stop,” Alaria said, both playful and cruel, as she began to withdraw her fingers.

No no no no NO – 

If you have ever been right on the cusp of coming... especially in the most erotic moment of your life… with by far the hottest girl you have ever laid eyes on, much less been with… then you will know exactly how much agony I was in at that second.

“No!” I hissed, then grabbed her arm, not letting her pull her hand out of my pants.

“We should stop,” she said, and I could hear her smiling with vicious pleasure as she was about to leave me dangling there on the edge of the abyss.

“No, please,” I moaned. “Please – just a few seconds more – ”

“Still here, boss,” Stig said from up above.

“You want an audience?” Alaria giggled in my year. “Kinky.”

What I said next was pretty damn stupid, especially knowing how literally Stig took everything I said. But I had very little blood left in my head.

The one with my brain in it, I mean. 

The other head, well – it was probably swollen to three times normal size.

“Stig,” I whispered harshly, “get out of here! Just leave – NOW!”

“Okay, boss,” he agreed, and thudded against the door of the wardrobe, knocking it wide open.

A few yards away stood ten soldiers.

I almost crapped my pants in fear.

NOOOOO! I screamed inwardly.

Stig scampered away across the floor, and I heard one soldier shout, “Catch that thing!”

There was the noise of a bunch of armored boots scuffling on the floor.

I leaned over, hoping that I could close the wardrobe door while they focused on Stig – 

When suddenly somebody ran into the room carrying a lantern and shouted, “Look!” 

All the soldiers turned around and gave a collective gasp.

I knew what they were reacting to: seeing me with a succubus’s hand down my pants, and a sizable bulge poking out through the fabric.

“Oops,” Alaria giggled, then whispered in my ear, “To be continued.”

I almost cried – or would have, if I hadn’t been dragged so roughly out of the wardrobe and onto the ground.
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And that was how I found myself standing in front of an aristocrat in the middle of the night with a pup tent in my pants and the worst-case of blue balls I had ever experienced.

You had to hand it to the game developers. How exactly do you code for blue balls in a videogame? I mean, I know the feeling was being beamed into my head – or maybe I was actually experiencing it in the long-term pod they had me in – but it was really kind of sick and twisted of them to do it. A really awful kind of torture.

It was definitely going down in the report if I ever made it out of this damn situation.

The Baron was sitting in a big wooden chair in a kind of receiving room. It wasn’t a throne exactly, since it was basically just a fancy wooden chair, but it was close enough. He was in his early 30’s, with a neatly trimmed brown beard and broad shoulders. Definitely not a weenie, even if he was dressed in silk pajamas and robes.

He was also surrounded on both sides by armed guards – the same guys we’d trapped outside the portcullis, who had finally figured out how to get back in.

I stood there shamefacedly trying to cover my crotch with my hands.

Alaria stood next to me, completely unbothered. In fact, she was smiling – like this was her idea of fun. Or at least like there was nothing unusual about standing around at midnight with a bunch of guys with swords on either side of you.

The Baron was eyeballing her like an ice cream cone he wanted to lick from head to toe.

Alaria was eating up the attention, thrusting out her breasts towards him, and giving him flirtatious little smiles.

Which of course made me even more jealous. I mean, I knew it was all an act designed to get us out of this mess – just like the routine she’d played earlier so we could run away – but it still activated some primal reptilian part of my brain that wanted her all for myself.

Especially considering that I really needed this case of blue balls taken care of.

The only major player who wasn’t having a good time was the captain of the guard, the guy Alaria had flashed and I had slammed with my Darkbolt. He scowled at both of us – which meant he was the only guy in the room not entranced by Alaria. Once bitten, twice shy, I guess. Either that, or he was resentful because he knew he’d been played, and that gave him a little bit more resistance than the average male.

“So you said you found this delightful young woman and her male companion out in the middle of the woods?” the Baron asked.

“Yes sir,” the captain of the guard said dourly.

“Which, you can imagine, alarmed us to no end,” Alaria said pitifully, in a I am such a scared little girl voice. “We were all alone and then these men showed up with swords – it was very frightening.”

“I’m sure,” the Baron said sympathetically, like he wanted to hug and kiss away all her troubles.

Yeah, I’m sure that’s all he wanted to do.

“There was an imp, too, you said?” the Baron asked the captain.

“Yes, your lordship. It escaped us when we captured them the second time. My men are looking for it now.”

“And there was an innkeeper who claimed that they threatened to burn down her inn?”

“Yes, your lordship.”

“A complete misunderstanding,” Alaria giggled, and lightly bit her finger in the most flirtatious way you can possibly imagine.

“Of course, of course,” the Baron chuckled, and waved away the innkeeper’s complaint as though it were a gnat. 

Then he grew slightly more serious. 

“But you attacked the captain of my guards,” he said sternly.

It all had the distinct vibe of a porno film where the Baron was the stern schoolteacher, and Alaria was a misbehaving female student. Wearing a thong, bra, and thigh-high leather boots, as misbehaving female students tend to do in pornos.

“I’m sorry. I was just so scared,” Alaria said, and sucked on the end of her finger as she kept up that I’m so helpless expression. She shifted from foot to foot like a little girl afraid of being punished – of course, the way her breasts swayed back and forth when she did it emphasized how she was anything but little.

Which the Baron noticed. He just stared at her chest the entire time and nodded sympathetically. “Mm-hmm... mm-hmm…”

“My lord, it is a capital offense to attack your guards,” the captain growled.

“I’m sorry!” Alaria wailed. “I didn’t know it was bad! I was just scared!”

It was the worst acting you’ve ever seen. Swear to God.

Of course, looking the way she was she did, virtually everybody in the room bought it hook, line, and sinker – except for me and the captain of the guard.

“Yes, of course,” the Baron said, never taking his eyes off of her heaving bosom.

“Is there anything I can do to make it better?” she cooed, then allowed herself a little smile. “Anything at all?”

The Baron sat back in his chair, raised his eyebrows, and cleared his throat. “Ahem – well, perhaps we should retire to my chamber to discuss an appropriate… punishment.”

She smiled coyly. “I’d like that. I deserve to be punished.” She gave him a smoldering look, intermixed with the fakest of innocence. “I’ve been a bad, bad girl.”

“Your lordship, I must protest – someone must be held accountable for this affront against your authority,” the captain said sternly.

“Of course, of course,” the Baron said, uncomfortably shifting in his seat. I knew that move. He was experiencing a certain tightness in the crotch region. “Just execute the boy and be done with it.”

Boy? What b– 

ME?!

“What?!” I yelled.

The captain hesitated, unsure whether he should press the issue or not. “But sir – the woman was an accomplice.”

“You heard her,” the Baron said dismissively. “She was frightened – you scared her! Easy mistake to make in the heat of the moment. Isn’t that right?” he asked, with a sappy sweet smile directed at Alaria.

“I was frightened, too!” I yelled.

“You’re not a helpless female,” the Baron replied.

“Helpless female?!”

Alaria was about the furthest thing from a ‘helpless female’ that I could possibly imagine.

“Take him away,” the Baron said, and swept his hand in my direction.

Two soldiers grabbed my arms on either side, their swords drawn, as though daring me to screw with them.

What the hell –

“Your lordship, if I may?” Alaria spoke up.

“Of course, my darling,” the Baron said.

My DARLING?!

I wanted to puke.

“He’s my best friend from childhood,” she said piteously. “He befriended me when everyone else in the village threw stones at me for my appearance. He was the only one who ever cared about me. I’m very fond of him. Could you please, please find it in your heart to spare him? For me? He was only trying to protect me, after all.”

Wow. She sold it pretty well, considering we had only known each other for about, oh, ten hours or so.

“Well…” the Baron hedged.

“Your lordship,” the captain said, “we found them in a wardrobe with her hand down his pants.”

The Baron raised one eyebrow. “Oh really,” he said, his voice not quite as sympathetic as before.

“He’s a virgin, your lordship, as am I,” she said.

I couldn’t help myself. I snorted with laughter.

Everybody in the room turned and looked at me – including Alaria, who gave me a death glare. Shut up, you idiot.

So I stopped laughing.

She turned back to the Baron. “We were afraid for our lives, and he asked that, considering we might be about to die, if I would… you know…” She put her hand bashfully to her face and smiled, like she was embarrassed but laughing about it. “I can’t even bring myself to say it.”

The Baron leaned forward hungrily. “So you have never…?”

“Oh, NO your lordship,” she said very seriously. “Never. And we never would.”

She started to speak in a stage whisper that everyone in the damn room could hear.

“I’ve seen some men in the village bathing before, and my friend’s is rather small by comparison.”

“Hey!” I roared indignantly.

The Baron, though, found that uproariously funny. He slapped the armrest of his throne and cackled, “Was it now?”

She looked from the Baron’s eyes into his lap. “I was hoping that the first time I actually did… ‘it’… that it would be with someone a little better… equipped.”

Bitch!

The Baron was shifting in his throne again and back to his regular shit-eating grin.

“Please, sir – could you find it in the goodness of your heart to spare him?” Alaria asked. “I would do anything for that.”

The Baron swallowed. “…anything?”

“Anything,” she said breathily.

The Baron looked over at the captain of the guard with a smirk, then silently mouthed Anal.

The captain just glowered.

Then the Baron said magnanimously, “For you, my darling, anything. Throw him in the dungeon.”

Just as the guards were about to drag me away, Alaria spoke up again.

“Actually, is there a tower you could lock him in? He has bad lungs, and the damp of a dungeon might kill him. He was a very sickly child. You can see that he is nowhere near as strapping and well-built as you.”

“Give me a break!” I snapped.

Another death glare from Alaria. Shut the F up, she seemed to be saying.

The Baron grinned again. “And what would that be worth to you, my sweet?”

“Multiple anything’s,” she moaned, and gave him a meaningful look, never breaking eye contact.

The Baron stared into her eyes, transfixed – and then said, “Lock him in the wizard’s tower.”

“What are we supposed to do with the wizard?” the captain of the guard asked.

“I really don’t give a damn,” the Baron said as he got down off his throne, walked over to Alaria, and extended his arm just like the captain had 45 minutes ago. “Shall we, my dusky jewel?”

“Oh yes,” she giggled as she took his arm. “I am so looking forward to this.”

He licked his lips lasciviously. “So am I, my dear. So am I.” 

They walked out of the receiving room, leaving me alone with 20 guards who were all watching her ass sashay back and forth as she and the Baron exited.

“What a bitch,” the captain of the guard grumbled.

For the first time that entire evening, I was in complete agreement with him.
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The guards escorted me up the stone steps of the tallest tower in town, a stone monstrosity at least eight stories tall. 

They pounded on the wooden door at the top of the stairs and roused the wizard out of his bed. The old man mumbled in confusion as he opened the door. He reminded me a little of Mr. Magoo, except with a really long, white beard.

The captain of the guard addressed him gruffly. “Magus Mortwell, the Baron has commanded that this young man be sequestered in your room for the foreseeable future.”

“Oh – he’s to stay with me?” the old man asked in surprise.

“No, we’ll take you to the main house for tonight. However, he is a Warlock. Can you cast some spell over the tower that will prevent him from using his magical abilities?”

The old man squinted at me. “He doesn’t look like much of a warlock.”

“He’s not,” the captain said.

“Hey!” I said, my feelings hurt a little.

“But you should see the succubus he was with,” one of the foot soldiers chimed in.

All the other foot soldiers started snickering.

The captain turned around and glared at them, and all the chuckling stopped.

“A succubus?” the old wizard asked, alarmed. “Where is she now?”

“In the Baron’s chambers.”

“Is she bound in any way?!”

The captain raised one eyebrow. “I wouldn’t rule that out entirely. Can you cast a spell that will inhibit the warlock’s powers, or not?”

“Well, yes, of course I can cast a spell,” the wizard said, then hunched over and grunted like he was constipated.

The captain frowned. “Is this part of the spell?”

He was answered with a giant fart. 

It sounded like somebody was starting up a chainsaw.

Everyone in the room stared at the wizard in disgust.

“No,” the old man said cheerfully, “I just had a little gas. All right – here we go – ”

He began to weave his arms and hands through the air, leaving sparkling trails of light behind them. After a few seconds, there was a flash – and glowing lines surrounded the entire room like a web. Then they gradually faded away.

“That should do it.”

“Excellent,” the captain said. Then he gestured towards his men. “Now take him away.”

The guards gave Mr. Magoo the bum’s rush. They carried him by his armpits, his feet off the ground, protesting and stuttering, all the way down the steps.

The captain of the guard was last one out the room. “You little demoness might have saved your life, but that only holds true in this room. If you try anything – escape, casting spells, anything at all – I will run you through with my sword and deal with any consequences from the Baron later. Understood?”

I nodded grudgingly. “Yeah.”

The guard nodded, turned back to the door – then paused. He looked back at me. 

“Don’t take it so hard, boy,” he said. “She played us both for fools.”

I nodded silently.

He walked out the door, shut it, and slammed a giant wooden bolt into place on the other side.

Now I really was a prisoner.

I sighed. If I had to be a prisoner, at least it wasn’t in a dungeon. This was actually a pretty good cell...

For me to eat my heart out thinking about Alaria and what she was doing in the Baron’s bed right now.

I gritted my teeth and walked over to the window.

The tower looked out over the town walls and into the forest beyond. I peered over the window ledge. The drop was at least 80 feet. If I tried to jump, I was a dead man. The stone walls had plenty of handholds and toeholds in them, I guess – but I’d never tried mountain climbing before, and if I made a mistake…

On the other hand, if I did die, maybe I could just resurrect somewhere else. It was definitely a possibility.

But before I went and committed suicide, I figured I would see what my other options were first.

I inspected my action bar. No go – all of my attacks were greyed out, as were ‘Summon Imp.’ I couldn’t even summon Stig to me.

‘Summon Succubus’ was greyed out, too.

If it hadn’t been, I could have yanked Alaria out of the Baron’s bed by force, where she was probably doing – 

I shut my eyes and gritted my teeth again.

Stop thinking about it.

At least the captain had let me keep my staff, but at this point, it was pretty much useless.

I sighed and turned back around. The wizard’s quarters were pretty nicely decorated – down bed, soft sheets, tapestries lining the stone walls, a plush rug, a table set out with a bottle of wine and platter of cold cuts.

I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I saw the food. I immediately went over, sat down, and tasted the meat. Not bad – roast beef. I checked the bottle of wine: three fourths full.

My imprisonment was looking up.

As I poured a glass for myself, though, something scared the shit out of me.

“Hey, boss,” a gruff voice croaked behind me.

I jumped in the chair, splashing the wine all over me, and turned around.

Stig was sitting there on the windowsill, hunched over and breathing a little hard.

“Did you just climb up here?!”

“Yeah, boss,” he said as he dropped down to the floor and padded over to the table. “You mind if I have some wine?”

“I didn’t know you drank,” I said in surprise.

“You never asked, boss,” the imp said as he climbed up the chair next to me, onto the table, then grabbed the wine and took a swig straight from the bottle. 

Ew.

I guess I was sticking with my one glass for the night.

“So you got away,” I said.

“Yup.”

“Do you know what Alaria did?” I asked bitterly.

Stig looked at me sideways. “Um... I don’t really want to talk about what happened in the wardrobe, boss.”

“I’m not talking about what happened in the wardrobe!” I snapped – half panicked, half angry he would even bring that up. “I’m talking about afterwards!”
             “Let me guess: she did something to make you mad.”

“Damn right! After teasing me and sticking her hand down my – ”

Stig gave me an alarmed look.

I cut to the chase. “She basically seduced the Baron and took him off to bed! Can you believe that?!”

He shrugged. “I told you, boss.”

“Told me what?”

“Hot chicks… nothin’ but trouble.”

I sighed in frustration. “I should have listened to you.”

“Yup.”

“She’s such a bitch!” I snarled, off in my own little world of jealousy and self-pity.

“Yeah boss,” Stig said, though he shook his head ‘no.’

“What?” I asked defensively.

“What?” he asked, as though he had no idea what I was talking about.

“You’re doing that thing again!”

“What thing?”

“That thing where you say ‘yes,’ but you shake your head ‘no’!”

“No I’m not,” he said, though he nodded his head ‘yes’ again.

“Yes you are!” I shouted. “You just did it again!”

He sighed and took another swig of wine, like he was the most beleaguered imp in all of the videogame world.

“So I’m the asshole here?” I asked angrily.

“No, boss,” he said, but shook his head ‘yes.’

I was tired of the duplicity. No more yes/no questions.

“So explain to me exactly why I’m the asshole, then.”

“Well…” he started, then trailed off.

“What?”

“She does have a collar,” he pointed out. “You don’t. And you’re the one who put it on her. That’s all I have to say about that.”

I stared at him – then looked at the tiny dog collar around his own thin neck.

I wanted to protest what he’d said – but how can you argue with cold, hard facts?

So instead I just glowered at him. “You’re a real asshole too sometimes, you know that, Stig?”

“Yeah, boss,” he said, but shook his head ‘no.’

A familiar female voice suddenly spoke in a playful tone. “I don’t know about that. If anybody’s an asshole here, I would say it was you.”

I spilled my glass of wine again as I spun around. 

There was Alaria at the window, crawling inside the tower.

“What – where did you come from?” I asked, astounded.

“Outside,” she said as she stepped onto the floor.

“You flew?”

“I don’t get even limited flying powers until somebody levels up some more,” she said reproachfully. “So I had to climb.” She looked down in irritation at her fingers. “I think I broke a nail, too.”

“What happened to the Baron?”

“Oh, that guy?” She shrugged. “I killed him.”

“You what?!”

“Yeah,” she said in a tone of voice like What did you expect?

I knew I shouldn’t have asked – it was like putting a neon sign up over my head saying ‘Insecure’ – but not knowing was eating me up inside.

“Did you kill him before… during… or after you had sex with him?”

She smirked. “Why? What does it matter?”

“I’d just like to know, that’s all,” I said self-consciously. 

I felt like the biggest, most jealous, most fragile-ego’d fool in the world.

She shook her head in exasperation. “For somebody who’s getting rescued, you sure are nosy, you know that?”

“Would you just tell me?” I snapped.

She groaned like a teenager getting lectured by her parents. “By Astar’s twat – NO, I didn’t have sex with him!”

“Oh,” I said, immensely relieved, and grinned like an idiot.

“Feel better now?” she asked sarcastically.

I didn’t answer, but… yeah, I totally did.

Suddenly there were shouts down on the ground level.

Alaria winced. “They probably found him. Which means we should probably go.”

“I can’t climb down!” I said. “I’ll fall and kill myself!”

“We’re not climbing down,” she said as she grabbed me by my shirt and hauled me out of my chair. 

I looked at the window nervously. “How are we going to get down if we’re not climbing and you can’t fly?”

“Nobody said I couldn’t glide.”

She pulled me over to the stone ledge of the window and forced me up onto it.

Down in the courtyard, I could see guards in the moonlight, heading for the tower.

“Hey, what about me?” Stig asked petulantly from the table.

“Get over here, then, and grab my tail,” Alaria snapped.

 “Okay,” Stig said, then chugged the rest of the bottle before jumping down off the table.

Alaria crawled up onto the window ledge with me, her breasts pressed tight against my back. 

“Don’t get excited like last time,” she whispered in my ear teasingly.

“That was totally – ”

She clapped her hand over my mouth and said, “Shut up, master.”

Then she jumped off the ledge into space, sending all three of us into a suicide fall.

It’s a good thing her hand was over my mouth, because otherwise I would’ve screamed bloody murder.

I think I did, anyway – it was just muffled by her palm.

Then I heard her wings flap open, and suddenly we were gliding over the wall, across the treetops, and down into a clearing.

We hit the ground and tumbled head over heels, our bodies somersaulting over each other.

When we came to a stop, I was on my back and she was on top of me. We were lying hip to hip, her breasts dangling down and smashed against my chest.

“We’ve got to stop ending up in situations like this, master, or people will talk,” she smirked.

“Maybe if you wouldn’t keep teasing me and leading me on, it wouldn’t be a problem,” I fumed.

She narrowed her eyes. “You know, jealousy is really unattractive.”

I didn’t say anything, but I felt my heart sink in my chest.

She smiled and tapped my nose. “Normally. But on you, it’s kind of cute.”

ALWAYS teasing me. But my heart lifted anyway.

As did something else in my pants.

“I felt that,” Alaria cooed.

I blushed furiously. “You’re half-naked on top of me, of course I’m going to get – ”

“Ahem,” Stig coughed a few feet away. “Still awkward, boss.”

Alaria leapt to her feet. “We should probably be on our way, anyhow. You know – seeing as how we might die otherwise.”

With the shouts of the guards behind us, we set off into the night and never looked back.
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So began several days of life on the lam. 

After we escaped from the town, we ran for a couple of hours and holed up in a barn where we slept in the loft. I was so exhausted that I fell asleep immediately, scratchy hay be damned.

We woke at dawn to mooing cows as the farmer began to milk them. Alaria grabbed me and Stig, glided us out the back of the barn, and we set off again through the forest.

We moved continuously, not even bothering to pick up quests, only stopping in towns along the way to grab some food and drink. And, of course, for me to check the local mailboxes for emails from Westek.

There was only one:

 

Ian,

We are still going through the diagnostics on the system. Everything’s fine, just enjoy the game. Will have you logged out before you know it.

John Perkins, Supervisor

 

That was it.

I was starting to freak out.

I mean, being on the run Bonnie-and-Clyde-style with a gorgeous succubus (and an ugly grey sidekick) had its benefits, but I was really starting to worry that my new bosses had royally screwed up and weren’t telling me.

Scratch that – I knew they had screwed up. I just wasn’t sure how much.

We were in our second day of travel when Alaria said to me, “Cheer up, master. It’s not so bad.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’re so glum, you’re not even ogling me anymore,” she said with a wink. “A girl could get insecure about her looks.”

“I don’t think you’ll ever be insecure about your looks.”

She grinned. “Probably not. Why are you so down, though?”

I sighed. “I’m worried I’ll never be able to go back to my home.”

“Why?”

“There are some problems.”

“War?”

“No. ”

“Famine? ”

“No.”

“Plague?”

I had to admit, she was helping put my problems in perspective.

“No, none of that.”

“So what’s the problem?”

I thought about how much I should tell her. “There’s… sort of a curse on me.”

“Well, you wouldn’t be the first,” she said dismissively.

I glared at her. “Maybe not, but it’s important to me.”

“Of course, of course,” she said sympathetically. “I’m sorry, please continue. What’s the nature of this curse?”

“Well… I’m not actually here.”

She looked at me like I was crazy. “What?”

I considered how best to explain it. “This body is sort of like an astral projection.”

She poked me in the arm. “You seem solid enough.”

“I know – it’s hard to explain. But basically my real body is stuck back in my homeland, while I’m stuck here.”

“What’s your body doing back there?” she asked with a suggestive smirk.

“Sleeping.”

“Oh – so you’re like a fairytale princess who has been placed in a cursed slumber.”

“I guess,” I said grumpily. “Except I’m not a princess.”

“My little princess,” she said in a singsong voice. “So delicate, so rosy-cheeked – ”

“Stop it!” I said, laughing in spite of myself.

“Well, you know what they say.”

“No, what do they say,” I quipped sardonically.

She stepped right in front of me and stopped, forcing me to halt.

“That she can be awoken with True Love’s Kiss,” she said, staring into my eyes.

I stared back at her. 

She looked from my eyes, down to my mouth, then licked her lips to moisten them. Then she looked back at my eyes.

My heart skipped a beat.

She moved forward hesitantly – 

I leaned in –

And then she burst into hysterical laughter.

“Really?! Really – you thought we were going to share True Love’s Kiss?” she guffawed.

“That isn’t funny,” I snarled.

“Oh, master,” she giggled, and patted me on the head condescendingly. “I’m a succubus. There is no true love where we’re concerned.”

“Oh,” I muttered.

Out of nowhere she leaned in and gave me a kiss – and not a little peck on the lips, either, but an open-mouthed, passionate, tongue-swirling French kiss.

I stood there in utter shock, not even realizing what the hell was going on at first.

All I could do was wonder at the amazing taste of her mouth: cinnamon and vanilla, and sweet as a ripe peach.

But just as I was getting into it, she pulled away and looked into my eyes like she was inspecting me.

“Nope, I guess the Kiss of True Lust won’t do it either. Sorry master.”

Then she turned around and strutted off through the woods again.

“That was cruel!” I shouted after her, but I couldn’t say I was angry. Not with the taste of her on my lips.

“Just trying to help!” she called over her shoulder. “Next time maybe we’ll try True Love’s Hand Job!”

I stood there in shock, wondering if I should say anything, or if she would just poke fun at me again.

Turns out I didn’t need to say anything – her comedy routine was basically a monologue.

“Oh yeah – we already tried that and couldn’t consummate it. Oh well.”

“That’s not funny!” I shouted.

She laughed again, her giggle like silver bells. “I thought it was!” 

Then she sauntered off again. 

I stood there with a stupid grin on my face… until I felt a pair of eyes boring through me.

Stig was glaring up at me in disgust.

“What?” I asked defensively.

He just shook his head in resignation, then continued walking off through the woods.

That kiss was as close as I got to the Holy Land I’d experienced back in the wardrobe. Much as I wanted to go back there – figuratively, not literally to the wardrobe itself – she never offered, the opportunity never presented itself, and I didn’t press.

I know that Rob would’ve called me a loser, but I wouldn’t order her to do anything. I couldn’t think of her as some computer program anymore. She seemed real to me – and I had seen her hatred for a man who had done awful things to her before.

Plus I’d made a promise never to force her to do anything that she didn’t want to do.

Even more than that, I liked her. A lot. She was becoming like a friend to me, in a weird sort of way. And the more time I spent around her, the more I liked her, which made trying to talk her into doing something sketchy all the more repugnant.

I came to a sort of equanimity about the whole thing. If something was going to happen, then it would happen naturally. I wouldn’t try to force it.

That doesn’t mean I didn’t spend a lot of time looking at her tits and ass, though, and fantasizing about the taste of her lips.

When I got out of the game, woo boy – I was going to have enough material in the spank-bank to last me the rest of my life.
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We finally reached another land, one far away from goddesses of chastity and barons of dumbassery. There was more of a mix of different races walking around – humans, orcs, blood elves, gnomes – and we spotted a few Warlocks with their own succubi.

Alaria was surprisingly catty.

“Oh my God, can you believe what she’s wearing?” she whispered to me about a plum-colored demoness in boy shorts. “A girl with an ass that big really shouldn’t try to pull that look off.”

I thought the other succubus looked great, as did most of the males walking around – until they got a glimpse of Alaria, that is. She turned every straight guy’s head in every single town we walked into, and she knew it.

“Don’t you get tired of all the men staring at you?” I asked once.

She shrugged. “You get used to it.” Then she looked at me pointedly. “Don’t you ever get tired of staring?”

I thought about lying, but what was the point? We both knew the answer.

“No,” I admitted.

She grinned. “At least you’re honest.”

No more news from Westek. It had been a couple of days now. They’d told me that the unit was designed to accommodate people for weeks at a time – potentially even months – but I prayed that they weren’t going to test that out on me. Every time I checked the mailbox in a new town, I hoped there would be some words of encouragement – but there wasn’t.

I comforted myself with all the overtime I was racking up. At double-time after the first 12 hours, I was looking at $100 an hour for several days straight. This was going to be an awesome paycheck.

That is, if I ever made it out of here alive.

So, seeing as I wasn’t logging out anytime soon, I put my time to good use: playing the game and leveling up.

We went on a series of quests, and temporarily joined a group doing some dungeon diving. I got new cloth armor and some trinkets that gave me increased critical strike. I nearly doubled my intellect, and managed to level up all the way to 9.

Along the way I got a couple of new abilities. Mana Conversion let me trade in 25% of my remaining Health and gain back 20% of my total Mana. It was great for when I was in a really hard battle and ran out of Mana, which left me unable to cast spells – like that time when I fought the bandits. Now I could refill my Mana, then Soul Suck some sad sap to rebuild my hit points.

I also got Terrify - the ability to strike overwhelming fear in an enemy and send them running for the hills for 30 seconds. It worked pretty well when I was surrounded by four or five assailants and Alaria and Stig were overwhelmed.

Another awesome ability was Doomsday – a curse that dealt hundreds of points of damage after 20 seconds had elapsed. I thought it sucked at first because it didn’t do anything upfront, but then I realized that I could hit every single one of my enemies with Doomsday, then Darkfire. At the end of 20 seconds, half of them would drop dead, and the others would just barely be hanging on. Most could be finished off with a couple of fireballs from Alaria or a single Darkbolt from me.

In addition, Alaria and Stig got their own abilities upgraded. Stig’s fireballs got more and more powerful, to the point where he was actually something of a threat. He also got the ability to teleport in puffs of smoke around a target, so he could dodge physical attacks more easily.

Alaria got her Fire Whip – which was something to behold. Watching her flick embers off the tip with a supersonic CRACK was pretty wild.

And she started to fly. At first she looked more like a chicken – a red-hued, incredibly sexy chicken – that could only fly for short distances. But even that was enough to confound some of our enemies.

Events continued like that, with us picking up new quests, but there was always the unfulfilled one that lingered at the bottom of my quest window.

I asked Alaria one day, “Are we getting closer to your next ex-master?”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” she said, then changed the subject.

I didn’t press her. If she was uncomfortable with going after the next guy, there had to be a reason, and I wasn’t going to pry.

In the end, though, I needn’t have worried. We didn’t have to go after the ex-master.

He came to us... or at least his hired gun did.
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We were in a jungle-like region with rocky cliffs, beautiful flowering vines growing over everything, raging waterfalls, and 1000% humidity. 

I had thought that getting stabbed with a sword was about the worst thing that could happen – until I started sweating buckets in the jungle. Then I learned exactly what the videogame’s real version of Hell was.

Alaria, of course, wasn’t bothered by the heat at all. Since she was a creature of fire, the extra heat wasn’t anything – and humidity didn’t bother her in the slightest. Apparently it dissipated in the immediate space around her body. She really was the epitome of the saying ‘Women don’t perspire, they glisten’ – except she didn’t even glisten. She radiated.

The foliage was sparse enough that we could walk just about anywhere, although to take shortcuts I sometimes had Alaria and Stig blast our way through the vines and brambles.

We picked up a quest hunting giant anacondas from a shady elf who used them to create magical boots. Then we ran into a tribe of amphibian creatures that wanted to shrink our heads. Not exactly the most fun I’d ever had in the game.

The one consolation was that there were these red berries as big as plums that grew on certain vines. It was like biting into an overripe tomato, except the tomatoes tasted like peppermint, sweet and minty. 

Not only that, but the fruit gave a buff of +5 to hit points for ten minutes. Plus they kept me hydrated. Best of all, they eliminated any discomfort from the humidity. As soon as you bit into one, a cool sensation would spread from the fruit into every part of your body, rendering you temporarily unaffected by the mugginess for at least a couple minutes.

Needless to say, I ate my weight in berries several times over.

Stig was enjoying them, too – not necessarily because he cared about the humidity, but because he liked the taste. So it was me and my imp stomping through the jungle, smacking and slobbering on overripe fruit.

Alaria complained the entire time.

“Could you guys NOT make those slurping sounds?” she asked, annoyed. “Seriously, it’s like you’re eating a bowl of soup with a leaky spoon.”

“What, like this?” I asked as I slurped a mouthful of juice out of the overripe flesh.

She cast a withering gaze at me. “Yes. Exactly like that.”

“Kind of hard not to,” I said with a big grin and juice running down my chin.

I was delighted at her annoyance. Alaria loved teasing me and putting me in a perpetual state of blue balls, so I had to take my petty vengeance wherever I could find it.

She curled her lip in disgust. “You look like a pig feeding in a trough of slop.”

“Just practicing my oral sex technique,” I joked, then gave a particularly long, juicy slurp.

She winced and grimaced in pain. “GODDESS I did not need that image in my brain.”

“Oh, you’d love it, baby,” I said as I slurped some more.

She fixed me with a look of abject hatred. “No I would NOT. I would rather let you stick it in, than look at your insipid face doing that to my nether regions.”

I laughed. “I’d be perfectly happy sticking it in.”

“That’ll happen when the Seven Hells all freeze over.”

“Then I guess I’ll just have to keep practicing for all the other ladies,” I grinned, and sluuurrrrped.

If looks could kill, hers would have time-traveled and murdered me in my crib. “If you ever do that around other women, then you better start practicing your techniques on cucumbers, because that’s all you’re ever going to get.”

“Awkward,” Stig announced loudly.

I was annoyed at Alaria, but rather than come back with a verbal taunt, I just gave another loud, liquid slurp.

“Stop!” she yelled, her shoulders hunched up in pain.

I stopped. “That really bothers you, doesn’t it?”

She shuddered like she had just stuck her hand in a bucket of something particularly nasty. “Did you just now figure that out?”

“You know, I met a girl once who couldn’t stand the word ‘moist.’”

Alaria looked at me, puzzled. “Why?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t have an explanation for it. She just couldn’t stand the word ‘moist.’ Every time somebody said it, she would shudder like you just did.”

“Then I have every sympathy for her.”

“The only problem is, once people figured it out, that’s all they would say around her. They would talk about the moist chicken, the moist cake, how the muffins were so moist – ”

“I’m sure your little jibes didn’t make her muffin moist,” Alaria snorted.

“So this really bothers you, huh?” I said, gesturing with the fruit.

“Yes.”

I shook my head in resignation. “That’s too bad,” I said, and noisily took another slurping bite out of it.

“Oh my GODDESS!” she shrieked, and stomped away from me. “I didn’t realize I had a toddler for a new master!”

I snorted with laughter. “No, see, the toddler would have to be spoon-fed – like this – ”

All of a sudden, the branches off to Alaria’s right rustled. At first I thought it was the wind, but I didn’t feel even the slightest breeze – and none of the other branches had been disturbed.

“Anaconda!” I yelled, though I couldn’t see anything yet.

It wasn’t an unreasonable assumption. We had been fighting the snakes for the past day, and they did tend to lurk in the undergrowth.

Alaria turned around in alarm. “Where?”

Except it wasn’t an anaconda. 

It was something far worse.

I heard it first: the whoosh that always accompanied someone coming out of invisibility.

A figure suddenly materialized out of nowhere, dressed in black from head to toe with a dagger in each hand. 

He then proceeded to stab Alaria ten times in the space of two seconds. 

It was like watching motor pistons cycling back and forth, with the horrible sound effects of someone stabbing raw meat.

“Alaria!” I screamed, and immediately began to cast a Darkbolt – but before I could get off the shot, the dark figure was gone, invisible again.

Alaria collapsed to the ground on her back, her eyes wide in shock, her mouth open in a silent scream of agony.

She wasn’t dead, though I could see that almost a third of her hit points had been taken off within mere seconds.

I raced over to her side and immediately cast Self-Sacrifice, blue light pouring from my outstretched palm into her midriff. 

The jagged wounds began to close, then disappeared completely as her hit points returned to normal. My own hit points dropped by a quarter, but began to gradually creep back up again.

“What was that?” she gasped.

“A Rogue,” I said grimly, then looked over at my imp staring at me in helplessness. “Stig – if you see anything coming at us, hit it with a fireball and shout out where it is.”

“You got it, boss.”

I helped Alaria to her feet. 

“What the hell is a Rogue doing out here?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” I said, which was the truth.

We weren’t on a quest that involved a Rogue, so that was out.

I thought about Player vs. Player for a second, but I didn’t have those settings turned on. I hated having to deal with some high-level asshole attacking me while I was just about to finish a quest, so I always kept the option deactivated.

And if the guy was playing in PVP mode, why the hell did he go after her instead of me? It made no sense.

My question was immediately answered by the game itself when a window appeared.

Tap That Ass-assin

Someone is trying to kill your succubus! Unveil the assassin and stop him before he succeeds!

1500 XP

10 Silver

I didn’t even have time to groan at the pun.

Why the hell was an assassin after us?

Alaria looked around worriedly. “We should get out of – ”

Before she could complete her sentence, I heard the telltale whoosh.

Then the Rogue stabbed her again from behind, this time right in the kidneys.

It didn’t register immediately in my brain, because all I saw was her scream and arch her back in pain. She was between me and the Rogue, so I didn’t realize what had happened until it was too late.

Stig fired off a fireball just as I had instructed, but missed. “Behind her!” he croaked.

Alaria collapsed into my arms again. As she buckled and fell, I caught a glimpse of the Rogue’s face – glowing white eyes inside a ninja-style mask. Then he disappeared again.

I cast Self-Sacrifice again to raise her hit points back to normal.

Unfortunately, now my Health was down around 70%.

“What the hell?!” Alaria yelled angrily as she summoned a fireball in each hand. 

I turned around and put my back to hers – or at least my back to her wings. I yelled at Stig, “Good job – now get over here!”

The three of us stood like that, back to back, waiting for the would-be murderer to show himself again.

Nothing happened.

“Why isn’t he attacking?” Alaria seethed.

“Because he knows we have to wait for him to come out of cloaking,” I said. “He can basically just sit and wait forever.”

“What should we do?”

My mind ticked through the possibilities.

Rogues were a real bitch to fight. Actually, I take that back – high level Rogues were a bitch to fight. Whenever low-level Rogues were in combat, they were forced to come out of stealth and couldn’t go back in until someone was dead, which made it a lot easier to fight them.

But with higher-level Rogues, they could flit in and out of stealth, attacking people left and right as long as the Rogue never got directly hit. I only knew this from tangling with some friends in PVP. I’d never played a Rogue before, only Hunters and Warriors.

So what did I know about Rogues?

They would sometimes disturb their surroundings – like how I had seen the underbrush move slightly, probably nudged by him as he passed by.

What could we do that would put us in the best position to see him coming? 

Especially when we couldn’t see him at all?

Water. 

“We need to find a river,” I said. “Preferably a shallow pond or stream, something we can move fast in.”

“Why?”

“He’s not Jesus, so he can’t walk on water – which means we’ll be able to see him coming from 10 to 15 feet away, at least.”

Alaria frowned. “Who’s Jesus?”

“A guy who could walk on water.”

“A Mage?”

“Just find us something with that sixth sense of yours!”

“Okay,” she agreed, then pointed. “There’s something that way.”

“All right, everybody, stick close. Run on three – one, two, three!”

We set off through the jungle, running as fast as we could. I kept my eyes peeled around me, wondering if the guy would show up in front of us and risk a face-to-face fight –

He didn’t.

I was pretty sure, though, that I saw tree branches high above us bending and shaking under the weight of some invisible force.

The bastard was up in the trees.

Since I couldn’t target him without seeing him – or stopping to cast my spells – I just kept on running.

“I don’t understand,” I huffed and puffed as we ran along. “He’s tried to kill you twice – but if he does, I’ll just re-summon you again! It’s absolutely pointless for him to go after you without trying to get to me first!”

“Not unless he wants to do away with me entirely,” Alaria said as she ran.

“I just said that there’s no way can do that!”

“Actually, there is,” she said grimly.

I stared at her. “What are you talking about?”

“If he gets me down to my last bit of strength and is able to cut the collar off my neck, he can make sure I can’t come back to you.”

“You mean I can’t summon you?”

“You could forge a new collar and summon another succubus – just not me. I am bound to this collar until you release me, so if he takes it…”

I stared at her. “Are you sure?” I asked in amazement.

“Seeing as it’s happened to me a couple of times over the last hundred years, yes, I’m sure,” she barked.

The game had only existed for about five or six years now, so anything she ‘remembered’ was just programmed into her mind by the programmers. 

But still – I’d never read about anything like this in the gaming forums before!

“Why would he want to separate you from me?” I asked.

“Either for personal reasons – or because somebody hired him to do it.”

“What happens if he gets the collar?”

“Whoever controls the collar controls me. So either I stay in limbo until I am called again, or he could deliver the collar to another warlock, who could use it to enslave me. All that matters is whether they have the collar or not.” Her tone turned sour. “Look at it this way – if he succeeds, you won’t have to put up with me anymore.”

“Screw that,” I snapped. “He messes with you, he messes with me.”

It was true. No matter how much Alaria annoyed me sometimes – no matter how much effort she put into teasing me – I had grown extremely attached to her. 

And not just because of her looks.

…although I couldn’t say that had absolutely nothing to do with it.

We made it to the river. Unfortunately, it was absolutely the wrong kind of river. Deep with swift waters. God only knows what was waiting under the surface for us. I could imagine us getting in there and being swarmed by crocodiles or some sort of piranha-like fish. At least for now, there was nothing visible on the sandy banks that could kill us.

‘Visible’ being the key word.

But at least there was one good thing:  the Rogue couldn’t attack us from the water. We would see him coming a mile away.

“Stig,” I commanded, “watch our backs. If you see anything come up out of the river, attack it and shout.”

“You got it, boss.”

“I can’t wait until I can fly again,” Alaria muttered. “Then we could just soar up out of this mess and leave it all behind.”

“For right now, let’s just make sure you stick around until you can fly again,” I said.

We were in a bad spot, just not quite as bad as before. The Rogue couldn’t attack us from the rear, what with all the water. He could jump down from the trees on top of her, but that would give away his position entirely. No, he had to approach us from the front, but he wouldn’t do that. He was going to wait us out until we put ourselves in a vulnerable position.

What sucked was we had no idea how patient this guy was. If he wanted to wait all day, he could. And there was no guarantee that if we made it back to a town alive, he wouldn’t just stalk us there and kill us.

We stood still and silent, listening to the birds cawing and the frogs chirping and the trees sighing in the wind. None of us spoke – it was like we were waiting for death.

Soon enough, the cooling debuff from my berries ran out.

I noticed it when the sweat started dripping into my eyes

“Man, I’m going to need to get another one of those berries soon,” I muttered.

“Seriously?” Alaria asked in a huff. “At a time like this, all you can think about is eating more of your damn fruit?”

“It’s because it cools me down,” I said angrily. “I’m starting to sweat like a pig again.”

Alaria gripped my arm. “Please don’t leave me,” she whispered. I could hear real fear in her voice.

“He’s not going to get you, I promise.”

She looked at me worriedly. “You don’t know that.”

She was right – but I said it anyway: “It’s going to be okay. Don’t worry.”

We stood around for a few more minutes while nothing happened. By now the sweat was pouring down my face in buckets.

I wiped my brow with my hand – and immediately got sticky juices all over my face.

“Yuck…”

I bent down to the water –

“What are you doing?” Alaria asked in alarm.

“Just cleaning my hands – relax.”

As I watched the bright red pulp wash off my fingers, I suddenly had an idea. I wasn’t sure if it would work, but seeing as we didn’t have a whole lot of options at the moment, I was okay with a little experimentation.

“Stig,” I said in a deliberately loud voice, “we might be here for hours. I want you to go into the jungle and get me some more of those fruits – as many as you can carry at one time.”

“What are you doing?” Alaria asked, alarmed.

“Trust me,” I whispered.

Stig looked doubtful. “What about the Rogue, boss?”

“He hasn’t tried to attack you or me – we’re not the ones he’s interested in. If he does attack you, just run back here. I’ll keep an eye on you and do Self-Sacrifice to save you if necessary.”

“Okay,” the imp said reluctantly, then moved slowly into the jungle, where he looked around in fright at every twitching blade of grass.

“I don’t understand what you’re doing,” Alaria whispered.

“Watch the water,” I said, “and I’ll explain.”

She moved around behind me and we stood like that, back to back, with me watching the jungle like a hawk.

“So why are we doing this?”

“Because the stuff is sticky, and it doesn’t come off until you wash it,” I whispered.

“So?”

“So I’m going to try squishing a whole bunch of them into my bag, then flinging it out at him. If I can tag him, we’ll be able to see him even when he’s in cloaked form.”

I felt her body shift behind me, and I glanced back at her.

She was looking at me with something approaching respect.

“Not bad, warlock boy.”

“Well, let’s see if it works, first.”

Stig came back in a few minutes with eight of the fruits piled in his arms.

“Any problems?” I asked.

“No, boss.”

“Good. Get as many as you can, as ripe as you can find them. And just keep bringing them back here.”

“Okay, boss,” he said, then left me with the pile.

I took a bite of the first berry, and immediately felt the tingly cool spread throughout my body. 

Then I detached one of my bags from my belt, held it out, and smooshed the rest of the fruit into the bag. I was hoping that the juice and pulp would fill a single slot, and not just coat the contents of everything inside.

Success! The ‘Bag Contents’ window showed a messy splotch with the number ‘1’ next to it.

I didn’t want to give away the game plan in case the Rogue was watching us, so I just kept squishing fruits into the bag one by one, letting the pulp fill up the allocated slot.

One by one the counter went up. Minute by minute, Stig kept bringing me more fruit, which I would then squish. Within 20 minutes I had built up 80 squished berries inside the bag. 

To test out my theory, I thought about what I wanted, put my hand in the bag, and pulled it back out. 

My cupped hand held a mass of pulpy flesh and red juice in it. Yes!

Rather than put it back inside, though, I just slurped it out of my palm.

“Seriously?!” Alaria snarled.

“Sorry, I forgot.” I put the remains of the fruit back in the bag, then used my sticky fingers to hold onto the edge. “Now comes the hard part.”

“Which is?”

“We have to move apart and let you get far enough away that he’ll come after you like bait.”

She looked at me with fear in her eyes. “Is that absolutely necessary?”

“We’ve got to trick him into attacking us. Otherwise we could sit here for the next day or two. Or he might decide to attack us in the middle of the night when we can’t see anything.”

Alaria sighed heavily. “All right… I’ll do it.”

“Let’s form a triangle, about five feet between each of us, and slowly start heading down the riverbank. Alaria, you get closest to the jungle.”

We moved into our triangular formation, with Alaria furthest from the water, and me and Stig right up against the river. Then we began to creep along the water’s edge.

The tension began to build the longer that nothing happened. I kept watching the tree limbs for some indication that he might jump down on us, but I didn’t see any signs of movement.

Had he moved on? Or had he decided to let us work ourselves into a suspicious frenzy and steep in our own paranoid juices?

If so, it was a success on his part. The wait was nerve-racking.

We walked quietly along the bank, peering out into the jungle, with only the sounds of frogs chirping and birds calling to keep us company.

Suddenly the frogs and birds went silent.

The Rogue was close – I would bet my life upon it.

Unfortunately, I was kind of betting Alaria’s life on it.

She stop moving. “It went quiet,” she whispered.

“I know.”

“Do you think he’s here?”

“Yes.”

“When’s he going to attack?”

“I don’t know.”

We stood there, waiting – but nothing happened.

Finally, to break the tension, I whispered, “This is way too much like Predator.”

“Predator?”

Crap, I forgot she knew nothing about my pop-culture references.

“It’s a story about a soldier in the jungle who gets hunted by a – ”

I didn’t even have time to finish the sentence when we both heard whoooosh.

Alaria screamed over that awful sound of knives squelching into meat.

But rather than try to attack her assailant, I gripped the bottom of the bag and slung it in a circle all around me.

An arc of bright red fluid shot out like a kid on a carnival ride puking a bunch of Twizzlers.

Alaria got hit, but so did the Rogue. His entire back was covered with the red, goopy substance. 

He went back into stealth – but now there was a clear outline of red liquid splashed across his back, sort of like somebody had coated an ice sculpture with red wax, let the wax solidify, and then melted the ice.

Now I had something to target.

I don’t know if the Rogue realized what had happened, but I started to cast Darkfire. 

As soon as I did, he took off running.

Stupid bastard didn’t realize he had a target on his back.

I shot the fire at him, and black flames outlined a humanoid shape. 

The Rogue roared and immediately came out of stealth.

Now it was on. 

“Get him!” I yelled, and the three of us started a coordinated attack.

I hit him with Doomsday, which would nail him hard in 20 seconds. Stig threw a fireball, and Alaria brought out her Flaming Whip. The tip cracked right in front of the Rogue’s face, and he screamed as a burst of fire engulfed the right side of his head.

I expected him to run – but he actually did exactly the opposite.

He ran full tilt at Alaria, leapt up in the air, and came down with both his knives aimed at her.

I cast Self-Sacrifice to keep her hit points up, and she attacked him with the full force of her fireballs, but the guy was relentless. He didn’t care. He just kept slashing her faster and faster as she screamed in pain. 

My hit points were getting drained from trying to keep her alive. But the Rogue was losing dozens of hit points every second; now it was just a race to see who would last the longest.

He changed tack right in the middle of the battle, and swung his knives towards me.

Shit – 

He stabbed me once, twice, three times. My hit points were down to 25% –

That’s when I pulled Soul Suck on him. His chest glowed blue as my light sucked his Health points directly into me.

I was out of the danger zone – but he was sinking down into it.

“Ian – back off!” Alaria yelled.

“But I’m almost about to kill him!”

“That’s the point – I don’t want you to kill him!”

I took my hand away and stepped back. The Rogue was only 40 hit points from death – but I trusted that Alaria knew what she was doing.

Did she ever.

Her whip wrapped around the Rogue’s body, binding his arms directly to his torso. He screamed in pain as the cords of fire cut into him, but his mobility and balance were severely hampered. When she kicked the back of his knees, he went down on his face.

She prodded him with her boot and forced him to roll over, then put the dagger-like tip of her stiletto heel right against his Adam’s apple.

“Drop the knives,” Alaria snarled. 

One of the assassin’s eyes was gone, the socket burned to a black crisp. Apparently she had gotten him badly with her whip strike. The remaining eye glowed with absolute hatred – but I guess the Rogue realized he wasn’t going to be able to kill her by stabbing her calf, so he dropped the knives.

“Stig, take off his mask,” she ordered.

The imp looked over at me. We both knew it was a break in the chain of command, but I nodded. At this moment, I was way more interested in seeing who the hell this guy was than in quibbling over who told Stig what to do.

Stig yanked off the mask.

There wasn’t any big revelation, other than it was an elf. His long, pointy ears sprang up, freed from the tight mask, but that was the only surprise.

“You recognize this guy?” I asked. 

“No,” she said, then turned back to the Rogue. “Who hired you.”

He smiled grimly. “Wouldn’t you like to know, demoness.”

“I think I already do – but I don’t mind waiting to hear it from you.”

She held her hand above his head, then summoned some sort of liquid fire, which she let drip, drip, drip from her finger.

Every couple of seconds a new droplet hit the elf’s forehead, and he would grunt in pain as it seared his skin. But still he said nothing.

The fire did some damage, but his hit points were recovering second by second – so it was basically a long, slow form of torture. He wasn’t going to die anytime soon.

“Tell me!” Alaria demanded.

“If you kill me, it doesn’t matter. Others will follow.”

“I have no intention of killing you,” she sneered. “Quite the opposite. I’m going to keep you alive for a very, very long time until you – ”

Suddenly he did something neither of us had been anticipating.

He jabbed his head up as hard and fast as he could, piercing his throat on the point of her stiletto heel.

Suicide by succubus.

His eyes grew wide, and he began to make horrific choking noises.

Alaria pulled her heel out of his throat and stumbled backwards in horror – but it was too late. The elf’s hit points dropped to zero, and he collapsed on his back, dead.

‘1500 XP’ appeared in the air.

Even though I hadn’t delivered the deathblow, I still got credit for the kill.

“Son of a bitch,” she muttered.

Faced with the prospect of being tortured for hours – and then dying – the Rogue had chosen the quick way out.

“Are you okay?” I asked Alaria.

She nodded somberly. “He’s far from the first man I’ve killed. Although he might just be the first one who used my boot to commit suicide,” she said, getting back some of her gallows humor.

I walked over and started to loot the body.

As promised by the quest, there were ten silver coins, which I transferred from his bag to mine.

There was also a handwritten letter in one of his pockets, with an ink sketch of Alaria’s face. The drawing was good; I recognized it as her immediately.

The succubus will be traveling with a warlock and an imp. Kill the other two if you like, but the female is the only target I care about. Bring back her collar, and you will receive the reward we discussed. 

I showed Alaria the hand-drawn picture.

If it was possible for a woman with red skin to go pale, she gave it a good go.

“I know that handwriting,” she whispered.

“You do?” I asked, surprised.

“One of my ex-masters. He was quite the artist, too.”

“He hired the Rogue to take you out?”

She nodded.

“So that’s what you meant when you said you knew who had done it,” I realized.

“I suspected strongly, but now I have confirmation.”

“Do you mind if I ask you a question?”

She looked at me hesitantly. “What?”

“I said I would help you kill your ex-masters, but we’ve been traipsing through the jungle for the last couple of days and you haven’t mentioned it at all. Is there a reason?”

She looked dejected. “I don’t know… I guess part of me was just putting it off. I suppose that I was enjoying being with you… and I didn’t necessarily want to jump right back into the devil’s mouth again. But now I see I have no choice. If I don’t end them, they’ll eventually end me.”

My brain basically stopped functioning halfway through her speech, though.

“Wait a second – you enjoy being with me?”

She looked up, shocked to realize what she’d just said. “I just meant that – ”

“So you do enjoy being with me!” I said, a little more hopefully than could reasonably be called cool.

“Sometimes, yes.” She rolled her eyes. “Don’t make a big deal about it.”

“It’s okay to enjoy my company, you know. Which you’ve been doing,” I pointed out.

“Up until the slurping of the fruits.”

“Yeah, okay, but before that – ”

“Just drop it,” she snapped, and turned back towards the jungle. “We have a bunch of my ex-masters to kill. We should get going.”

“Okay,” I agreed as I followed her, grinning like a fool.

Once her guard came down, she’d admitted the truth: she liked being around me.

That was a step in the right direction.
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It took several days, but we made our way out of the jungle into a low-lying swampland. 

The game’s creators had always modeled OtherWorld on different regions and time periods in the real world. For instance, a lot of places looked like medieval Europe, with castles and walled cities and houses that wouldn’t have been out of place in 15th-century Paris or London.

Other regions in the game were patterned after different parts of the real world, too. Some were inspired by Asian cultures, with pagodas and rice-paper sliding doors. Others resembled Native American habitats, with tepees and wigwams and burial grounds.

Whatever the hell this swampland was, they were apparently basing it on Louisiana or Mississippi in the American antebellum South.

The houses were made of wood with giant neoclassical columns out in front. Vast green plantations surrounded the houses, with crops being picked by laborers. And in the far distance were vast expanses of thin, leafy trees half-submerged in water.

In the past, the makers of the game had come under fire for some of their… shall we say, less than sensitive depictions and stereotypes. At least they had avoided the use of any humanoids as field hands. They were all elemental spirits – creatures made up of living water, with vaguely human forms that included a head, torso, and arms, but no actual eyes or mouth or features. They toiled by the hundreds amongst the rows of crops, picking small blueberries off shrub-like plants and dropping them into buckets by their sides.

One thing that was problematic were the bronze manacles and collars around the creatures’ wrists and necks. It was quite evident that they were slaves, bound by some magical spell. They toiled ceaselessly under the noonday sun, their amorphous bodies shifting and flowing as they worked.

As we walked past, the elementals would peer up at us from the fields, their eyeless faces watching as we passed.

As another holdover from the slave era, they also had overseers – elemental fire creatures, also somewhat humanoid in appearance, whose only discernible features were red, scowling eyes set into fiery heads that flickered like a bonfire. These overseers had their own bronze manacles around their wrists, but they also had whips – which they cracked viciously at the water creatures, searing their backs and turning part of them into steam if they so much as paused for too long at their work.

I knew what Alaria’s whip could do, and I winced every time I heard the crack of one of those fiery lashes.

I wondered if the game creators had had complaints about their depiction of institutionalized slavery.

And then I remembered that I was walking around with two creatures of my own, each trapped by a collar around their necks.

I stopped thinking about the field hands and concentrated on the mission at hand. It was too uncomfortable to do anything else.

“This is the place?” I asked Alaria.

“This is it,” she said, looking around with an expression halfway between pain and hatred.

I checked my quest log for the list of ex-masters and the experience points allotted for killing each.

“Is this Odeon’s home?” I asked, reading the entry at the top of the list worth 10,000 XP.

“Yes.”

“Do you know which house he lives in?”

“Yes, but we can’t exactly walk right up, knock on the front door, and kill him.”

“Why not?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood. “I kind of like that plan.”

She gave me a half smile. “I do too, believe me – but my ex-master was a powerful warlock. Assuming he still is one and didn’t run off to join the priesthood, he’s not going to be quite as easy to defeat as Jastoth.”

I wondered if what she was saying was actually true – from an objective point of view, that is. In years past, the game had assigned different levels to different regions. Walk into a Region 80 when you were still a lowly 15, and you risked death by chipmunk.

But in the last year or two, OtherWorld had introduced a system where the threats you encountered were scaled down to fit your current level. That way you could seek out adventures in any region, rather than having to stick to specific zones until you leveled up enough to enter another one.

If the game was going to pit me against this Warlock ex-master, there had to be a way to defeat him. There had to be some device that would allow us to kill him – otherwise what was the point of sending us on a suicide mission?

Just like with the Rogue, I figured all it would take was a little ingenuity. The game would provide whatever we needed, as long as we used it in a clever enough fashion.

I wasn’t entirely wrong – and the opportunity showed up on horseback.

As we were walking along the dirt road, a horse trotted up with a finely dressed gentleman rider straight out of Gone With The Wind.

He also had a golden ‘!’ above his head – the sure sign of a quest giver.

As he approached he called out, “Good morning – might you be adventurers for hire?”

“We are,” I said.

“Then I have a proposition for you. Look around you,” the man said, and swept his hand out over the horizon. I couldn’t help but notice the glinting gold ring on his finger, stamped with some kind of a Medusa’s head symbol.

“Everything on this side of the road belongs to me. See that beautiful plantation house over there? That’s mine. But something out in the mangrove swamps is coming into my fields at night and killing my workers. Nothing left of them in the morning but the manacles we put on them to keep them here on the property. I sent out a group of hunters last week to kill whatever it is, but I’ve heard hide nor hair from them since. I would like you to find out what’s doing all the killing, and put a stop to it – and if you can find the hunters, all the better. You can rent a boat from Old Lil down at the swamp’s edge. She’ll set you right up.”

A window popped up with a list of new quests:

 

Pixie Land Blues

Something is making the workers on the plantation disappear. Find out what it is.

XP: 3000

5 Silver

 

Hunt the Hunters

The trio of hunters who tried to find out the secret of the mangrove swamp have disappeared. Find out what happened to them.

XP: 1000

10 Silver

 

Talk to Old Lil 

Rent a boat from the proprietor of Old Lil’s Bait Shop to start your quest in the mangrove swamps.

XP: 200

 

“Old Lil?” I asked.

“Yes, she owns a shop down by the mangroves. You can rent a boat from her to go further into the swamp.”

“Great.”

Just what I wanted after hunting anacondas for two days – more proximity to horrible monsters.

I also wrestled with the morality of accepting a quest from a slave owner.

But you are too, a guilty little voice whispered in my head. I ignored it.

Still, it was a quest – several of them, in fact. And they would keep us occupied until we figured out what to do about Alaria’s ex-master Odeon.

I hit ‘Accept’ on all the quests, said goodbye to the rider, and set off across the field that led towards the mangrove swamp.

As we walked, dozens of featureless faces looked up at us, their bronze manacles and collars glinting in the sunlight.

It got to me, I have to admit.

“I don’t like taking quests from these assholes,” Alaria said.

“Neither do I, but we have to do something. Plus there are no coincidences in the – ”

I almost said ‘game,’ but stopped myself in time.

“In the what?” Alaria asked.

“In the grand scheme of things.”

We walked the half mile to the edge of the mangrove swamp, where we found a massive shack. There were a bunch of rowboats stacked up on the muddy shore. Next to them lounged a two-foot-tall, Creature-from-the-Black-Lagoon type thing. It glanced at us with lazy curiosity, then looked away.

We went inside the shack. It was sort of like a cross between a 7/11 and an herbalist’s shop, filled with a thousand different types of plants and flowers in different jars.

“Hello?” I called out.

“Hello, travelers!” a woman’s Caribbean-infused voice called out. 

I looked behind me and stepped back in surprise. A slightly purple, white-haired, morbidly obese woman was coming up the aisle towards me – but she had no legs. Instead, she looked like Jabba the Hutt, her slug-like body trailing behind her. In many ways she resembled Ursula from The Little Mermaid – except that instead of an octopus for a lower body, she had a snail’s. Her black dress trailed the ground around her, covering up whatever she might’ve had below the waist.

“Are you Lil?” I asked, finding it hard not to stare.

“That I am! If you be wantin’ a boat, I can help you. If you be wantin’ a love potion, I can help you with dat as well! I have many magical charms, many magical potions!” She looked at Alaria. “Anyting for you, my pretty?”

Alaria glanced at me, and I could tell exactly what she was thinking: Yes, a way to kill my ex-master.

“Nothing at the moment,” Alaria said.

“If you change your mind, sweetie, just let me know.”

“A plantation owner said we should rent a boat from you,” I said.

“Oh – you be wantin’ to go back into the mangrove swamps!”

“Yes.”

“Would you be likin’ the simple boat or the deluxe?”

“What’s the difference?”

“The simple boat you row yourself. The deluxe boat, I get one of my workers to propel you. Much faster. Cut your travel time in half.”

I didn’t really relish the prospect of us rowing a boat through a hot, humid marsh for hours on end, so I said, “We’ll take the deluxe.”

“Good – dat’ll be two silva for the day, plus an extra silva for my worker Shoost.”

I handed over the money, and ‘200 XP’ appeared in the air in front of me.

Suddenly Old Lil yelled out at the top of her lungs, “SHOOST!”

The little merman from outside padded inside the shop.

“You take dese folks out wherever dey wanna go. You keep ‘em safe and bring ‘em back in one piece, you hear?”

The little merman nodded, then turned and padded out. 

“Go on with him now,” Old Lil said. “Dey’s a rudder on da boat for you to steer. You wanna go forward, you knock on da boat once. Shoost will hear you. You want to stop, knock twice. You want to reverse, knock three times. Don’t you worry – Shoost will take care of you.”

“Great, thanks. The plantation owner said there was something in the mangrove swamps that’s killing his workers. Do you have any idea what might be?”

“No idea, mon, but there’s plenty of terrible things out in da mangrove swamp.” Lil flashed a big smile. “Mind you don’t step out of da boat in da wrong place.”

Okay…

We walked outside. Shoost was waiting for us on the bank, with the boat half in and half out of the water. Stig, Alaria, and I got in, and then Shoost pushed the boat off into the swamp and completely submerged himself. Suddenly the water behind the boat began to churn. I looked over the edge, and saw that Shoost was kicking his legs furiously, acting just like an outboard motor.

“This is an interesting form of locomotion,” I muttered, as I used the rudder to steer the boat. It wasn’t a single rudder, because that would have interfered with where Shoost was positioned. Instead, it was a bar that attached to two dual rudders, one on each end of the stern.

“I don’t trust that woman,” Alaria said.

“What? Why not?”

“I’m a woman. We know.”

“What don’t you trust her about?”

“She knows something about what’s in the swamp. I’m pretty sure of that.”

I started to get an uneasy feeling. We were relying on a tiny merman to take us God knows where. What if he just happened to let us stumble into the den of the beast, then swim off while we got eaten?

“Why would she lie to us?” I asked. 

“Did you see all those herbs in her shop?”

“Yeah?”

“She’s a witch.”

“She’s not an herbalist?”

“Well, I’m sure she’s that – but there were plenty of things like spider legs and bat wings in those bottles. Down on the lower shelves towards the end. I guess you didn’t look too closely, did you?”

“No,” I admitted. 

I was beginning to feel very uneasy indeed.

Alaria shook her head. “I have no idea why she would want to do us harm, but… I’m just warning you, this is not looking good. Not from where I’m sitting.”

I nodded somberly. “Thanks for the heads up.”

“Sure,” she said, then smiled. “We’re getting out of this alive, don’t worry. I still have an ex-master to kill.”

We puttered around the mangrove swamp for a good hour or so. We didn’t see much that looked threatening, other than a few crocodiles in the water. I was afraid they would try to attack Shoost, but they didn’t. Apparently some sort of professional courtesy existed between them – sort of like how sharks won’t eat lawyers.

We were coming up on two hours when we heard a shriek from deeper inside the swamp.

I steered the boat towards a small island out in the middle of the trees, then knocked four times as we ran aground.

Shoost popped up out of the water and gave me a quizzical look. Four knocks hadn’t been on the menu.

“Stay here until we get back,” I said as Alaria, Stig, and I jumped off the boat and ran through the trees.

I was expecting some sort of hydra or swamp monster or something. 

I was not at all prepared for what I saw next.

We came to a clearing with a bunch of water elementals huddled on the ground. I noticed something immediately: none of them were wearing manacles or collars.

Towering over them were three humanoids – an elf, a human, and a dwarf. The dwarf had an ax, the elf had a bow and arrow, and the human carried a staff that was glowing purple.

Everything became clear in an instant.

Nothing had been killing the workers at all. They had been escaping.

Those manacles in the fields that the plantation owner had found? Those had been their cast-off chains, left behind when they fled.

And these three assholes with the weapons were a slave hunting posse.

I got sick to my stomach when I realized that I was basically the cavalry come to help them.

The window that appeared confirmed my suspicion:

You have discovered what happened to the three hunters that the plantation owner sent into the forest!

‘1000 XP’ shimmered in the air.

The elf and human suddenly turned on us.

“What are you doing here?” the dwarf barked.

I held up my arms in a ‘don’t shoot’ pose. “The plantation owner sent us.”

The dwarf’s tune suddenly changed, and he became ten times friendlier. “Why didn’t you say so! Sneakin’ up on us like that… did he send you to find us?”

“Yes, he did – and to find out what happened to his workers.”

I couldn’t bear to call them what they really were: slaves.

“Well, now that you’ve found us, why don’t you help us transport this lot back to the plantation? We had to go deep into another territory to find them and drag them all the way back here!”

A new window appeared:

 

Help da MAN

Aid the three hunters in returning the workers back to the plantation.

1000 XP

15 Silver

 

I stood there looking at the window – staring at the ‘Accept’ and ‘Decline’ buttons.

It was an interesting moment. I had never refused a quest before on moral grounds.

I glanced over at Alaria. She just stared back at me with a blank look.

Then I looked down at Stig. He was staring silently at the frightened workers huddled on the ground.

“Well?” the dwarf said impatiently. “We don’t have all day! Are you gonna help us or not?”

I didn’t even bother to hit ‘Decline’ on the window. 

I just shot a Darkbolt right at the dwarf’s face.

He went down on his back screaming.

I glanced over at Alaria – and was surprised to see her giant smile.

“Hell yeah,” she grinned, and immediately started to summon fireballs.

“Nice, boss!” Stig cackled, and summoned some fireballs of his own.

It was three against three – but I had gotten in the first shot against the dwarf and surprised the other two.

The fight raged hard and fast. I hit all three of them with Darkfire to start sapping away their hit points, but the elf got me with an arrow through the shoulder. Hurt like a bastard, but I Soul Sucked away some of his Health to heal it up.

Alaria blasted the human with a couple of fireballs, then used her whip to inflict some more damage.

Meanwhile, Stig jumped on top of the dwarf and just pummeled his face with fireball after little fireball. It wasn’t that many hit points overall, but it was totally disorienting to the dwarf, I’m sure.

We were halfway through the battle when something amazing happened.

Every one of the elementals – who had been cowering when we walked up, unsure whether we were going to help them or hurt them – suddenly rose up against the three hunters. They began to blast them with fire-hydrant-like shots of water from their arms.

“Hold up,” I said to Stig and Alaria, and held out my hand to stop them.

The elemental spirits finished up the job we’d started. The elf, dwarf, and human tried to fight back, but we had demonstrated that they were vulnerable. Once the elementals knew that, they attacked with full fury.

The final crowning moment was when the elementals all piled on the individual slavers at once. They melded their bodies together, forming giant blobs of water that enveloped each hunter. It was like three giant Jell-O molds of clear gelatin. 

The slavers thrashed inside their watery prisons, but anytime they tried to get out, the water shifted just a little bit to accommodate their movements and keep them in the centers of their watery cells.

Within 60 seconds the three slavers breathed their last, the air escaping from their mouths and bubbling to the surface. After they stopped moving, the bodies slowly floated down and settled onto the island floor.

They had just drowned to death on dry land.

The three amorphous blobs of water separated back into individual elemental spirits, and they all turned back and looked at us. They gave tiny bows of their heads as though to acknowledge our help, and then they all began to wave.

I was confused, because they didn’t appear to be waving at us.

I turned around. There was Shoost the merman, hiding in the undergrowth, staring at us.

“Oh shit,” I muttered.

Now we had a witness. 

I watched the twenty elementals move across the mangrove island, then enter the water one by one and disappear, free once again.

Then I looked at Shoost, who was staring up at me, Stig, and Alaria with wide eyes.

“What we do with him?” Alaria asked.

I sighed. “After saving a bunch of sentient beings from slavery, I really don’t want to kill somebody else just because he saw us. But it’s your call. If he tells anybody, we’re screwed. The plantation owner will probably find out, they’ll know we’re coming, and there’s no way you’ll be able to kill your ex-master.”

Alaria stood there looking at Shoost for a long moment, weighing the options.

Shoost stared up at her, trembling slightly. 

The sight of that – of his fear – just killed me. After that moment, I made up my mind that whatever Alaria decided on, I wasn’t going to let her kill the merman. He was going to go free no matter what. But I was still interested to hear her answer.

In the end, she sighed, too. “Screw it. We’ll just leave the territory and come back some other time. I don’t have a deadline. See if you can bribe him, though.”

I reached in my purse, pulled out 10 silver coins, and held them out to him. “Shoost – you can never, ever tell anybody about this, okay? Do we have a deal?”

He looked hesitantly from me to Stig to Alaria, then waddled over and took the coins out of my hand.

“We have a deal, right?” I repeated. “This is our secret, right?”

He nodded vigorously.

“How come you don’t pay me not to tell anybody, boss?” Stig asked in an annoyed voice.

“Because you’re my – ”

I was about to say ‘servant,’ but I couldn’t really bring myself to do it. I just trailed off instead.

Alaria smirked. “Your what?”

“My right hand man,” I said through gritted teeth, then moved over to the slavers’ bodies. “Come on, let’s see what they’ve got.”

The window with the Help da MAN quest hadn’t closed yet. It followed me around as I moved because I still hadn’t made a choice.

I hit ‘Decline,’ and immediately another window appeared:

 

Change of Heart

You found the hunters, you decided not to help them – so you better kill them.

Not only that, but bring back proof to the plantation owner of their ‘tragic, completely accidental deaths’ in the mangrove swamp.

XP: 1500

20 Silver

 

I selected ‘Accept’ on that quest without a problem.

As soon as I approached the bodies, I noticed that there were rings glowing on each of their fingers. They all bore the same Medusa’s head that I had noticed on the plantation owner’s finger. No bonus stats to the rings – they were valuable only as items in the quest to prove we’d found their bodies.

I pulled the rings off, put them in the bag, and found a few more items – a couple of healing potions and 20 silver, as promised by the quest. 

Which meant that even with the bribe to Shoost the merman, the trip has still turned out profitable.

Plus I would be able to sleep tonight, unburdened by a guilty conscience.

“Let’s head back,” I said, and the three of us followed Shoost back to the boat.
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The return trip to Lil’s was a quick one. After Shoost beached the boat, Alaria, Stig, and I all got out and went up to the bait shop.

Lil was inside tending the counter. “Well, were you successful, mon? Did you find da Big Ugly dat was causin’ all dose problems for da plantation owner?”

“Actually, there were three of them,” I said. “But we took care of it.”

As I finished talking, Shoost the merman rocketed past us, ran over to Lil, and began babbling in a croaking voice that sounded like a bullfrog on crack.

That little son of a bitch!


Alaria must’ve drawn the same conclusion I did, because she put out her hands and FWOOSH a fireball appeared in each palm.

“Stop!” Lil yelled, and her voice was commanding enough that we obeyed. “Shoost, give ‘em back da money.”

The little merman waddled over to me and held out his hand. Bewildered, I put my palm out, and he placed the 10 silver coins back into my palm.

“Shoost done told me you are good of heart,” Lil said. “So perhaps knowin’ that you can trust me with your secret, I will trust you with mine.”

I stared at her, finally comprehending. “You knew?”

“I not only knew, I was helpin’,” she grinned. “Who do you think they was comin’ to, to break the spells from dey manacles?”

Well I’ll be damned. Lil was running her own videogame version of the Underground Railroad, right under the plantation owners’ noses.

“What should we tell the plantation owner, then?” I asked. I supposed we could just never show up to claim our reward for the quests. That way he would be left in limbo, we could go kill Alaria’s ex-master, and then leave the territory without ever having finished the quest chain.

“Hold on, I got just da ting for you.” Lil slithered her way into the back of the bait shop, then reappeared with something quite ghastly: a fresh reptilian creature’s head, severed at the base of the skull. It was about the size of a small crocodile’s, with vicious teeth and beady red eyes. Even dead it was pretty creepy looking. I’m sure when it was alive, it was really something to behold.

She held out the head to us. “A Navagas. Very nasty, well known for killin’ anyting dat invades its territory. Tell da plantation owner you slayed it in da mangrove swamp. I will stop my friends from escapin’ for da next couple of days, which will give you time to leave da territory.” She looked at us warily. “I assume you are leavin’ da territory, yes?”

“Yes,” I said. “We just have a little errand to attend to in the meantime.”

She laughed. “Good – I can resume helpin’ my friends after you’ve left, and da plantation owner will be none da wiser.”

“Thank you,” I said gratefully as I slipped the head inside my bag. I was pretty sure it was a pretty nasty mess in there, between the mushed-up peppermint fruit and now this monstrosity.

“No, tank you, mon,” she said. “Lil and her friends owe you a debt o’ gratitude. You ever need anyting, you come see me, day or night, I help you out.”

A new window appeared:

Your reputation with Lil has increased by 500 points! You have the status of respect!

Not bad.

“Thanks,” I said. “We might take you up on that.”

“Maybe sooner dan you tink, mon,” she said with a subtle smile at Alaria.

“Maybe so,” I said and waved. “See you soon.”

Once we were out of the shop I glanced over at Alaria. “Well, you called it – she knew what was going on, and she was lying.”

Alaria looked uneasy. “I think she knows even more than she’s letting on.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know,” she said, a worried look on her face. “I just feel… I don’t know.”

We walked back through the fields to the main road. This time I no longer felt a sense of shame and guilt at every watery face that looked up at me. I felt a glimmer of hope, that these beings were maybe only a night or two – or a week, or a month – away from their freedom.

We reached the main road, and what you know – the plantation owner was still there, clopping along on his white horse.

“Back already?” he asked, surprised. “Or did you decide to give up?”

“No, we did it. We found the three hunters,” I said with a little white lie of omission. I pulled the three rings out of my bag and dumped them into his outstretched palm.

‘1500 XP’ floated up through the air.

“By the White Lady,” the plantation owner clucked over the loss of his slavers. “It’s so hard to find good help these days.”

Asshole.

Of course, I had killed the help, so I guess I wasn’t exactly blameless, either.

“Did you find out what happened to them?” the plantation owner asked. “And what’s been gobbling up my workers?”

“Yes I did,” I said, and pulled out the Navagas head from my bag.

“Ordyn’s Tits,” the plantation owner swore as his horse reared up on its hind legs, frightened by the creature’s head. “Throw that damn thing on the ground.”

I did as I was told, and the head made a solid thump on the soft soil.

“Well, you’ve definitely kept up your half of the bargain,” the plantation owner said.

Ha. If he only knew.

He held out a handful of silver coins to pay us for the quests. Then he said, “You three are quite capable – and something special. I’d like to invite you to be my honored guests at the ball tonight.”

“Ball?” I asked.

Alaria immediately perked up.

“Just a little soirée that we hold twice a year, put on by the local plantation owners. It will be at my good friend Lord Odeon’s mansion.”

Alaria and I exchanged excited glances.

We were being invited right into the viper’s nest itself.

The plantation owner continued. “That’s the very large house on the other side of the road, the half I don’t own. We start at eight, and there will be refreshments and live music. I do hope you can come.” The plantation owner dipped his hat at Alaria. “Odeon will be particularly happy to see you. He does love his beautiful demon ladies, I must say.”
             “Oh, I’m sure he does,” Alaria said with an ironic smile.

The plantation owner gave me one of the three rings from the slave hunters. “Just show this at the front door. That will be enough to get you in. Well, I must be off – so much to do, and so little time to do it. Good day, adventurers!” he called out, then galloped off down the road.

I looked at Alaria as I pocketed the Medusa ring. “See? There are no coincidences in the greater scheme of things.”

She grimaced. “You know there’s no way I can walk in there looking like this, right? As soon as he sees me, the jig is up.”

I thought for a second, then smiled. “I think it’s time to pay Lil another visit.”
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When we entered the bait shop again just ten minutes later, Lil looked at us in surprise. “I did not tink you would be needin’ my help so soon!”

“Neither did we. But we just got invited to a ball we need to attend, and…” I looked over at Alaria and Stig. “My friends here can’t exactly go looking like this. Do you have some sort of disguise they could wear?”

“They be very tolerant of devil folk here,” Lil said, then her expression turned sour. “Just not elemental folk.”

“That may be the case, but we still need to be able to walk into the ball without anyone knowing it’s her – uh, I mean them.”

Lil gave me a cryptic smile. “I tink I have exactly the tings you be needin’. Come, follow me.” 

She led us into the back room of the shop, where a treasure chest with a lock sat on the floor. She muttered a few incantations, inserted a key, and the lock opened with a click.

There were a few items inside – mostly necklaces and bracelets, but they all looked like cheap costume jewelry. Certainly nothing that would seem to warrant being kept under such heavily fortified protection.

She rummaged around in the trunk until she found what she was looking for. 

“Come here, my child,” she said to Alaria.

My succubus stepped up warily.

Lil took out a necklace of glass beads and put it around Alaria’s head, careful not to catch the chain on her horns. 

As soon as the amulet at the end of the necklace touched Alaria’s chest, though, something amazing happened. It was like a wave of milk passed over skin, obliterating any trace of red and turning it to silky white. As the wave of colorlessness moved up over her face, her black hair turned white, too – though her features were exactly the same. Not only that, but her horns, wings, and tail disappeared, like they just faded away. 

It was like a magical version of the flour we’d used on her days before – but absolutely flawless in its deception.

Alaria looked at her pale white hands in amazement.

“Tis just a glamour, darling, but it will be enough to conceal you. Make sure you do not take off the necklace at the ball, though, or everyone will see your true self.”

“Thank you,” Alaria said, amazed.

“And for the little man, I have sometin’ for him.” 

Lil pulled out a brass brooch and held it out to Stig. 

“Normally dis would go on clothes – and I recommend you doin’ dat, since nudity will be highly frowned upon at da ball,” Lil grinned mischievously. “But if you wear dis on whatever your clothes are, you will be fine.”

Stig took hold of the brooch. As soon as he did, a similar wave passed over his hand – except this one was a ruddy pink color, and worked its way up his body in exactly the same manner. Within seconds, we were looking at a dwarf with a black beard. Though he was buck naked, he had no observable genitalia.

“Dude, you look like a Ken doll,” I said.

“A what?” Stig croaked. It was odd hearing his chain-smoking muppet voice come out of the dwarf’s mouth.

“Never mind. We need to get you some clothes.”

“If you are goin’ to da ball, you should go to Minnie’s dress shop in da village. She will sell you sometin’ very nice.” The purplish woman winked. “Tell her Lil sent you, and she’ll do right by ya on da price.”

“Thank you,” I said. “How can we repay you?”

“It is not you who is repayin’ me, but I who am repayin’ you. In return for your silence about my friends in da fields.”

I nodded. “Well, thank you anyway.”

Lil nodded, then smiled sadly at Alaria. “You do not remember me, do you girl?”

An uneasy look passed over Alaria’s face. “I’m sorry?”

“You were at da plantation owner Odeon’s house many years ago, were you not?”

If it was possible for Alaria’s already white cheeks to get paler, they did.

“Do not worry, child – you have kept my secrets, and I will keep yours. And if Odeon should come to an unfortunate end tonight, so much da betta for his workers whom I try to save. But I must warn you – he has powerful friends, and he will not hesitate to call on dem.”

Lil began to chant in a sing-song voice,

“Mirror, mirrors, on da walls,

“Who you show when darkness falls?

“Three round midnight, chasing one,

“In da land of black sky sun.

“Revenge is bitter but worth da cost,

“Unless it be your soul dat’s lost.”

Alaria stared at her in shock – then muttered, “I have to go.”

She turned and walked out of the shop as quickly as she could.

“What was that all about?” I asked in alarm.

Lil ignored the question and asked one of me instead. “And you – what are you tinkin’, givin’ your heart to a succubus?”

The aforementioned heart skipped a beat. 

“What are you talking about?” I asked, fooling no one.

“You should be careful, boy,” Lil warned me. “She will hurt you one day, even though she does not want or mean to. Protect yourself. She is what she is, and nothing can change dat – no matter how much you may care for her.”

“Thanks… I think,” I said, unsure of whether I should be thanking her at all.

“Luck to all three of you – tonight, and afterwards,” Lil called as Stig and I followed Alaria out of the shop. “You will need it.”

I found Alaria outside, back to her red skin, black hair, tail, wings, and horns. The necklace dangled loosely from her hand.

“Well… that was crazy, huh?” I asked, trying to be light and flippant, even though I’d been shaken by the witch’s words.

“Yeah, crazy,” Alaria muttered.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I just… I don’t remember her, and it’s a little unsettling that she knows why we’re here.”

“She’s going to keep our secret, though.”

“But the fact that she knew who I was before, and didn’t tell me? I’m a little more worried about the secrets she’s not telling us.”

I thought about that. Alaria definitely had a point –

And then I saw Stig walk out in front of me, his pale dwarf buttocks moving back and forth as he walked naked along the ground.

“Stig!” I yelled. “Give me that brooch!”

“But I kind of like being a dwarf, boss,” Stig protested.

“You can be one later when we get the clothes. Until then, NO.”

My imp sighed, then handed over the piece of costume jewelry. Almost immediately, the illusion disappeared like an ice sculpture melting in fast-forward, leaving behind the little grey body with the floppy ears and yellow glowing eyes.

“Alright… let’s see about those clothes,” I said.
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The dress shop actually carried formalwear for both men and women. Millie was more than helpful when she found out we were Lil’s friends, and gave us quite the bargain on our clothes.

I decided on a suit that made me look like a rich American from the 1700s, complete with a coat with tails.

Alaria put on the necklace, then chose a dress that made her look like Marie Antoinette – all ruffles and lace, with a bustier so tight that it made her boobs look even more gigantic. Not to mention a big train that swished around in her wake. She stood there in the center of the shop and spun around, entranced as any four-year-old girl as she watched the dress twirl all around her. 

For Stig, we got him a tux – or something close to it. Then we pinned the brooch on. It was a little odd seeing a dwarf wear a tux, but the shopkeeper really didn’t have much else in his size. It was actually a child’s suit, but it fit him well enough. As soon as we pinned on the brooch, he looked like a dead ringer for a dwarf butler.

“Just don’t say anything at the ball,” I instructed Stig. “You don’t sound anything like a dwarf.”

“Good call, boss.”

After we paid – only 10 silver for the dress, and then another five each for my suit and Stig’s (“Special prices for friends of Lil’s,” Millie said with a wink) – we went and found an inn. Luckily this one was not run by a chubby theocrat with a stick up her ass, and we got a prime room that looked out over the fields. It felt like something out of New Orleans, with French doors leading out onto a balcony, and a spacious room with a four-poster bed.

Best of all, it had an ornate porcelain bathtub with magically running water sitting at the far end of the suite. The rest of the bathroom was in its own contained area, but the bathtub was sort of a centerpiece for the room.

“By the goddess’ orgasm, this is heavenly,” Alaria sighed as she laid back in a steaming hot bubble bath.

I just watched, entranced, as she lathered herself up. The bubbles obscured almost everything, but just knowing she was naked underneath the water was enough to get me going.

Stig sat over in the corner, staring out the window.

“Been a while since you had a bath?” I asked Alaria.

She smirked. “Ever since that impromptu swim in the river a couple of days ago, yes.”

I blushed as I remembered it. “I wouldn’t call that a bath.”

“No, I guess it was more like skinny-dipping.”

“Yeah, well, I would call it a tease,” I said with a hint of bitterness in my voice.

“Tease?” she asked, her voice teasing me yet again. “What, you mean like this?”

She stuck her leg straight up out of the water and ran her soapy fingers sensually down her calf and thigh.

My pants immediately began to get a wee bit tighter.

“Ha ha,” I said. “Very funny.”

“What, you don’t like the sense of anticipation?” she asked, and sat up in the bathtub. Her breasts rose above the level of water – but bubbles still clung to them, obscuring almost everything from sight.

“What if I were to wipe away some of these bubbles?” she asked coyly, and traced her fingers down between her breasts. With one swipe of her fingers, she removed half of the bubbles. Her firm, gravity-defying breasts and the cleavage between them were suddenly way more visible.

Still no nipplage, though.

My mouth started to water. But I remembered what had happened last time she did this.

“Cut it out,” I said in irritation.

“Don’t you want to see more, master?” she asked, and slowly began spiraling her fingers around her breasts, removing the bubbles from her skin, until all that was left was two mounds of white foam over her nipples.

Ohhhhhhh mama…

“This is awkward again,” Stig announced from the corner.

I turned around and pitched him a silver coin from my bag. “Go get a bottle of wine down in the bar and don’t come back. I’ll come get you.”

Stig caught the coin midair and looked happier than I’d seen him in days. 

“You got it, boss!” he hooted, then disappeared – not out the door, but out the open window. Apparently he was in too much of a hurry to use the stairs.

Alaria smirked as she lay back in the water, completely submerging her assets again. “What, you think getting rid of your imp is going to get you a better show?”

“No, I just didn’t him reminding me what happened in the wardrobe the other night,” I said crossly. “I don’t ever want to hear ‘This is awkward’ again.”

The room filled with her delicate, feminine laughter. “He was only telling the truth!”

“Doesn’t mean I have to listen to it.”

I went over to the bed and started fiddling with my suit, which was laid out on the comforter.

“Are you going to take a bath?” Alaria asked.

“After you’re finished.”

“You know… there’s room enough in here for both of us.”

I looked around at her sharply. “Very funny.”

She batted her eyes flirtatiously. “We’ve bathed together before. I don’t see why this time should be any different.”

Something inside me snapped. “You just like to twist me up in knots just so you can feed your own damn ego.”

She smirked. “And you aren’t enjoying it?”

“No, I’m not.”

“You don’t enjoy seeing me naked?”

“I… actually, that part’s great, but the mind games and crap that goes along with it sucks.”

“If I gave you one wish,” she said, “something that can happen in this room, what would you wish for?”

I stared at her, and I could feel myself growing hard again.

Then I wised up.

“You’re not going to grant my wish, so what’s the point in answering that question?” I said in irritation.

She leaned up against the edge of the tub, folded her arms across the top, and balanced her chin atop her hands. She looked wildly enticing and somehow innocent at the same time.

What she said next, though, was anything but innocent.

“Would you like me to take you in my mouth?”

I gulped. I hadn’t been expecting that.

“Would you like me to get you hard… and then suck on you?” She smiled and suggestively licked her lips. “Would you like me to play with your balls as I slowly move up and down on your shaft, my tongue soft as velvet, slowly bringing you higher and higher until you explode in my mouth?”

I didn’t say anything. Although I think the bulge in my pants did the talking for me.

Suddenly she returned to her same old game: she went cold. A 180 degree change in attitude. Her face grew distant, and her eyes turned icy. 

“It’s always about what you masters want. You humans. You always take and take and take without any thought about the person you’re taking from.”

“I’m not like that,” I said defensively.

“Oh no?” She raised her arms, put her interlaced fingers behind her head, then settled back into the water. “What exactly would you do for me, with no thought of pleasure for yourself?”

I stared at her. “Are you asking me to… go down on you?”

She raised an eyebrow seductively. “I don’t know… would you?”

My heart was hammering in my chest. “Of course I would.”

She smirked. “As foreplay to get what you really want.”

“No – I would do it just to bring you pleasure. That’s all.”

And it was true. I would count myself incredibly lucky if I was able to get anywhere near that close to her incredible body.

All of a sudden she stood up from the bath, soap and water dripping down off her gorgeous form. She grabbed a pitcher sitting by the bath, then poured clean water down her neck, shoulders, chest, and back.

It was the first unobstructed view I had ever had of her perfect body. 

Her breasts were absolutely magnificent. Her areolas were the way I’d seen them in glimpses back at the pool: the size of half dollars and a dusky, brownish red that contrasted with the pure red of her skin. The edges were beautiful – almost like someone had airbrushed them onto her body. Her nipples stood out just the tiniest bit from the rest of her breasts, less than an eighth of an inch.

But what I hadn’t seen yet was down below. Below her navel was a rectangular thatch of curly black hair – more of a landing strip than anything. The rest was completely bare.

My erection was about to burst out of my pants any second.

“You said you would do something for my pleasure, and my pleasure alone,” she purred. “So prove it.”

She stepped out of the bathtub and onto the floor, then expanded her wings to their fullest width. She did that thing from back at the river where her body vibrated the slightest bit, and the water droplets vaporized from her skin. 

Now fully dry, she walked over to the bed right next to me. She crawled across the sheets and then lay on her back, her black wings spread out beneath her. She put her head on a pillow and regarded me calmly, one knee up in the air, the other leg lying flat on the bed.

“Well?” she said, and then glanced down below her waist. “It ain’t gonna lick itself.”

I couldn’t believe this was happening.

Part of me was like, Don’t do this – you have no idea what the consequences could be.

But another part was yelling, Screw the consequences!

Spoiler alert: that part won.

I settled down on the bed between her legs and gently pushed her thighs apart. They opened up before me, revealing her soft, hairless lips.

She was absolutely gorgeous. I had only been with a few women, but I’d seen a fair amount of porn on the internet, and I’d never seen anything quite this beautiful before. Delicate lips, the swell of her mound, the tip of her hood, and a tiny red pearl peeking out.

I crept up closer to her and positioned myself right between her thighs.

She looked down at me from the pillow and smirked like, Well?

I had done this enough with my girlfriend Amy that I wasn’t particularly worried about technique. Oral was the one thing I actually felt pretty confident about.

The truth of it was, I was doing this for my pleasure, not hers. Or not just hers. I might not get naked, and my own junk might not get any attention, but I was going to enjoy the hell out of this.

I leaned over and brought my mouth close to her lips – but I didn’t touch her. I just waited there, breathing lightly against her skin.

She watched me, her eyes locked on mine.

And then, slowly, softly, I bent my head forward and I kissed her. 

Her eyelids twitched, like she was trying to keep her expression neutral but failed the tiniest bit.

I kissed her again – but this time, I let my lips trail slowly across her silky smooth skin. Lightly, like I was trying to tickle her with my lower lip. I moved my mouth towards the juncture of her leg and her torso, and licked her softly – not directly on her most sensitive parts, but close by.

God, she was smooth and soft.

Her rib cage was moving up and down a little more rapidly. Other than that, there wasn’t any reaction on her face at all.

I kissed her again in the crook of her leg, and licked the slightest bit, feeling the firm muscles beneath her skin. Then I kissed softly, gently, back across her lips to the middle of her cleft, slowly tickling her with my lips as I moved up and down.

The next time I looked at her face, her eyes were closed, and she seemed to be lost in a private reverie.

That emboldened me – and turned me on. I begin to lick her lips very softly, starting down low and moving very gently upwards to the top of her cleft.

A tiny groan escaped her lips. Nothing loud, just a murmur.

That was enough to urge me onward. I let the tip of my tongue slowly ease itself inside her. 

God, she was hot – not just sexy, but warmer than a normal woman. Not scalding hot or anything, but definitely above normal body temperature.

And her taste – damn she tasted amazing. It was that cinnamon and vanilla scent all over again, but spicier – in a good way. And sweet. She tasted like a much milder version of hot cinnamon candy, and it made my tongue tingle as I sank deep within her.

This time, the groan that escaped her lips wasn’t nearly as subtle.

Not only that, but I could see that her nipples had begun to grow harder, and to poke out farther from her firm breasts.

The sounds she made, and the sight of her getting visibly excited, turned me on even more.

I reached my arms up around her legs, and let my fingers caress gently down her belly, starting at her navel and travelling down to her little strip of hair. 

At the same time, I began to lick her up and down, until I found the little swelling bud of her clitoris. I began to lick it softly with my tongue, then a little faster, a little more urgently, with more pressure – until the intermittent groans escaping from her mouth didn’t stop, but kept increasing in need and intensity.

I noticed that she moved one of her hands to her breast and began lightly circling her areola with a fingernail, occasionally stroking the hard, erect nipple with her fingertip.

Now I was incredibly turned on. But rather than concentrate on my own pleasure, I focused on hers.

Time for the next stage. I pulled one of my hands away from her belly, brought it up to my mouth, and licked my finger. Then I positioned it right between her two swollen lips and slowly eased it inside her as I began to lick her clit again.

She was so warm inside. And so wet – her juices tasted even sweeter and more like cinnamon than they had just 30 seconds before. I knew that all of this wetness wasn’t coming from my saliva.

Alaria arched her lower back, and her low groans turned into whimpering. She was actively clutching both her breasts now with her hands, pinching her nipples between her fingers and thumbs.

With my free hand, I reached up and cupped her breast. It was firm and soft all at once, and way more than a handful. I touched her nipple with my finger – 

She suddenly grabbed my hand without looking and pressed it harder into her boob, urging me on in a frenzy.

I almost came in my pants just from that – but I had more to do.

With the finger of my other hand inside her, I began to stroke her, curling my finger in a ‘come hither’ motion as I kept licking her clit. 

Now she was pressing her hips against my face, trying to get more pressure from my mouth. So I gave it.

I begin to suck on her – lightly trying to pull her clit into my mouth, alternating with swirls of my tongue around the hood. At the same time, I was stroking inside her faster and firmer.

She was actively writhing on the bed now, her hips straining against my face, smashing her breasts together with her hands, her facial expression somewhere between agony and ecstasy. That was when I pulled my finger out.

Her eyes popped open and she looked down at me with a look like, What the hell are you doing?!

I thought about walking away from the bed and saying, Bored now – which is exactly the sort of treatment she would have given me.

But the truth was, I was enjoying myself too damn much to stop.

I grinned at her, then licked not only my index finger that had been inside her, but also my middle finger. Then, while she stared me in the eyes, I slipped both of them inside her.

Immediately her eyes rolled back in her head, she closed her lids in ecstasy, and she arched her head back as she moaned.

I went back to stroking her, but this time with both fingers, as I licked and sucked outside. 

She was so wet – and the warmth from her body was like a furnace.

I moved my free hand from her breasts down to her waist, then under her ass. Oh God… my hand just kept going from one incredible sensation to the next, as I cupped one of her cheeks and squeezed.

With my other hand, I begin to move my fingers in and out of her rapidly, still rubbing her G spot, but adding more pressure as I touched inside her. And my tongue was wild – it licked and sucked and caressed and toyed with her, playing with her clit until it seemed like my mouth was joined to her body in a link of pure pleasure and bliss.

Her tail began to whip back and forth on the bed, wrapping around my arm and neck. I kept teasing her, pleasing her, sucking and licking. She was moaning loudly now, her hips bucking against my mouth. Her hands gripped her breasts violently, her entire body arched –

I began to feel a tightening around my fingers, a rhythmic pulse – 

And then all of a sudden she grabbed my head and pushed me away!

Which was the exact opposite of what I’d been expecting. 

Any second now I though she was going to grab my head and force me harder into her.

I froze and looked up at her wide-eyed. 

She scurried backwards, my fingers pulling out of her automatically as she backed away.

Her face looked angry – or was it scared? I couldn’t tell.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, bewildered. 

“Nothing,” she said in a dull voice as she got up out of bed. “I just don’t want to do this anymore.”

“Why not?! I thought you were enjoying it!”

“I’m sure it looked that way,” she said coldly, “but I’m not.”

That made me angry.

I got to my feet and growled, “You’re lying! You were enjoying it!”

“I was just acting,” she said coldly, but she wouldn’t look me in the eyes.

“Bullshit!”

She suddenly faced me and hissed like a feral creature baring its teeth in self-defense. “Leave me alone. Do you understand? Leave me alone.”

Then she stormed off to the bathroom and slammed the door shut behind her.

I stood there with my erection throbbing painfully in my pants – but all I felt was bewilderment, shock, and hurt at how she had reacted.
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An hour later we were walking through the dusty streets of town, away from the inn and towards the plantation where the ball would be held. 

We were dressed in our purchased finery – me and Stig in our suits, and Alaria in her French Revolution-era dress. 

Thanks to their enchanted jewelry, my two demons’ illusions were complete. Stig looked like a dwarf stuffed into a tux, and this time had the benefit of having his junk (or lack thereof) covered by pants. 

Alaria looked stunning. Her milky white skin and her white hair piled atop her head made her look exactly like Marie Antoinette.

I didn’t look too bad myself. I was a little worried that the scepter strapped to the back of my jacket would cause some stares at the ball, but nobody on the street gave me a second look.

But at the moment, I wasn’t thinking about what lay at the end of our path. I was thinking about what had happened just an hour before.

“I think we should talk about this,” I said to Alaria.

“I don’t,” she said, as she held the hem of her dress several inches above the dirt road. “God I hate these things – I don’t understand how you humans wear them all the time…”

“Are you talking about the dress?”

“Yes, of course,” she snapped. “What else would I be talking about?”

“I guess it makes sense, since you wear next to nothing. Speaking of wearing absolutely nothing, an hour ago – ”

“Awkward,” Stig piped up from next to us.

“I told you I don’t want to talk about this,” Alaria hissed.

“How could you be enjoying yourself that much and then just coldly shut it all down?”

“Oh, yes, of course,” she said in a cutting voice, “I was enjoying myself sooo much. You’re the absolute best I’ve ever had,” she said sarcastically.

I stepped back, stung by her words.

I could see something in her eyes – hesitancy? Regret? 

I wasn’t sure. And I didn’t give a damn. 

“Never mind,” I said coldly. “Let’s just drop it.”

“Okay,” she agreed quietly. Her voice wasn’t belligerent now; in fact, there was almost a quality of submissiveness to it. Unless she was acting again.

On the outside I was calm, but I was raging inside. For a second I thought about canceling the entire quest just to punish her, then sending her back to wherever she came from and just leveling up on my own until I could get a new demon helper.

Stig had been right – hot chicks were nothing but trouble.

But then I realized how petty I was being. I needed the quests – and I had already agreed to help her. Why go back on that just because she wasn’t returning my affections like I wanted?

She’d told me before she didn’t want to sleep with me. The whole oral sex thing had been more or less a dare. It’s not like she’d fallen into bed with me overcome by emotion or passion or desire.

And oh my God… that falling into bed part… no matter what, I was immensely grateful 

for what I’d been able to experience. I’d never been with a woman as hot as Alaria before, and probably never would be again. I was batting waaaaay out of my league with her.

Despite the fact that I didn’t get an equal amount of attention out of it, the experience had been overwhelmingly pleasurable for me – at least up until the very end. All I could think of was the feel of her lips and clit on my tongue, the taste of her in my mouth, the smoothness of her skin, the absolute heaven of clutching her breast and ass…

That’s what hurt the most. Getting to experience heaven, and then getting yanked out of it, probably never to return. That was pretty goddamn depressing.

And her attitude in just the last few minutes had been incredibly bruising to my ego.

You’re the absolute BEST I’ve ever had – just the sarcasm in her voice alone – 

But I sucked it up and didn’t say anything more as we headed for the plantation. I kept my eyes on the prize: the experience points and the prospect of getting to level up tonight.

We joined the procession of carriages winding up the front drive to the main house. It felt like the three of us were the poor relations who had to hoof it on foot. 

The manor was straight out of Gone With The Wind, with massive columns and porticoes and a vast porch out front. Not to mention it was pretty wild seeing all the different modes of transportation riding up in front – carriages that looked straight out of Cinderella, drawn by everything from horses to giant lizards. There were even flying mounts that landed in the grass out in front of the house. Gentleman debarked and then offered their hands to bejeweled, gowned ladies as they got off the backs of griffins and flying steeds.

We made our way up to the front porch of the plantation, where Alaria’s presence was already beginning to attract attention. Every man around her swiveled their heads to follow her as she passed – and virtually every woman either smacked their dates or scowled at Alaria behind her back.

I have to admit, no matter how much she’d pissed me off earlier, it was kind of cool having the hottest chick in the world as your date.

In front of the main door stood frogs dressed as footmen. I’m not kidding. They were literal frogs, just two feet tall, standing on hind legs, wearing suits and tri-corner hats with wigs made of tightly rolled curls. It looked like somebody had painted a picture of the Founding Fathers in the U.S., but replaced them with amphibians, sort of like an aquatic version of ‘Dogs Playing Poker.’ I was guessing these guys were cousins of the merman we had met at Old Lil’s bait shack.

They stared at us with their big glassy eyes as we walked up on the porch. “Your names?” one of the frogs croaked.

“We’re probably not on the list – but we have this,” I said, flashing the Medusa ring that the plantation owner had given me.

As soon as the frog saw it, he bowed and scraped and gestured with one webbed hand. “Right this way, sir.”

“Can you tell me if Lord Odeon’s inside?” Alaria asked.

The frog nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Last I saw him, he was over by the refreshments.”

We moved through the house as a lovely melody wafted from from a nearby room. We peeked in and saw an ensemble of exotic instruments playing something akin to a waltz, as dozens of couples spun around a massive dance floor in extravagant dresses and well-tailored suits.

As we kept on going, women and men walked by in a weird conflation of anachronistic time periods and Dungeons & Dragons: elves in silken dress robes, dwarves in military-looking uniform, women in elegant ball gowns, and the occasional character with blue skin or the head of a werewolf.

We found the ‘refreshments,’ which so far was the understatement of the evening. It was a lavish display covering six tables, with trays of every kind of delicacy. All sorts of roasted meats cut up into bite-size morsels. Artfully arranged displays of exotic fruits. Silver platters of elegant pastries. Large crystal punch bowls filled with different colored liquids, from red to light blue to phosphorescent green. There was even a fountain trickling wine down multiple tiers. Revelers could fill their cups from a dozen different spouts spilling out into a three-foot-diameter basin at the bottom.

Stig immediately tried to jump up on the table and dive head-first into the wine fountain. I grabbed the coattails of his jacket and hauled him back to the ground just in time.

“Not in here,” I growled, then filled a silver goblet and handed it to Stig. He downed it in one gulp, then held it up as though asking for more.

“No, you can’t get drunk before we – ”

The dwarf opened its mouth as though to speak, and I knew any second a muppet-like croak was going to come out of that black, bushy beard.

“Alright, alright,” I grumbled as I filled up two more goblets and handed them off. Stig happily double-fisted them, sipping from one and then the other.

Suddenly I felt Alaria stiffen beside me. I looked over at her and immediately saw who she was staring at.

About 20 feet away stood a well-dressed gentlemen, around 55 or 60, with kindly features and snowy white hair. He wore the same tight trousers and boots as the rest of the gentlemen at the party, including myself, but his jacket and shirt looked just a little bit more luxurious than everyone else’s. He exuded money, poise, and aristocratic grace.

“That’s the guy?” I asked.

She nodded silently. I could see the hatred in her face. 

“He’s kind of old,” I muttered.

She flashed me a scowl. “It was a long time ago when I worked for him.”

“Was he young then?”

A look of disgust crawled over her face. “No, he was still old.”

I raised my eyebrows at her.

She scowled again. “It’s not like I get to choose who I serve.”

I took it as an intended insult, and shut down my facial expressions as I turned away. “Fine. What you want to do?”

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught her looking at me.

If I didn’t know that I was dealing with a succubus, I could’ve sworn that she looked at me with sad tenderness. But I’m sure that was just wishful thinking on my part.

“Well?”

“I need you to introduce me,” Alaria said.

“I don’t know him!” I protested, annoyed.

“Just tell him about the plantation owner and the way we protected his interests today,” she smirked. “He’ll eat it up.”

“Fine. So I introduce you, then what?”

“No, actually, don’t introduce me – not at first. Just walk up with me on your arm. He’ll ask who I am on his own, and I’ll take it from there.”

“What, you think he’ll try to seduce you?”

“Oh, I know he’ll try to seduce me.”

“He’s kind of old.”

“That never stopped him in the past.”

I scrunched up my face in disgust as I thought about this old Warlock with a bunch of nubile female demons all around him at his feet.

I stuck out my arm and said, “Let’s go.”

Alaria hooked her arm in mine. I felt the side of her breast brush up against me, and I thought of earlier this evening with a real sense of loss.

Man, this sucked.

But I still had a job to do.

We walked over to Odeon as he was finishing up a conversation with an elf. As soon as the pointy-eared guy left, I stepped in.

“Lord Odeon?” I asked.

He turned to me with a bored expression. “Yes.”

Then he caught sight of Alaria on my arm, and all his attention was diverted to her. 

“Yes?” he repeated, but in a far more interested and charming tone of voice.

Alaria just giggled and hid her smile beneath her dainty hand, enclosed in a white silk glove.

I had to admit, if I didn’t know how much she hated the guy, I would’ve been incredibly jealous – she put on that good of a show.

“I just wanted to meet you,” I said. “We helped out your neighbor this morning by – ”

“Wonderful, wonderful,” Odeon said, not even looking at me. He took Alaria’s satin gloved hand and kissed her knuckles while never losing eye contact. “You must tell me, who is this charming creature who is your companion tonight, Mr. – the name escapes me – ”

“Ian,” I said, irritated. The bastard wasn’t even attempting to pay me any respect. “Ian Hertzfelder.”

“Who is this lovely creature, Mr. Hertzfelder?”

I realized that wasn’t one of the details we’d worked out – and I doubted I could use her real name.

Alaria jumped right in. “Lalania,” she said, and lowered her eyes shyly as she smiled.

“What a beautiful name,” the old codger said. “Are you husband and wife?”

“Oh no,” Alaria said quickly.

“Fiancées?”

“No, not at all. We’re merely friends.”

“Well then, Mr. Hertz– what was it again?”

“Hertzfelder,” I snapped.

“I shall have to steal this lovely creature from you for a moment and take her on a tour of my mansion. Will you excuse us?” he asked, and led Alaria away without even awaiting my response.

What a complete asshole. Entitled, rude, rich piece of crap – I was going to enjoy killing his wrinkly old Warlock ass.

Alaria threw me a glance over her shoulder like Follow me. Then she returned to looking at her former master, who was blissfully unaware that he was walking towards his own execution.

I looked around for Stig but couldn’t find him anywhere. Keeping one eye on Alaria and Odeon as they strolled leisurely through the crowd, I also searched for my imp/dwarf.

He was over by the wine table, of course.

I walked over, pulled the goblets out of his hands, and set them on the table.

“Awwww, come on, boss,” he whined.

“Time for work. Let’s go.”

Stig stumbled along behind me as I walked towards the door Odeon and Alaria had disappeared through.

I entered a dark hall lined with oil paintings of what I assumed were Odeon’s ancestors. Lots of old men in armor or fancy suits – usually armor when they were younger, and fancy suits when they were older. Lots of portraits of women looking snooty, like they had sticks so far up their asses it would take an operation to get them out. 

No one else was in the corridor, though I could hear voices from around the corner.

“I must say,” the old man’s unctuous voice purred, “you are by far the most fetching beauty at the ball.”

“You flatter me, sir.”

“If I may be so bold, I am surprised to find you without a proper companion for the evening.”

“My friend is a fine companion, sir.”

“Oh, I am sure he is fine for card games and chitchat,” the old man said mockingly, making my blood boil. “But I was thinking of someone who could offer more… pleasurable pastimes.”

I offered her plenty of pleasurable pastimes just a couple of hours ago, you old fart.

“And what sort of pleasurable pastimes would those be?” Alaria giggled.

“Perhaps I should just show you,” the old man murmured, and I heard the sound of kisses on bare skin.

My jealousy got the better of me, and I edged right up to the corner so I could peek around it.

At the end of the dark hall, outlined in moonlight from an open window, Odeon stood behind Alaria and kissed her bare shoulders.

Behind them was a large, ornate mirror, with an ornate, golden frame around the edges. It must have stood 10 feet tall, and it reflected the entire moonlit corridor back at me.

Odeon wasn’t looking up, but seeing myself in the reflection startled me. I backed up just enough that I could peek around the corner and see what was going on, but not enough to be noticed.

Odeon was standing behind her, with his hands placed on the outsides of her arms.

Alaria’s head was cocked to the side, to let him continue his caresses along her neck – but the look of disgust on her face was overwhelming.

That look of utter disgust put me back at ease.

“You know, the last time you did this, I didn’t have a say in it,” she spoke aloud.

Odeon stopped kissing, though he didn’t move his head. Even though I couldn’t see his face, I was pretty sure he was wearing an expression like, Oh shit, what is this?

“What are you talking about, my dear? We have never met before tonight.”

“Oh, but we have. In fact, we knew each other for many years.”

Odeon straightened up and stepped back in alarm. “I am sure I do not know what you’re talking about.”

Alaria turned around to face him. “It’s just that I look different at the moment. But you… you’re exactly the same. As repulsive and lecherous as always.”

The old man’s face grew cold and menacing. “I’m afraid I will have to ask you to leave.”

“Why? The party is just getting started. Ian?” she called out, and I stepped around the corner. 

Stig stumbled drunkenly after me, ran into a wall, and fell over backwards.

Not exactly the most imposing entrance, but it probably worked, because Odeon immediately relaxed. As far as he was concerned, we were a bunch of bumbling amateurs trying to blackmail him out of a few gold coins.

“Leave now, or I shall have to call my guards and create quite a scene, which I’m sure you would prefer to avoid,” he said in a sinister voice.

“Oh, yes – we do want to avoid making a scene,” Alaria said. “Or at least one that anyone might see.”

I tensed up, waiting for the signal from Alaria. She was playing cat to Odeon’s mouse, and was enjoying herself. She’d really taken the whole ‘a dish best served cold’ thing to heart.

“Leave now before I have to tarnish your reputation by having you forcibly ejected.”

“I couldn’t give a damn about my reputation. That was ruined decades ago, long before I ever met you.”

“Mademoiselle, you keep speaking as though we are old acquaintances, but I do not know you,” Odeon said with a voice like icy steel. “I have never laid eyes on you before in my life.”

“Perhaps this will jog your memory,” Alaria said, and two fireballs appeared in the palms of her outstretched hands. 

At the same time, her dress burst into flames and slid off her body in a crackling pile of burnt cloth.

The necklace must have melted or something, because the spell was broken. A pale-skinned, white-haired French aristocrat no longer stood in front of Odeon, but a red-skinned, raven-haired succubus with bat wings.

The expression on Odeon’s face was priceless. OH SHIT pretty much covers it.

I immediately began casting my Darkbolt – but in the two seconds it took for me to get the spell ready, Odeon did something completely unexpected. 

He turned and ran.

And not just into another room. He ran through the ornate gilded mirror at the end of the hallway, the one right behind him.

It was bizarre: one second he was running headlong towards his own reflection, and then the next his two bodies met and melded into one. 

There was nothing left on this side of the mirror, but I could see him running deeper into the mirror world’s hallway.

I tensed up for some sort of weird freaky mirror attack, but he blew past my reflection inside the mirror.

What the hell?

“Ian, come on!” Alaria yelled, and darted through the mirror.

Just like Odeon, she met her reflection head on, and then a second later was running down the shadowy mirror-world version of the hallway.

“Come on, Stig!” I yelled, then ran after her full tilt.

Stig scampered after me as I headed for the mirror. I really hoped this worked, otherwise it was going to suck knocking myself out, not to mention cutting my face all to hell.

But it did work. There was a sensation of passing through a cool sheet of water, and then I was on the inside of the mirror.

Freaky.

Maybe this was one of the new worlds that John Perkins had mentioned when I was hired.

I followed Alaria down the hallway, rounded the corner, and headed for the ballroom. 

As I ran, something surprised me. I was expecting it to be entirely silent. I mean, we were in a reflection world, right? The ball wasn’t going on here.

Except that it apparently was – because I could hear music playing.

But it was wrong.

Screechy, discordant, and ugly, the music made my skin crawl like fingernails screeching down a blackboard.

As I ran, I looked in terror all around me. Hundreds of ball attendees turned and stared at me – but they weren’t human, dwarf, or elf.

They had faces made of pure fire, with mouths, noses, and eyes sculpted from glowing embers and burning flame. They were all wearing the fancy dress of the people back in the game world, but their clothes weren’t consumed by the flames.

I looked around me in horror, but nobody made a move to attack us. They just watched with undisguised curiosity as I ran after Alaria and Odeon.

In addition to the music and partygoers, the house itself was wrong. The walls were all speckled and streaked with black fungus that spread out like nightmarish lace. The beautiful artwork in the other world was now hideous and corrupted, with disfigured faces leering out of the paintings, and scenes of mutilation and torture depicted in the style of Rembrandt.

Alaria and I burst into the main foyer of the house just as Odeon was rushing down the steps outside. We raced past the footman, which were no longer frogs but twisted, vicious demons with shark-like rows of teeth.

Once we reached the porch, I saw how strange everything was outside, too. The sky was a deep purple, almost black but not quite. Shimmering clouds of phosphorescent green shifted and glowed in the sky, sort of like the aurora borealis.

Instead of green grass on the lawns, the foliage was black and spiky. The rosebushes that had adorned the outside of the house now had evil-looking black blooms, with vines that twitched and undulated grotesquely.

Everywhere there had been a tree around the property, there now stood a black, gnarled growth that burned with deep blue fire. I looked out across the horizon and could see hundreds of them lighting up the night like bonfires.

Miles away in the distance stood something that had never existed in the other world: a giant castle with a single massive tower. Everything about the city glowed a dull orange, like iron taken out of a blacksmith’s forge.

Odeon jumped on the nearest animal – a black stallion with glowing white eyes and bat-like wings – and then thundered across the plains towards the glowing city.

“Come on!” Alaria yelled at me as she set off across the black grass, running like a sprinter in her stiletto-heeled boots.

“Where are we?” I asked Alaria as I ran up next to her. “Is this hell?”

“One of them.”

“There’s more than one?”

“There are seven of them.”

“So that wasn’t just a saying, that thing you said in the jungle about them freezing over?”

“No. This one is Astoroth, which is where Odeon drew all his power from.”

“Are you from here?”

“No,” she said grimly, “though I’ve spent some time here, unfortunately.”

I looked back at the grotesque menagerie of creatures and S&M-inspired carriages lining the drive of the plantation house. It would have been nice to grab one of the mounts to chase after Odeon, but I couldn’t – not until I reached Level 20 and got Apprentice Riding. That would definitely make the game a whole lot easier.

So for now we were stuck on foot, running after this asshole.

“Look, let’s just give up and go back,” I huffed and puffed as I ran. “We lost out on this one – there’s no way we can catch him.”

“Wrong,” Alaria said. “I know where he’s going, and I know who he’s going to see.”

“Where and who?”

“That city up ahead of is named Abaddon, and it’s ruled by a demon lord named Malfurik. He’s Odeon’s patron. I’m pretty sure my former master is running to him like a little bitch, scared of fighting his own battles.”

“He’s not going to fight us?” I asked incredulously.

“He was always one to let me do the dirty work. You can see from the way he turned tail and ran that he’s not exactly the bravest of souls.”

“I thought you said he was a powerful warlock!”

“He is. I expected him to summon demons to fight us, not turn tail and run.”

“Boss, I can’t do this,” Stig groaned as he staggered along behind us.

I looked back at him. It was still weird to see myself being followed by a dwarf instead of an imp. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s these clothes…”

“Just burn them up, then.”

“Really, boss?” 

I could hear the hope in his voice.

“Go for it,” I said. “But give me your brooch first.’

Stig handed over the pin, which I slipped into my bag. Then he created a fireball and directed it upon himself. Within seconds his clothes were a mass of flames and began to slough off his gray body.

He sighed in relief, and stopped stumbling quite so much – although he still wove in a drunken diagonal pattern more often than he ran straight.
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It took us well over an hour, but we finally made it to Abaddon. 

On the outskirts of the city were a series of deep canyons carved out of the ground. They wound around in serpentine patterns, creating archipelagos of hilltops connected by iron suspension bridges.

At the bottom of the canyons were mines, where demons of all shapes and sizes were bound to each other in chain gangs as they clanged pickaxes against stones. There were imps, horned devils, satyrs, and about a thousand other varieties. It was the Hell version of the elemental water spirits toiling out in the plantation fields.

I was one aware of one very real fact: I was the only human around. I don’t know why, but it made me intensely uncomfortable. 

In the center of the mines, the city of Abaddon was laid out like a glittering jewel. All the buildings were created from the same glowing, tigers-eye-like stone. The main building was a cathedral structure, with a towering front that reached up at least a thousand feet. Behind it were a series of slender, sinister-looking spires, giving the impression of a hellish porcupine with its quills rising up straight to the sky. 

We reached the walls of the city and passed beneath the baleful eyes of dozens of guards. But rather than challenging us, they let us on through the city gates.

“Why aren’t they stopping us?” I whispered to Alaria.

“Why would they? As far as they know, we’re demon citizens here on a quest.”

“I’m not – I’m human.”

“But you’re with us.”

“That’s the only reason they’re letting me pass?”

“Of course. Otherwise you’d be thrown in the mines so quick it would make your head spin.”

That was unpleasant to hear.

“Where exactly are we going?”

Alaria pointed at the gigantic cathedral structure. “In there. Malfurik’s throne room. I’m pretty sure that’s where Odeon’s headed.”

“Are we going to have to fight Malfurik, too?” I asked.

“I don’t know, but I don’t care about him – I just want Odeon dead.”

I thought about saying, Well then, I wish you had just gone ahead and killed him without monologuing back there in the plantation house, but I decided to keep that opinion to myself. 

As we continued to race through the streets, it was vaguely unsettling how easy all this was. I had effectively gotten dumped into the middle of an enemy camp, and yet not a single one of them was making any sort of aggressive overtures towards me. I told myself that there were plenty of places in the game with neutral factions – orcs who didn’t necessarily want to kill or enslave humans, trolls who would leave you alone as long as you didn’t bother them, goblins who went about their daily business and wouldn’t attack unless provoked. 

But I had always encountered small groups of those races – tiny villages, isolated outposts. I had never been in the middle of an entire freaking city where everybody looked like they belonged in the Book of Revelations, but were like, Nah, man, we’re good.

We reached the castle and stole our way inside. The giant tower was apparently for looks, because the main receiving hall was on the ground level, with giant steps leading up to the throne.

As we crept inside, we could hear Odeon’s unctuous voice echoing through the hall.

“I don’t think you understand – the succubus is dangerous.”

“Is that why you ran like a coward?” a deep, rumbling voice chortled, reverberating through the hall like thunder.

We took some stairs in the antechamber, ended up on a mezzanine, and peered over the side of the railing. Below us was a central dais with a throne made of blackened skulls and bones. The throne was either sculpted out of iron, or they took actual bones and poured molten metal over them, then let it cool down. Either way, it was extremely creepy and did nothing to dispel the Book of Revelations vibe.

Not to mention there was another giant, gilt-edged mirror behind the throne. I guess these assholes were into mirror magic, too.

But even worse than all that was the creature sitting on the throne.

He was a massive demon with red skin like Alaria – but whereas she was the epitome of femininity, this guy was a caricature of brute masculinity. He had biceps the size of watermelons and a chest as big around as an oak tree. He must’ve stood at least 15 feet tall, and the only thing he wore were chainmail pants, metal boots, and spiked bracers. His face was very much like a satyr’s, with goat-like horns, a devilish beard, and glowing yellow eyes. His facial features alone would’ve been attractive, except that they were so infused with cruelty and viciousness that it was hard to look at him without thinking Total sociopath.

“There were two of them,” Odeon explained patiently. “She has a new master, who apparently is aiding her in wiping out her previous masters.”

“And how do you know this?” Malfurik asked.

“I got word of the death of Jastoth, a former warlock masquerading as a priest of Chalastia.”

Malfurik grunted in discontent. Apparently he wasn’t a fan.

Odeon continued. “I knew that Jastoth was her master after me. When I heard that a succubus had killed him, I assumed the worst and hired an assassin to go after her.”

“Apparently the assassin failed.”

“Unfortunately, yes. She showed up at my ball just an hour ago, with the intent of seducing me away from the crowd and then killing me.”

The giant demon lord guffawed. “There’s a sort of poetic justice in you being led to your death by your prick, since it rules everything else you do.”

Odeon gave a pained smile – like how you would smile at somebody you despised, but whose good graces you depended on.

“Yes, well, dwelling on the past does nothing to help me in the present. Will you give me a team of your finest mercenaries? She’s probably already inside your kingdom right now, tracking me down, plotting to kill me.”

“Why don’t you use your warlock powers and summon some of my cousins to do your bidding?” the demon lord sneered. 

If I hadn’t known any better, I would have assumed he was trolling Odeon.

The old white-haired man smiled tightly. “You know I gave up my practices years ago. I prefer not to use coercion now.”

“Really? I think the water elementals on your plantation would argue otherwise.”

So Malfurik was trolling him.

Odeon tensed. “Will you help me or not?”

“Perhaps I should just turn her over to you, white slaver,” the demon lord said, his voice deadly. “My kind have suffered enough at your hands. Maybe it is time for you to get a taste of your own medicine.”

Odeon blanched. “We’ve had a beneficial working relationship for years now – ”

“And yet you have grown old and fat and complacent, a gentleman farmer with nothing to your name other than a pretty house and a thousand slaves,” Malfurik sneered. “Our deal was made with the expectation that you would provide me a flow of riches from your world. You have not kept up your end of the bargain.”

Odeon forced a smile. “I didn’t know you felt this way. I will be more than happy to recompense you in any way you wish – I just need the girl dead first.”

“Or maybe,” Alaria said as she stood up from the mezzanine where we hid, “you should just hand him over to me.”

What the hell?!

“What are you doing?!” I hissed.

“We’re not in combat,” she whispered. “You said I could do anything I want – so I am.”

“We’re going to have to revisit that subject!” I seethed.

All the guards down in the main throne room immediately brandished their spears and swords. I guess none of them considered Alaria a real threat, because nobody made a move to storm the mezzanine.

Malfurik gazed up at her, and an unpleasant smile spread across his face.

Odeon, on the other hand, looked like he was about to shit his pants. He tried to bolt, but the nearest guards seized him and pulled him back, pinning his arms behind him.

“You said she was a great beauty, Odeon,” Malfurik chuckled, “but I thought you prone to exaggeration. Now I see it was one of the few times you ever understated anything. Come down here, my darling – I would have a closer look at you.”

I looked up at Alaria. “Is this a good idea?”

“Too late now,” she whispered, then stepped up onto the railing, jumped off, and glided down on outstretched bat wings.

“Stig,” I whispered.

No answer.

I looked behind me. My imp was nowhere to be seen.

“Stig!” I whispered harshly.

Stig crawled out of the shadows on his hands and knees, then collapsed on the ground with his face on the floor. 

“Yeah, boss?” he answered drunkenly.

“Dammit, Stig – no more wine for you,” I ordered angrily. “Hang back in case I need you later, got it?”

“Got it, boss,” he mumbled into the floor. 

I shook my head and peered down at the drama unfolding below.

Alaria walked straight over to Odeon, though she spoke to the demon lord on the throne. “Give him to me. I’ll take the worm off your hands.”

Malfurik looked her up and down in a way that made my blood boil and my skin crawl at the same time. Then he laughed. “I’m sure you would, but he is somewhat amusing to me. It would be like asking to slaughter one of my pets.”

“What do you want in exchange for him?” she asked. 

“You.”

Alaria gazed at him coolly. “I’m not for sale. Nor are my affections.”

“That isn’t what Odeon told me,” Malfurik leered.

Alaria glared at the old man but kept speaking to the demon lord. “Slavery isn’t exactly a fair trade, now is it? Give him to me as a gift. I’m sure we can work something out. You said that you wanted enrichment – ”

“Where is your master, little succubus?” Malfurik asked.

“I left him back in the real world.”

“Excellent! Then he won’t be able to stop me from doing this.”

The demon lord raised his hand, and suddenly a blast of black energy slammed into Alaria and sent her screaming to her knees.

Oh shit. I could see Alaria’s hit points dropping rapidly.

What the hell is he going to –

All of a sudden, I knew exactly what he was going to do.

Oh no. 

He got her to within 5% of her hit points, then stood up from the throne and strode over to her. He produced a glowing blade from out of nowhere – literally conjured it from a mist of darkness and shadow – and then walked up to her and slid the tip underneath her collar.

“I think you shall have a new master, little one,” the demon lord rumbled. “And it shall be – ”

“NO!” I yelled as I hit the bastard with a blast of Darkfire.

Malfurik roared and turned around to look at me.

My Darkfire danced along his red skin like sunspots on the surface of a star – but then just as quickly disappeared.

Oh shit.

I hadn’t checked his stats before I attacked him, so I hadn’t known how many hit points he had.

I checked now.

Level 120.

1,000,000 hit points. 

Shit.

This was going to be a bloodbath. It was like a puppy going up against a Sherman tank. Not to mention the two dozen guards he had around him, who I’m sure were at least 100K apiece.

Screw it, I thought, and immediately hit Alaria with Self-Sacrifice, raising her hit points.

If I was going to go out, I was going to go out fighting.

Then I could get resurrected and figure out a way to build an army. Maybe some old friends I’d quested with for years could help me do a raid on the palace and kill this asshole.

What I didn’t count on was that Malfurik didn’t necessarily want to kill me.

He had a range of non-destructive powers – including something called Shadow Lock.

Malfurik flung a bolt of red energy that slammed into me and knocked me onto my back. 

My ivory rod disconnected from my shoulder strap and rolled across the floor in Stig’s direction.

Red letters appeared in the center of my field of vision:

Shadow Locked.

Stunned.

A counter started down from 10, and I watched the seconds pass with mounting dread. I was unable to move and unable to cast any spells.

“Stig!” I whispered harshly.

In answer, I heard a drunken snore.

The one thing I could move was my head. I craned my neck back – and saw my imp lying on the ground, his ass up in the air, his hands folded dreamily under his head, a pool of slobber gathering on the floor beneath them.

Then it got worse. 

Red energy surrounded me, lifted me to a standing position, and floated me down through the air to the throne room dais.

I saw Alaria’s terrified expression as she watched me approach Malfurik’s outstretched hand.

The spell lock was almost finished, though – and then it hit zero.

I immediately cast Terrify on Malfurik. It would be fun to see the asshole turn and run like a little bitch – 

Except the words Target Immune appeared midair.

Shit.

Fine, Unholy Quartet then.

Four imps burst up from the ground in a square around Malfurik. But just as they were about to cast fireballs at him, the throne room guards speared them through their backs.

My imps disappeared in a burst of flame as their hit points dropped to zero.

Uh oh…

I tried casting Soul Suck on him. It worked for a few seconds, until he Shadow Locked me again.

Malfurik brought me down to eye level with him – which meant I was still eight feet off the floor.

“So you are her new master?” the demon lord grinned. “You are a fool, boy – do you know that?”

“Go ahead and kill me, asshole,” I said, just waiting for the new ten-second counter to hit zero.

“No,” the demon lord said thoughtfully, “I don’t think so. I know your kind. Warlocks like you are not bound by the normal human rules of death. If I kill you, you’ll just come back to bother me again, like some unnatural pest.”

Shit.

I had never run across an NPC who understood the mechanics of respawning – but this bastard certainly did. He was right – and both he and I knew it, unfortunately.

“No,” the demon grinned. “I think you will serve far better as a slave in my mines.”

He waved his hand, and searing pain erupted in both my wrists and my neck. It was like molten lava had touched my skin.

I screamed and waited for my hit points to drop to zero and blackness to engulf me – but instead, my Health didn’t budge at all. 

What did happen, though, was glowing bands of metal snaked around my wrists and cooled into solid bracers. From the pain around my neck, I assumed the exact same thing was happening there, too.

“Now I can let you go,” the demon lord chortled.

He released the red field around me, and I crumpled into a pile on the floor.

Bastard –

I held up my hands and prepared to fire a Darkbolt –

But nothing happened. 

What the hell?!

I looked at my action bar.

Every single one of my spellcasting abilities was greyed out. The bright colors had been replaced with ghostly greys and whites – just like back in the wizard’s tower.

The only difference was my weakness in the tower had been limited to a specific location. I left the tower and I was back to normal.

My current predicament was tied to my manacles and collar – which meant my powerlessness was permanent until I removed them.

Ohhhhh shit…

“Take him to the mines,” the demon lord ordered.

Two soldiers stepped up on either side of me and grabbed my arms. At eight feet tall and about 400 pounds each, they were more than a match for me. It was like a couple of linebackers holding up a toddler.

They started to march me off down the stairs –

“Ian!” Alaria screamed.

I looked back at her anguished face and realized it was the first time she’d ever used my real name.

“I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

In that instant, my heart broke.

I had wanted to save her. Actually, I had wanted her – and that’s why I had done all this.

But I wasn’t going to get her. In fact, it appeared as though I was about to lose her forever.

But she cared for me. That much was evident from her anguished cry.

That was something, at least.

“Wait,” Malfurik ordered his guards, and they paused with me dangling between them.

The demon lord looked down at Alaria. “You seem to be… fond of this particular master.”

She looked warily between me and Malfurik, unsure whether saying anything would lead to worse treatment for me.

Malfurik knew exactly what she was thinking, and chuckled. “It is surprising to me only because Odeon says that you are intent upon tracking down and murdering your former masters.”

“Ian never mistreated me,” she murmured. “In fact, he’s been nothing but kind.”

“How touching,” the demon sneered. “Do you care for him?”

She looked at me, then cast her eyes down at the floor. “As you said, I am fond of him.”

“Do you think he loves you?”

Her eyes flickered up at me again, and then she looked down, shamefaced.

“Yes. That was why he came with me to kill Odeon.”

My heart dropped.

She knew what she’d been doing all along. 

She’d been playing me.

I should’ve listened to Stig from the beginning. And Lil.

Definitely not my heart.

“So you used him,” Malfurik chuckled. “As cruelly, in your own way, as your former masters used you.”

She gave Malfurik a hateful look. “Not nearly so cruelly.”

“Well then, allow me to complete what you started.” Malfurik looked over at me, then said, “Watch closely, little warlock.”

He hit Alaria again with the black energy and sapped always almost all of her hit points. When Malfurik was finished, she was writhing on the floor, barely alive.

The demon lord reached down, grabbed her wings, and hoisted her roughly into the air so that I could see everything about to happen.

Then he brought his glowing blade up underneath her collar and sliced the velvet band from the inside. It fell off her neck, tumbled off the slope of her breasts, and into Malfurik’s outstretched hand.

“You see? Now she is mine.”

He laughed maliciously, and my heart was crushed.

No matter what she might’ve done to make me follow her here on this suicide mission, it was nothing compared to the pain of having her taken away from me.

Malfurik stretched out his hand, and swirls of golden energy circled around Alaria. Her bikini of black leather was replaced with chainmail, and her black leather thigh-highs became metal greaves and boots. 

Also, a new collar formed around her neck – a golden one, attached to a heavy chain that he held in one hand.

I would have said that she looked absolutely stunning – except I knew her outfit and chains now bound her to a new master.

I had lost her forever.

“Ahem,” Odeon cleared his throat. 

We all looked over at him; everyone had completely forgotten about him until now. 

“Since you’ve taken care of my succubus problem, I’ll just be going,” Odeon said, pulling away from the two soldiers holding him. “I hope you enjoy her services as much as I – ”

“Tarry a moment, old friend,” Malfurik growled.

“I don’t want to bother you – I’m sure you have things you’d like to do with her, so I’ll – ”

Malfurik let go of Alaria’s bat wings, and she fell to the ground with a clang of metal against stone. Then he stepped closer to Odeon. “Do you know what I would most like to do with her?”

The old man gulped. “I can only imagine, but – ”

“I would have her submit to me willingly. How would you suggest I go about such a thing, warlock?”

Odeon’s stuttered, “I-I’m sure I don’t know – ”

“How could you, after decades forcing others like me to act against their own will?” Malfurik chuckled. “But I have an idea how to win her heart.”

“And how is that?” Odeon asked.

“By giving her yours.”

Before Odeon could react, Malfurik plunged his hand into the warlock’s chest.

The old man screamed as Malfurik pulled his hand out with a creaking, bone-snapping crunch.

In his palm he held a beating human heart.

Odeon gasped, opening and closing his mouth like a fish – and then collapsed lifeless on the throne room floor.

‘5000 XP’ floated up in front of me.

I guess if an ex-master died it got credited to me, no matter who killed him.

Not that the experience points really helped me right now.

Malfurik laughed, then set Odeon’s heart ablaze and cast it down in front of Alaria, who looked at it with curious detachment.

“For you, my love,” Malfurik chortled. “A gift – one heart in exchange for another.”

She looked up at the demon lord, tears streaking her cheeks. “I will never love you.”

“In time. For now, fondness is all I ask.” Malfurik looked over at me. “Enjoy the mines, little warlock – and think of all the things that I will do to your love when she finally submits.”

“No!” I screamed as the guards dragged me away.

The demon lord laughed. “Do not worry, human… I will not force her like your kind does. In the end, I will break her, and she will submit willingly… the one thing she would never do for you.”

All I could hear as they dragged me out of the hall and towards the mines was Malfurik’s mocking laughter.

But what stayed with me in my mind’s eye were the tears on Alaria’s face as she stared after me in despair.
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And that was how I wound up a slave in the mines of Abaddon.

The two guards took me down into the depths of one of the caverns and found an overseer. The overseer shackled me to a chain gang – a bizarre menagerie of other demons, some with squid heads, some with devil heads, some with no heads at all – and slapped a pickaxe in my hand. 

Along with the other prisoners, I began to mine glowing orange ore by gouging rocks from the larger cliff face. The work was hard, the heat oppressive, and the stench of sulfur was everywhere.

I had newfound sympathy for all those people who had been around me when I smelled like a skunk.

I surreptitiously tried all my menu options while I dug. I tried to log out, I tried to access my email, I tried to access chat. Nothing. Everything was grayed out – including the spells on my action bar.

I was well and truly screwed.

As I dug, I thought of Alaria. The look of alarm when she saw what was going to happen to me… the tears she cried when they hauled me away…

I was more worried about her than me. I knew what Malfurik had promised – that he wouldn’t force himself upon her, but would make her submit to him of her own free will – but that didn’t mean I trusted the bastard. My heart ached, and my anxiety only grew with every passing moment. 

As I toiled on the chain gang, the reality of slavery was all around me. Everywhere I looked were brass collars and manacles, chains and misery. The night was filled with despairing cries, the crack of whips, and bloodcurdling screams.

Besides the stink of sulfur, there was the stench of something else: despair and suppressed rage at our collective helplessness. It hung over everything like a cloud.

For the first time, I realized exactly how cruel I’d been to put those collars on Alaria and Stig.

Stig. What had happened to him? Last I’d seen him, he was passed out in the mezzanine of the castle.

Drunk little bastard… what was he going to do now?

Half of me hoped against hope that he would pop back up and deliver me from this awful situation. The other half figured he was already on his way back to the plantation house, eager to escape this place. After all, if no one ever freed me, he was basically an imp without a master – which meant he could do whatever he damn well pleased.

Not that I could blame him. Now that I finally understood what he must’ve felt as my servant, I couldn’t blame him at all for anything he might do.

I knew it was only a videogame, but this shit felt real. It’s not every day that you had to confront questions of man’s inhumanity to man (and other creatures), and your own complicity in that system, while you were forced into working on a chain gang.

As the heat and stench and backbreaking work got to me, I started to get angry at the game itself. 

Where were the administrators? Where was my supervisor?! 

John, you asshole – what the hell did I do to you to make you leave me here?!

If I ever got out of that goddamn long-term immersion rig, I was suing Westek for every effing penny I could squeeze out of them.

But I couldn’t depend on my employers to get me out of this. As far as I was concerned, I could rely only on myself.

I decided to ‘accidentally’ hit my chain with my pick, just to see what would happen. 

I tried it once. 

As soon as the pick’s tip hit the metal link, there was an agonizing electric shock that raced through my body. Apparently there was a built-in magical defense against trying to free yourself.

The demons around me laughed.

“It’s not that easy, human, or we would’ve done it long ago,” one of the demons cackled.

“Back to work!” the overseer roared, and cracked his fiery whip in the air above us.

I worked my hands to the bone those first few hours, rubbing blisters on my palms that popped and grew raw. The agony was oddly specific – and terribly realistic. I knew that if I could only use Soul Suck to pull away one of the overseers’ hit points, I would be able to replenish my diminishing Health – but I couldn’t access the magical ability, or any others. I was stuck.

About six hours after I’d arrived, the chains binding my feet to the other demons magically disappeared. 

“Chow time!” the overseer roared.

I shuffled over to a fire where demons were serving slop from a large cauldron.

A guard gave me a stone bowl, and I held it out for my ladleful of thin gruel with chunks of gristly meat and rotting vegetables.

Jesus.

“You should eat that, human,” a voice said. “It’s the only thing that will keep you alive down here.”

I turned around to see the same demon that had laughed at me earlier on the chain gang. He was a hunched-over blue thing, what you would get if you crossed a triceratops with a dwarf and then threw in a little blue food coloring. His face was long, lizard-like, and ended in a hooked beak. There was a crest on his head, and he had long, clawed fingers.

“I will,” I said.

I just won’t like it.

“Whatever you don’t want, give it to me. I’ll give you a copper for it.”

Is that what I’d come to? Single solitary coppers traded with prisoners on a chain gang, just to survive?

I wouldn’t even be able to put the coin in my bag, since everything in there was locked off to me.

“I’m good,” I said. “But thanks.”

“My name is Grok, human. If you need anything, or decide you want to trade your food, come see me.”

“I’ll remember that,” I said, and began to slurp the slop in my bowl.

Jesus, that’s freaking awful.

It literally tasted the way that mud smells, if you were to mix in some grass clippings for taste. Plus the meat was gooey in some places like it was putrefying, and gristly like cartilage in others. 

I wanted to throw up, but I didn’t dare. With every mouthful I ate, my hit points – which had been gradually decreasing the last several hours – crept up bit by bit. Not only that, but the blisters on my palms and fingers were visibly healing. Not all the way, but they went from patches of raw, stinging flesh to newly formed, sensitive pink skin. The food might have tasted horrific, but it was going to keep me alive.

But did I actually want to stay alive? If I died, wouldn’t I just get resurrected at the nearest graveyard?

It was worth a shot.

Or was it? All of my options on the menu were greyed out. What if was caught in some sort of coma in real life? What if my body was in a limbo similar to the one I found myself in now?

I doubted anything would happen. I would probably just get resurrected here on the chain gang. But my anxiety about the situation was enough to give me pause.

I wasn’t desperate enough – yet – to try to use death as my escape route. I’m sure that moment was coming, but for the time being, I hadn’t even begun to figure out my other options.

After I choked down the soup, I was allowed a short break while everyone else on the chain gang was fed. I wandered through the camp, looking at all the faces – ugly and scarred, but worse than that, hopeless and despairing.

Then I overheard a conversation in the shadows.

“We can escape, I tell you!”

There was a small group of demons arguing amongst themselves: a goat-headed guy, a spider-faced thing with eight eyes, and a frog with horns.

“How? We can’t even break the manacles.”

“If we all rush the guards at once, we can do it.”

Ha!

There were no coincidences in the game.

I stepped over to the conspirators and whispered, “I want in.”

They looked at me threateningly as they turned to face me. “You should learn not to stick your nose in other people’s business, human.”

I realized I might have misjudged the situation, and quickly tried to talk myself out of it.

“Look, I just need to get out of here, that’s all.”

“Like the rest of us don’t?” Goat-head snarled.

“All I’m saying is, anything I can do to help you escape, I will.”

“You’re all fools,” a familiar voice spoke behind us.

We all turned to see Grok hobbling over to us.

“This is none of your concern,” the horned frog said.

“If your actions bring the lash down on my back or cut my rations in half, you had better believe it’s my business,” Grok snapped. “This talk of escaping? It’s a fool’s errand. You’ll only make it worse for the rest of us.”

“So what would you rather do?” I asked. “Die in chains, a slave?”

The other guys murmured in agreement, although that was a little ironic, seeing as they’d wanted to beat my ass 30 seconds ago.

Grok shook his head in contempt. “I would like to see the next day, whether I am in chains or not.”

Maybe it was something about our conversation, or maybe it was just the images of slavery all around me, but it got my brain to whirring. I was reminded of Spartacus – not that television show with a bunch of gratuitous dude nudity (AKA dudity), but the old Stanley Kubrick film with Michael Douglas and Laurence Olivier.

“There’s a story from my world of a man who was a slave,” I said. “He was forced to fight as a gladiator, and eventually escaped slavery and won his freedom – but when he did, he didn’t turn his back on the other slaves. He went through the countryside and freed them, and together they fought and nearly destroyed the most powerful empire in the world.”

The others around me chattered in excitement.

I was getting pretty pumped up. I wanted to yell out, I am Spartacus!

“I have never heard of this story before,” Grok said.

And you wouldn’t, either, unless you have Netflix or Amazon Prime.

“It’s because it’s a human story.”

“You said almost destroyed the empire. What did you mean by that? What became of the slave warrior?”

Oh yeah… 

I’d kind of forgotten the part where Kirk Douglas ends up crucified with a thousand of his closest friends.

That sort of quelled my enthusiasm momentarily – but only by a little bit.

“It didn’t work out,” I said, “but that doesn’t mean it couldn’t work out for us.”

“Any talk of rebellion is a daydream, nothing more,” Grok said. “Until you can break these bonds, human, your talk is worth less than nothing. Even if we escaped, they would hunt us down and kill us. The only way to end our oppression would be to kill ALL our oppressors, and that will never happen.”

“But if I can figure out a way?” I asked.

Grok laughed. “Then I will be the first to join your rebellion. But until you can find a way to break our bonds, you waste your breath even to speak of it.”

Grok began to hobble away.

“Grok,” I called out. 

The blue demon turned back.

“Why do you want to live to see another day, if all you’re going to do is spend it in chains?” I asked.

“Another day in chains is preferable to death.”

“So you have something to live for.”

Grok nodded. “Life itself.”

“Then you have something worth fighting for.”

Grok just stood there looking at me – but rather than dismiss me, he nodded. 

“Perhaps.”

Then he turned and walked away.

The other demons congratulated me and slapped me on the back, but when I pressed them further, I found out they had no plans.

Grok had been right. Their talk had been worth less than nothing.

Suddenly the overseer barked, “Back to work, maggots!”

We shuffled back to our places on the chain gang. As I grabbed my pick and began digging again, I thought back to what I’d said to Grok, and smiled.

I had something worth living for – and worth fighting for.

She was up in that palace.
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Six hours later when they called off work for the night, I collapsed onto the ground, more tired than I’d ever been in my life.

We shuffled off to some rickety barracks at the other end of the mine, where the most powerful demons claimed what few beds there were. Not that the beds were that great: basically just pallets stuffed with hay sticking out of a hundred tiny rips in the sackcloth. But it was better than sleeping on the hard floor – which is what I was going to have to do, along with dozens of other less fortunate demons.

Frankly though, I was so tired, it didn’t really matter to me.

I lay down, closed my eyes, and I was out. It felt like only a few seconds had passed when suddenly I had a vivid dream of Stig whispering in my ear.

“Boss! Wake up!”

“No…” I murmured. “…sleep time…”

“Boss, snap out of it!”

I woke up to my body being lightly shaken.

Standing before me was my tiny imp. And to my shame, I couldn’t help but notice the leather collar around his neck.

“Stig?!” I whispered. “You came back?!”

“Of course I did, boss!”

“How did you get past the guards?”

“It was easy. They don’t pay much attention except to their booze and cards.”

“Can you get me out of these?” I asked, holding up my manacles.

Stig stroked his chin, or what little he had of one. “I could try hitting it with my fireballs.”

Great – now I was going to be target practice.

But that was better than being a slave.

“All right, let’s try it,” I agreed.

I got up, tiptoed over the dozens of bodies lying on the ground, and made my way outdoors. I looked out through the darkness – apparently the sky was always black here – but there were no guards nearby. Stig and I snuck around the building and hunkered down between the wooden barracks and the craggy canyon wall.

I held out my arm and braced it against the cliff. “All right – let’s see what happens.”

The imp summoned a fireball and shot it right at the manacle.

Unfortunately, it didn’t do a damn thing except burn my arm. 

“Dammit!” I hissed.

Stig snickered.

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

He shrugged. “Just a little.”

I gritted my teeth in frustration. “If I can’t get these things off, there’s no way I’m going to be able to go up against Malfurik.”

“What about those pickaxes I saw you guys using, boss?”

“I already tried that. It didn’t go well.”

Stig thought for a second. “We could try hitting it with your staff. Maybe it could break it.”

My Scepter of the Servant – the one I’d gotten after we killed Jastoth! I’d lost it when Malfurik attacked me.

“Where is it?!”

“Under here.” Stig pulled the staff out from a hole in the rocky ground beneath the wooden barracks, then handed it over to me.

I looked around in consternation. I had no idea how many times I was going to have to hit the manacles before they broke – and the racket might bring every guard in the mines running.

But it was a chance I had to take.

I got a good grip on the scepter, then lined it up with the manacle on my left wrist.

I brought the scepter up and down slowly, sort of like a mini practice swing with a hammer if you only had one shot at hitting the nail.

One… two…

As I brought it down the second time, the ivory staff touched the manacle with a tiny clink.

The metal bracer melted away like it was being eaten by acid, and it fell off my arm in pieces.

I stared at it in amazement. “What just happened?”

“I don’t know, but it was pretty great, boss!” Stig said. “No worries about the guards coming!”

I touched the staff to my other manacle, and it was eaten away, too. It fell apart in ragged scraps of metal, as did the one on my neck.

I was free.

As soon as the manacles and collar were off me, every option in my action bar appeared in full color again. Which meant every single one of my spells was now available.

I checked my game menu. Log Out and all the other options to contact my supervisors were greyed out, but everything else was back to functional.

“Yes!” I hissed, and pumped my arm in triumph. “Stig, you are the MAN!”

“I’m a demon, boss,” he said quizzically.

“That’s right – the best demon ever. Now all we have to do is – ”    

My voice trailed off.

What I was going to say was, Now all we have to do is sneak back up to the castle, break back in, and go up against the same asshole who imprisoned me before.

As if on cue, a window appeared in front of me with two quests.

 

I Am Spartacus!

Start a slave revolt in the mine pits of Abaddon, and lead the rebellion to overthrow Malfurik.

XP: 10,000

 

To Hell With The Devil!

Slay Malfurik and take the throne of Abaddon for yourself.

XP: 25,000.

 

Holy shit.

In the heat of the moment, I’d forgotten all about my earlier conversation with Grok and the others.

This was it. The game was giving me a way to rescue Alaria.

Which was kind of freaky, because now it was naming quests after conversations I’d had.

But I pushed that aside. I had more important things to think about.

I hastily hit ‘Accept’ and whispered, “Stig, I have to go back inside the prisoners’ barracks.”

He frowned. “Why do you want to do that, boss?”

“Because if we want to save Alaria, we need to start a slave revolt.”

I crept back inside, with Stig standing watch at the door for any mine guards. 

I found Grok in one of the lower bunks and gently shook him by the arm. He woke with a start and pressed a crude copper knife to my throat.

“Wha– human?” he hissed angrily. “What are you trying to do?”

“Start a revolution,” I said with a grin, and touched the ivory staff to one of his manacles.

Like magic, the touch of the staff ate away at the metal, and it crumbled to dust.

Grok pulled back and gasped in shock. He looked at his arm as though he’d never seen it before – which was sort of true. The manacle had been on there so long that the skin had grown up around the edges, and the underlying color was far lighter than the rest of his body.

“It’s not possible…” he whispered.

“You said you would be the first to join my rebellion if I could free you,” I whispered. “You ready, or do you want to spend the rest of your life in these damn barracks?”

He looked at me, and a grin slowly spread across his face.

“I think it’s time to fight for the thing I want to live for, human.”

We set to work quickly, Grok waking up the prisoners and explaining what was going on, and then me touching the staff to their manacles and collars. 

There were a few who shook their heads in fear and refused to be released from their shackles, but that was only a handful amongst the 70 or so in the barracks. The rest eagerly listened to me and Grok as we whispered to them in the dark.

“We can’t do this alone,” I said with Stig standing next to me. “We have to storm the castle, and we have to destroy Malfurik. And if we’re going to do that, we need the help of thousands of others.”

Someone whispered harshly, “Why can’t we just escape?”

“Grok?” I said. “Why don’t you take that one.”

“Because unless we destroy the oppressors, they will hunt us down. This is an affront to their power and they will not stand for it. We must either kill them or be killed.”

“Anybody who’s got a problem with that can stay behind,” I said. “This is strictly a volunteer mission.”

“Many of us will die,” one of the demons said.

“Yes – but if all we work together, many more of us will live. And the ones who die get to go out on their own terms, not as slaves – and maybe take down a few of the bastards who tormented you for years.”

My argument won over more than a few of the holdouts.

“What do we do?” one of the others asked.

Spartacus was my blueprint.

“First we kill the guards,” I said. “Then we go free more allies.”

We went and found our picks in the darkness, lying by the chains on the ground. Apparently the guards were so overconfident in their prisoners’ submissiveness that they didn’t even bother to lock up a bunch of deadly weapons every night.

Their mistake.

I told everyone beforehand how important it was to remain quiet, and they all got the message. 

When we finally crept up on the guardhouse, there were only a handful of night watchmen. They were gambling with dice on the ground, snorting and laughing and drinking, completely unprepared for what was about to hit them.

I held up my hand, motioning Stig and everyone else behind me to wait – and then I hit all five of the guards with Darkfire.

They turned around in surprise, and were immediately swarmed with a silent mass of prisoners who hacked away at them with their picks. God knows they’d had plenty of practice over the years.

The guards were dead before they hit the ground. I didn’t even have to fire another shot.

We quickly climbed the stairs to the top of the cavern, then went to the next mine over.

“How much time do we have?” I asked Grok.

“Six hours to sleep, and only one has passed.”

Five hours to build an army. It was doable – if we split up.

I explained to everyone what I would need them to do. I was going to stay in this camp, but they would have to spread out to the other mines and start silently killing the guards. Once they had slaughtered the overseers, they had to bring back all the prisoners to me, where I would remove their shackles.

“Think that could work?” I asked Grok. 

“It’s worth the risk, human.”

I waited there in the valley with Stig for what seemed like an eternity. During that time, I thought of Alaria and what she was doing up in the castle – or what was being done to her. I cringed and prayed to the videogame gods that they would spare her long enough for me to show up with the cavalry.

I heard a few cries throughout the canyons, here and there – night guards as they bit the dust. But overall, my pickaxe assassins were impressively quiet. Within minutes, a steady stream of prisoners began running up to me with pickaxes in their hands, their manacled arms held out in supplication. Help me.

I touched their manacles and collars like a priest giving out some sort of benediction. One by one their bonds fell off, and they raced off in groups to free their brothers in the other valleys.

First there were 50 who approached… then 100, 500, 2000, until a sea of faces of all different shapes and colors looked out at me – not only from the bottom of the mine, but from the rim of the canyon overhead.

Grok fought his way through the crowd to me.

“Is that it?” I asked him. “Has everyone been freed?”

“We’ve killed every single guard surrounding Abaddon – and almost every single prisoner has pledged themselves to your cause. What do we do now?”

I looked up at the faces staring down at me. They had finally regained their hope; now they were looking for a leader.

“We attack the castle,” I yelled out, my voice echoing through the canyon. “Me to save the woman I love, and you to take back your freedom once and for all!”

A deafening roar went up around me, enough to shake the very foundations of Abaddon.

‘I am Spartacus,’ indeed.
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Our little pep rally had been heard by the guards, but that was all right – the enthusiasm and fury it generated more than made up for the lack of surprise.

You should have seen the looks on the palace guards as 8000 former slaves headed towards them with pickaxes in hand. I’m sure a few of those guards shat their metal-plated britches.

I softened up the ranks first with dozens of shots of Darkfire, then continued to hit them with Doomsday as the prisoners surged forward. There was the clank clank clank of a thousand picks against the demon guards’ armor, but in combination with my spells, the bastards went down like flies.

We stormed into the castle, swamping any guard that got in our way. Spears were thrown, but that was the extent of their ranged weapons. No archers to deal with.

Everyone inside the castle dropped like flies, too.

A sea of demons swarmed into the throne room with me as the nucleus. And there was the boss man himself – the giant with a million hit points. Malfurik stood up from his throne in shock as he saw us burst through the throne-room doors.

I could see what he was looking at, since our army was reflected in the giant mirror behind his throne – and I’ve got to say, it was pretty damn impressive.

Bound to the throne by a long golden chain, Alaria sat there slumped on the ground, despondent. When she saw the crowd surging towards, she reacted in confusion – but as soon as the front ranks parted and I stepped out with Stig, she cried out with joy and leapt to her feet.

Even from 50 feet away, I could see the tears welling up in her eyes.

“So you have your own army,” Malfurik jeered. “Let us see if you are willing to sacrifice all your pawns against my queen.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. 

“Hold on!” I shouted to my foot soldiers, and they all stopped on a dime. 

Without any of them wearing a slave collar, it should be pointed out.

“No?” Malfurik chortled. “Then, little slave king, you can face my queen alone.”

Malfurik snapped his fingers, and suddenly Alaria put out her arms. Fireballs glowed in the palms of her hands.

“What are you doing?” I asked in disbelief as I stared into her eyes.

Tears coursed down her cheek. 

“I can’t resist him… I can’t disobey. He’s my master now,” she cried.

She threw her fireballs at me. They exploded against my body, taking off a good chunk of my hit points. I turned back to her and saw her shaking, her entire body wracked with sobs.

“Kill me,” she begged. “Kill me before I have to kill you.”

“I will let you choose, little warlock,” Malfurik laughed. “Kill your succubus, and I will let your army go in peace. Try to save her, though – or attack me – and all of you will die.”

I gazed into Alaria’s tortured eyes and tried to figure this puzzle out. I reasoned that after I killed her, nothing would actually happen – Malfurik would just summon her back again – 

“And if you are thinking that she would be resurrected like you, little warlock, know this: the spell I have put on her prevents her from ever being resurrected again. When you kill her, she stays dead – forever. Make your choice.”

Dammit.

I would have gladly sacrificed myself to save her.

But I wouldn’t force my army to do the same. Not after everything I’d learned – the hard way, I might add.

I didn’t know what to do.

Fortunately, one of my lieutenants did.

Grok stepped out from the front ranks and shouted defiantly at Malfurik, “No one asked me for my choice!”

Another demon shouted from the throng, “Nor me!”

Dozens, then hundreds of voices rose up: “Nor me!” “Nor me!” “Nor me!”

My heart soared in my chest as I turned to face my soldiers. “Anyone who wants to leave can go! But anyone who stays, fights!”

Every single voice in the hall answered out as one:

“WE FIGHT!”

The entire crowd roared and raced towards Malfurik.

The demon lord bellowed in anger. He blasted the front lines with rays of black energy, killing dozens – but hundreds more surged forward to take their place, then washed over him like a wave, pickaxes striking into his arms and chest with wild abandon.

Meanwhile, Alaria kept blasting me with fireballs. I kept taking them, straight to the chest – but I used Soul Suck on Malfurik to replenish my hit points. The blows were painful, but I was willing to endure anything as I walked closer and closer to her, taking her attacks at point-blank range.

Tears were coursing down her cheeks, and her entire body was shaking.

Finally I was within three feet of her. My clothes were in cinders on my chest, my skin was burning away almost as quickly as I could heal it by stealing energy from Malfurik –

But now I was within reach.

I stretched out my ivory staff and touched it to the chain around her neck.

I wasn’t sure it would work. I didn’t have any reason to believe it wouldn’t work, given what I’d already seen in the mines – but it seemed almost too good to be true.

But it did work. Spectacularly.

The chain sizzled, smoked, then broke.

The chainmail bikini changed back to leather, as did her boots.

Finally the collar around her neck dissolved, and its remains fell clanking to her feet. 

She gasped and felt her throat – touched the bare skin there, quite possibly feeling it for the first time. 

Then her beautiful smile of gratitude turned into a mask of pure hatred, and she turned and hurled her firebolts at Malfurik. 

I hit him with a Darkbolt, too – then Darkfire, Soul Suck, Doomsday, Unholy Quartet – everything in my entire arsenal.

It wasn’t enough.

The bastard had started with a million hit points. Even with all the damage he’d sustained, he was still only down to half a million – and the other prisoners were being slaughtered by the dozens with every spell he cast.

Then he did something I didn’t expect.

His eyes looked out across the hordes of prisoners and centered on me. I saw the evil glint in his eye, and I braced for his attack –

But instead of blasting me, he hit Alaria.

She screamed in agony and crumpled to the ground. 

It had been a critical strike – nearly all her hit points were gone.

I immediately rushed over and started casting Self-Sacrifice, pumping my health points into her to save her life. I cradled her in my arms, supporting her head in the crook of my arm –

But then I felt the scalding pain of Malfurik’s next attack hit me.

My Health dropped to 50%.

Another hit like that – two at most – and I was a goner. 

But if I went back to Soul Suck, he would just attack Alaria again.

He had me in a bind. He was making me choose: me or her.

I looked down at my ivory staff that had fallen on the floor next to her, and wished for there to be some way I could magically use it to get us out of this mess. It had freed me from Malfurik’s bindings – could it somehow hurt him?

But how?

And then I remembered the one item about the staff that had mystified me when I first came into possession of it, and which I had never really given thought to since: the one-time use of the scepter to call upon the aid of the goddess. The very property that Jastoth had used to summon the goddess to fight us.

It hadn’t worked out for him the way he’d wanted – mostly because he was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. She’d even disavowed him before turning him over to me and Alaria.

But would the scepter’s summoning ability work for a Warlock?

Would it work for someone who wasn’t one of her followers?

I had to try. 

I picked up the staff, held it high in the air, and yelled, “I call upon the goddess Chalastia to come to our aid!”

Then I slammed the staff into the glowing red stone of the throne room floor.

There was a thunderclap above us, and a shaft of light broke through the darkness. A 50-foot-tall ghostly woman appeared, the upper half of her face hidden as she stared down at me, Alaria, Stig, and the thousands of demons.

All fighting in the hall stopped. Even Malfurik was stunned into silence.

“You have called upon me, mortal – what do you wish? To save your life?”

I glanced at my followers, the people fighting for their freedom – and then down at the woman in my arms.

I made my decision and looked up at the Goddess.

“I don’t care about me. Save her,” I said, lifting Alaria up the slightest – then flung my hand out at my army. “And please save them, if you can.”

I could’ve sworn that the woman’s mouth – which I had never seen in anything other than a dour expression – smiled the tiniest bit.

“So shall it be done,” she said, and held out her hand.

Malfurik screamed in fury. “No – this is not your realm, nor your right – ”

But he was silenced by a blast of incandescence that burst from her hand and enveloped him in light.

My demon friends scampered backwards as they watched Malfurik scream. His hit points dropped precipitously, but he was able to stagger and put the throne between the goddess and himself. I could see that his hit points were incredibly low – mortally low for him, in the four digits – but he was shielded from her attack now. He staggered backwards, his skin bubbling, smoke boiling off him like steam from a kettle. 

Then he stepped into the massive mirror behind the throne. 

He was getting away.

But he stopped, his body halfway in and halfway out of the mirror, and looked back at me defiantly. He reached into a pouch on his belt, then pulled something out and thrust it defiantly into the air.

It was Alaria’s choker.

“She still belongs to me, little warlock,” the demon lord roared with laughter. 

In my anger and impotent fury, knowing that there was no way I could take 5000 hit points off him with one attack, I did the only thing I could think of: I threw the staff through the air.

Not at him – but at the mirror.

It was the Hail Mary of all Hail Marys, hoping against hope.

But just like before, the staff delivered. It pinwheeled through the air and crashed into the mirror, which immediately shattered into a million shards.

Malfurik’s mouth dropped open in shock and agony.

Then the half of his body still in this dimension peeled away from the mirror frame and fell to the floor, red smoke and fire boiling out of his severed torso. 

The other half of his body that had been in the mirror dimension was just… gone.

The hit point counter over his head dropped to zero.

He was dead.

The entire hall interrupted in a roar of triumph.

Every single prisoner thrust their arms into the air, howls of joy escaping their throats.

XP numbers appeared and golden light enveloped me, signaling that I had leveled up – but I didn’t pay attention in any of it. There was something far more important at hand.

I looked down at Alaria and laughed with sheer joy.

She placed her hand tenderly against my cheek, smiled – and kissed me.

It might have been the single happiest moment of my life.

But it was abruptly cut short by an unearthly voice clearing its throat.

We both looked up to see the goddess peering down at us.

“Thank you,” I said gratefully. 

“You are welcome,” she said. “Be forewarned, the scepter only works once – if you call again, I shall not hear you.”

“Can I ask you a question?”

She nodded her head in assent.

“Why did you show up at all?” I asked. “I’m a Warlock, not a Priest. I’m not even one of your followers.”

“Do you remember what I said at the church, when you killed the false priest?”

I thought back. “You told everyone to stop following assholes, and to be good to each other.”

Her dour mouth smiled again. “I would say you fulfilled the second, and inspired others to follow the first. Both my commandments were fulfilled, which is why I answered.” The goddess looked down at Alaria. “And when you asked not to save yourself, but her – and your followers – I knew I had made the right choice.”

Swear to God, I misted up at her reply.

“Go in peace, children, and be good to one another,” the goddess intoned, then slowly faded from view.

Alaria and I looked at each other – laughed in amazement – and I pulled her up to her feet and kissed her, long and deep.

“Awkward,” Stig mumbled at our feet.

There was a holler and cry all around us, and we broke off our kiss long enough to look at the demons surrounding us.

Grok came forward and knelt on one knee, his head bent.

One by one, the other demons followed suit, until 6000 of them had bent the knee before me.

“What the hell?” I asked, shocked beyond belief.

“I think they want you to be their king,” Alaria whispered.

“What?! No!” I yelled. “We didn’t free you just so you could enslave yourself to another ruler!”

Grok looked up in confusion. “But who will lead us, then?”

“You’ll lead yourselves. You’ll figure out how to govern yourselves and the city. Everything here is yours, not mine. You worked for it in the mines, you fought for it here tonight – you earned it. You deserve it.”

“But – how will we govern ourselves? How will we – ”

“Tomorrow,” I interrupted, my voice tired. “It’s been a long night, and I want to go to bed.”

“Tomorrow, then,” Grok agreed. “Tomorrow our future begins.”

“Tonight,” I shouted, “you celebrate!”

Every demon in the throne room erupted in a cheer.

I turned to Alaria. “Now, please – can we find an actual bed and get some sleep?”

She laughed, her voice like silver bells, and took me by the hand.

“So awkward,” Stig mumbled.

“Stay put,” I told him, “and drink as much wine as you can find.”

“Thanks, boss!” he cheered, and disappeared into the celebratory throng as Alaria and I did our own disappearing act out of the throne room.
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We walked into the royal bedroom, which was astounding: 20-foot-high ceilings, lavish decorations, and a balcony that looked out over the entire kingdom of Abaddon. From our height of 500 feet, you could see the glow of every stone building – and beyond them, the spiral patterns of mines and canyons where I had been imprisoned just hours before.

The bed, though, was what was calling my name. It was gigantic. Imagine a California king bed built for a 15-foot-tall demon lord, and you’ll get the idea of its size.

I crashed down on the mattress and groaned in relief. So soft… so comfortable…

Alaria sat down on the bed next to me, acting far more demure than usual.

I opened my eyes and looked up at her. “What?”

She held out her hand. Dangling from her fingers was her velvet choker with the skull on it.

“I’m ready for you to put this back on me,” she said quietly.

I frowned and sat up. “What are you talking about?”

“When Malfurik took this off and bound me with his own chains, he became my new master. But now that he’s dead, I revert back to you.”

I stared into her eyes. There was a defeat and resignation there I had never seen before – coupled with a gentleness that I hadn’t seen, either.

I took the choker, put it in the palm of her hand, and wrapped her fingers around it.

“I give it to you. It’s yours.”

Her eyes widened. “But – that means – ”

I smiled. “You’re free.”

Her eyes welled up with tears. “But – how can you – ”

“I’ve seen too much over the last couple of days. Saw it, but didn’t understand it. Then I finally learned what it was like to wear a collar of my own. I don’t want you to ever have to do that again.”

She hung her head shamefacedly. “But… I did things just to get you to help me kill my ex-masters. You still want to give me my freedom, knowing that?”

“I went along with it because I wanted to sleep with you.”

She gave me a look like, Well, of COURSE.

I laughed and shook my head. “But that means I did it for my own selfish reasons. I didn’t love you – not really – because otherwise I would’ve done what was best for you.” I put my hand on hers, the one wrapped tightly around the choker. “This is me doing the right thing, because I actually do love you now. You’re free… and that’s what I want for the woman I love.”

Tears coursed down her cheeks as she sobbed again, overcome with emotion. “So I can do anything I want?”

“Anything you want. And I’ll still gladly help you kill your ex-masters.”

“That wasn’t what I was talking about,” she whispered, then leaned forward and kissed me.

I pulled back, my eyes wide with surprise. “Are you sure?”

She smiled. “I’ve never been more sure about anything in my entire life.”

I leaned in and kissed her again. That’s all we did for the next few minutes – just kiss, slowly, sensually. 

I luxuriated in the softness of her lips, the cinnamon sweetness of her tongue.

As we kissed, I brushed my hand against her cheek, then slowly traced my fingertips down her neck, to her shoulders – and then lower.

My heart pounded as I felt the delicious contours of her breasts, and began to caress their curves.

The entire time, all I could think was, I can’t believe I'm doing this! I can't believe I'm doing this!

As we continued to kiss, I cupped her left breast in my palm, felt the incredible weight of her in my hand, the firmness of her beneath my touch. Then I brought both of my hands to the clasp in the middle of her bra and undid it. It took a bit of fumbling, but I finally felt the bra separate and come undone.

I had to stop kissing her and look. There was no way I could stop myself. 

She just grinned as I stared down at her breasts, then leaned in and whispered in my ear, “Touch them.”

I ran my fingers over her soft skin, cupping her breasts in my hands, feeling the firm points of her nipples. She murmured as I brushed my thumbs over them, caressing them, making them even harder.

I did that for several minutes, just luxuriating in touching her, amazed that I was finally doing something I’d dreamt about for so long.

Then I bent my head down, put my mouth on her nipple, and began to lick her. 

She arched her head back with a guttural noise of desire. Our hands moved feverishly over each other’s bodies, mine running up and down her chest, hers clutching my hair and gripping my back. Finally I came up for air and we kissed again. Thirty seconds later she was hastily trying to pull off my clothes.

We fell backwards on the bed, and she shucked off her boots and shrugged her way out of her thong. I yanked my own boots off, but I didn’t get much further than that, because I couldn’t stop watching her. I just kept thinking, This is really going to happen! This is REALLY GOING TO HAPPEN!

Once she was naked, I moved my head down between her thighs, but she put her hand against my shoulder and stopped me. When I looked up, she grinned and shook her head ‘no.’ 

“This time,” she purred, “I get to do it.”

She pushed me gently onto my back, hastily unbuckled my belt, and pulled my pants completely off. Needless to say, I was already rock-hard. She settled her body down between my legs, and I could feel the full weight of her breasts on my thighs as she brought her lips close to my throbbing shaft. 

She kissed it, tickled it with her breath, brushed her face against it adoringly. She circled it with her hands, pulled it up straight from my body at a ninety degree angle, and then began to lick it up and down like an ice cream cone.

I groaned in pleasure.

After a minute of that she scooted her body around so that she could continue at a more natural angle. She pressed her body against mine, her breasts against my stomach, her hips right next to my head, and took me completely in her mouth.

I groaned and grasped her ass, just kneading her soft, firm cheeks with one hand as she began to suck.

At first she just lolled her tongue around the head, but gradually she began to move up and down on me, taking me inch by inch between her deliciously soft, wet lips, until I was all the way inside her mouth.

I lay there on the bed groaning, lost in ecstasy.

As good as she’d been with her hands a couple of days before, she was even better with her mouth. But she never let me get too close to coming. It was like she had a sixth sense about how close I was. She would go fast and furious for a while, building right up to the peak of orgasm – and then slowly ease off and gradually stop altogether. She might give me a kiss or a lick every few seconds, but she would let me cool off before taking me all the way to the brink again.

I was just lying there lost in a haze of bliss when something brushed my face.

I opened my eyes, alarmed – and then realized it was her wings.

They were still folded together tightly on her back. I had never been with a woman with wings on her back before – obviously – so naturally I reached out in curiosity. 

When I touched them, they were soft like silk, but warm. I begin to stroke them up and down, just for my own pleasure –

“Goddess,” she groaned from down in my lap, the word obscured because of what she had in her mouth.

“You like that?” I asked, amazed.

She nodded, and I felt her lips leave my shaft so she could speak clearly. “No one’s ever done that before.”

I began to think of all the other things that no one had ever done for her before – all the things they had ignored because they were only interested in their own pleasure.

As she went down on me again, I continued to stroke her wings, and she unfolded them out to their full span. I caressed the thin skin, felt the strong muscles where the wings connected to her back, and gradually worked my way down her spine to her tail. I begin to stroke it with my fingertips, circle it with my hand, and slowly follow it from the base all the way down to the tip of her tail.

Every time I touched her someplace new, she moaned the way most women would if you went down on them.

Which gave me an idea.

I grabbed her legs and forcibly shifted her body over on top of me.

“What are you – ” she started to say, but when her lap was in my face and I began to lick between her legs, she figured it out.

“Goddess!” she cried out, then quickly put me back in her mouth again.

We continued that way for several minutes, me in absolute heaven, getting sucked while my tongue alternated between being inside her and licking her clit. At the same time, I let my hands rove over her smooth back, her dainty waist, her absolutely magnificent ass, even stroking her tail or caressing her wings.

I could tell she was getting close to coming – her thighs began to tremble, and she was beginning to make sharper, more high-pitched noises – when suddenly she broke off and rolled away from me.

“Why did you do that?!” I asked in bewilderment.

“Because I’m getting close to coming,” she gasped.

I groaned in frustration. “Please don’t tell me you’re stopping in the middle again.”

“No,” she laughed as she spread out her wings and lay down on her back. Then she grabbed my arm and pulled me insistently towards her. “When I come, I want you inside me.”

Holy SHIT.

No woman had ever said anything that hot to me in my entire life.

I moved on top of her body and positioned myself between her legs, feeling the warmth of her belly against mine.

I have to admit, I was a little nervous. She’d had me on the edge of ecstasy for a very long time.

“I don’t know how long I’m going to last,” I whispered. “I mean, I’ll try to – ”

“Shhh,” she whispered, pressing a finger against my lips. “I don’t care – I just need you inside me.”

I almost came just from hearing her say that.

I breathed heavily and stared into her eyes as I moved between her legs. As my tip pressed between her lips, her face took on a look of blissed-out surprise. Her eyes rolled back in her head as she began to moan.

I was wet, and she was soaking. Even though she was tight, it was easy for me to ease inside her.

It was probably the single most pleasurable moment of my entire life.

No matter how good she was with her mouth, no matter how much she had teased me with her hands, none of that compared with being inside her.

I gasped as I slid all the way in, and then suddenly felt her body arch against me. She began to moan louder and more insistently, and I could feel her squeezing my shaft, contracting around me in tiny pulses.

I knew I only had a few seconds, so I was going to make them count. 

I began to thrust inside her, building up faster, as my own pleasure increased tenfold.

She dug her fingers into my back and screamed, “GODDESS, OH GODDESS!”

I couldn’t hold on. “I’m going to come – ”

“Come inside me – come inside me – ”

Then I felt her hands grab my ass and pull me deeper inside her.

OH MY GOD.

I groaned as I burst inside her. Her screaming doubled in loudness as her body writhed and her tail thrashed between my legs.

I collapsed on top of her, panting, groaning, coming down from the biggest high I’d ever experienced in my entire life.

I raised my head and looked at her. She was lying there, eyes closed, mouth open in ecstasy. I could still feel her body trembling underneath me, could feel her gripping my shaft every few seconds with little pulses that slowly ebbed away into nothing.

When she finally opened her eyes, she looked at me like she was in shock – and then she laughed. She raised her head up and kissed me softly on the lips.

“Sorry I didn’t last very long,” I said. “It’s just that you’re so – ”

She put her finger to my lips again. “No need to apologize. That was absolute heaven. And you’re going to be doing a lot more of it the rest of the night.”

Oh my God – 

Dreams really do come true.
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Afterwards she lay in my arms, her head nestled on my chest. All I could do was stare up at the vaulted ceilings in shock and just whisper, “Wow.”

She lifted her head and smiled. “I’m assuming that’s a good sign.”

“That was a religious experience,” I murmured.

She laughed as she traced her fingers down my chest. “Don’t go talking about religion. Didn’t you hear? It’s a turnoff to succubi.”

“Well then let’s not ever talk about religion again,” I said, and kissed her.

After about ten seconds, she pulled away and looked into my eyes. “Would you do something for me?”

“Sure,” I said, “anything. What do you want?”

“I want you to do what you did to me in the inn,” she whispered shyly.

I grinned. “I thought that’s what we were doing before we had sex.”

“That was incredible, but… I want you to do that thing you did, where you licked me and your fingers were inside me. All I want to do is concentrate on feeling that.”

I looked at her in confusion. “I thought you didn’t like it. I thought that’s why you pushed me away.”

“No, you did everything right,” she purred, and she pressed her entire body against me.

“Then why did you stop me?”

“Because you were about to make me come.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Usually that’s a good thing.”

“Normally it is,” she laughed, then grew shy again. “But I was afraid.”

“Why?”

“Succubi have sex for many reasons. One is to drain the life energy of men. Another is because we’re forced to by our masters. The third – very rare – is for our own pleasure, independent of anything else other than just enjoying ourselves. The thing is, whomever we’re with usually treats us like objects. We’re everything they’ve ever fantasized about – and so they use us without any regards for our own pleasure.”

I winced. “Did I do that?”

“No, not at all.” Then she smirked. “Well, in the beginning when you summoned me, I knew you definitely wanted it like that. Which is why I was such a bitch to you.” She winced. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” I said, twirling her hair absentmindedly between my fingers. “You were right – I wasn’t thinking about you, I was only thinking about me.”

She smiled sweetly, kissed me on the lips, then continued. “No one I’ve ever been with has given me pleasure without taking even more for themselves.” She paused. “You remember when I was being sarcastic and said you were the best I’ve ever had?”

“Yeah?” I asked, not exactly sure I wanted to hear the next sentence.

 “It was the truth,” she said quietly. 

My heart soared. And, I’ll admit, my ego went sky-high.

“Nobody had ever given me that much pleasure, much less done it without asking anything in return. I was a bitch about it afterwards because I couldn’t bear for you to know the truth – ”

Then she went quiet.

“What?” I asked.

“There’s an old succubus tale that says if a man makes you come without coming himself, it gives him a power over you more powerful than any collar.”

“Is that true?”

She smiled seductively. “I think you should make me come a lot more so we can find out.”

“Oh God, yes,” I murmured. I put my hand behind her head, drew her in close, and kissed her long and deep.

After a minute, she broke off our kiss and smirked, “So – are you going to do like you promised me?”

“You do know that I get a tremendous amount of pleasure when I went down on you, right?”

She bit her lip, which drove me crazy with desire. “Well… how about we both have a lot more pleasure, then?”

“Absolutely,” I grinned as I began to move down her body.

“Or we could get some sleep,” she teased.

“Later.” Then I teased her back. “Or is that what you like? I heard succubi have sex with men while they sleep.”

“That’s the old-fashioned way. Besides, you’re not sleeping, and I want to do it again.”

I French-kissed her, then slowly moved down her neck and breasts, stopping to lick and suck her nipples on the way. I continued kissing her belly, then down her landing strip of dark, curly hair, until I stopped between her legs.

I gave an encore performance of the other night at the inn, with a few variations. 

This time she came.

Multiple times.
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We had sex – and made love – several more times throughout the night. 

The sex was fast and furious, almost animal in its passion. My favorite position was her on top, watching her thighs bounce up and down on top of my hips as she took me inside her. I loved watching her breasts move and jiggle as she bobbed up and down, crying out in ecstasy, her tail lashing back and forth like a whip.

The lovemaking was slow and gentle, with me on top, staring deep into her eyes as I moved inside her, watching every tiny change of expression on her face as she came.

It was the best night of my life. There wasn’t another one that even came close.

After the fifth time, I fell back in the sheets, completely drained.

She nuzzled my chest with her lips and stroked my skin with her fingers.

“Just a quick nap… then we can do it again…” I murmured.

“Of course,” she whispered. “Just sleep.”

I looked down at her, tilted up her chin, opened my mouth – 

And didn’t say anything.

I wanted to tell her so badly that I loved her – but I was afraid. I was afraid that it might be too much, that I would be ruining the moment, that it would be too needy.

So all I did was kiss her on the lips.

After I pulled back, my head wearily hit the pillow, and I could feel the whole world going dark around me.

“Sleep,” I heard her voice whisper. “Sleep…”
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When I woke in the morning – or whatever passed for morning in this strange, shadowy land – I rolled over in bed and reached for Alaria.

She wasn’t there.

I frowned sleepily and sat up in bed.

She wasn’t anywhere in the bedroom. I got up, wondering if maybe she had gone to get food or drink – and that was when I saw the letter on the nightstand next to the bed.

My heart seized in fear, but I had to read it. Even if it had meant my death, I would’ve read it.

 

Dearest Ian, 

So… I guess the Seven Hells froze over.

That was a joke. Sometimes you have to laugh, or you’ll cry.

You’re sleeping right now as I write this. I want nothing more than to crawl back in bed with you… but I can’t.

Please don’t be angry with me. I know this must be painful for you to read this, but it is horribly painful for me to write it.

Do you remember last night when I said the reason I didn’t let you make me come at the inn was because I was afraid? Afraid that you giving me one-sided pleasure would give you a hold on me, one more powerful than any slave collar?

That was only half the truth.

I was afraid, actually, but I found out last night that the old succubus tale wasn’t true. 

But what I found out instead was that my feelings for you absolutely COULD enslave me again. If I remained here, you would have a greater hold on me than any master I’ve ever known.

As pleasurable and as powerful as last night was for me, I can’t stay just for that. Not now. For the first time in my entire existence, I am free – free to do whatever I want! 

You have no idea the magnitude of the gift you have given me. Something I never thought I would ever have, and you gave it to me freely, without any expectation of reward, or sex, or anything. I have never experienced that before, and it touched me to my soul.

I am leaving now to go kill my other seven ex-masters, and I must do it alone. I need to go on my own quest – something I can do as an adventurer in my own right. 

I know you would come with me if I asked, and that is why I can’t.

Someday we will meet again, after my travels are done and I have taken my final vengeance. I hope to return to you just as I left you, so that you’ll wake up with me next to you like I never left.

I want you to know that I’m crying as I write this. Last night was the best night of my life, and I am afraid of what I’m giving up – but I’m terrified that if I stay with you, I will give up something even more precious: my freedom.

Please don’t be angry at me. Please don’t hate me. That’s the thing that breaks my heart – that you would hate me for what I’m doing now.

I wish you all the happiness in the world. Know that you have given me more in one night – both the pleasure we shared, and the gift of my freedom – than I have ever had in my entire life combined.

 

Beneath that, there was a sentence that was scratched out – then another sentence below it that was scratched out, then another. Eventually there was one final paragraph.

 

I don’t know that I’ll ever get to say this in person. Hopefully I will, but that’s not guaranteed. I tried to write it several times, then stopped myself – but it’s important I say it. And I’m free to do it now, no matter how scary it might be.

I love you.

Alaria

 

I fell to the ground, my back pressed against the bed, and stared at the letter. 

My hands trembled as I read it over and over again.

Part of my heart leapt at the words – but for the most part, I was crushed. 

I felt more pain than I ever had before, in the game or real life.

My eyes blurred with tears, and I was about to cry – when suddenly I heard the chime of a computer sound effect.

It was the chat box.

In shock and amazement, I called up the menu and saw there was a message for me. 

I opened the interface and a message appeared.

Ian, it’s John. We finally got everything ironed out. I’m sorry it took so long. We didn’t want to just yank you out of the game – we can’t actually see what you’re experiencing, so we didn’t know if you’re in the middle of a battle. Are you okay with us bringing you out?

I stared at the message for the longest time. 

I didn’t know what to feel. 

In the span of just a few hours, I had gone from the heights of ecstasy – and even love – to the depths of heartbreak, with more pain than I had ever experienced before.

And now suddenly I was able to return to my own world, leaving all this behind as though it were just a dream.

With trembling hands, I typed on the virtual keyboard.

I need a couple hours first… is that okay?

I sent the message, and John responded almost immediately.

Of course, take your time. Just log out whenever you want – we’ll be waiting.

Thanks, I typed, and closed the chat box.

Then I looked at the letter again, and finally the tears came.
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I emerged a couple of hours later, fully dressed in a new pair of clothes that had been laid out at my door. Stig was there waiting for me in the antechamber.

“Hey, boss.” He peered past me into the bedroom. Then he looked up at me questioningly. “Where’s Alaria?”

“She’s gone.”

“Oh – you sent her off on a mission?”

“No. She’s gone forever.”

Stig flinched in shock. “What happened?”

“I gave her her freedom. And she left to go do what she had to do.”

The imp stared at me. “You gave her her freedom?!”

I knelt down in front of him so that we were almost at eye level – or as close as we were going to get. “Yes. Now I have to go back to – well, I have to go. But before I do, I want to give you a gift, too.”

“What?” the imp asked, still stunned.

I reached out, took the collar from his neck, and willed it to unbind.

It snapped in two, and I easily pulled it from his neck, then held it out to him. “I wanted to give you your freedom, too.”

The imp looked at me in shock. Then he began to tremble. He reached out slowly for the collar, as though afraid to believe what was happening – as though he might wake up from this dream any second.

I took his tiny grey hand and placed the collar in it. 

“It’s yours,” I said, and smiled sadly. “It should have always been yours.”

The imp looked up at me, and his lower lip trembled.

“You’re sure?” he asked, his voice full of hope and fear.

“I’m sure. You’re free now – go and do whatever you want. Live your life. Although, if you could do me one more favor?”

“Anything,” he said, and I’d never heard him more sincere in our entire acquaintance.

I handed him a sheaf of papers – the hand-printed instructions I had toiled over the last couple of hours, partly to keep myself from thinking about my heart breaking.

“These are instructions for Grok and the others. It’s the basic rules on how to create a democratic society. I pulled it from something called the Constitution – well, what I remember of it from ninth grade, anyway. It’s the rough outline of how they can govern themselves. I just…” My voice choked up as I thought of Alaria. “I have to go now. Will you give it to them?”

“Absolutely,” Stig said, and took the papers from me. 

I nodded, and put out my hand. 

Stig stared at my hand, then gingerly held out his – and we shook.

“Sorry I was a dick sometimes,” I said.

He grinned. “You’re human. You can’t help yourself.”

In spite of myself, I laughed. And nodded. “I think you’re probably right.”

“You were a good master, though,” he said quietly.

“Thank you, Stig,” I said, and smiled sadly. “Thank you for everything.”

“You, too… Ian.”

I grinned.

It was the first time he’d ever used my name.

I stood up, and my finger hovered over the ‘Log Out’ option.

I looked down at Stig.

“I hope we see each other again someday,” I said.

He nodded. “Me too.”

“Goodbye,” I whispered, and then he was gone.
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When I opened my eyes, I was back in the lab. 

My mouth felt like it was made of cotton. My body ached to the bone, probably from lying in one position too long.

But other than that, I felt remarkably good for someone who had just spent the last week in a coma.

Well… except for the part where my heart had been smashed into a million little pieces.

I raised my head gingerly, and was shocked to see an entire room full of people standing around me, with John Perkins and Nurse Vivian at the front. They all looked terribly concerned – until they saw me lift my head and stare at them.

Then they all broke out into smiles, applause, and triumphant hoots.

John came over to the bed. “You alright?”

“Yeah… I think so…”

“You concerned us a little when you took a couple hours to log out. We thought you would’ve been raring to get out of there.”

“I had to set up a new form of democratic government,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing. Can I get a glass of water?” I croaked.

“Absolutely.”

Vivian gave me a glass of water and I gulped it down. It felt like cool spring rains splashing across the Sahara.

“I just want you to know,” John said, “you were perfectly safe the entire time – although we admittedly had some issues with being able to pull you out.”

“I sort of guessed,” I said drily.

“We tried to monitor everything you saw and felt during the game, but…”

My heart froze.

I hadn’t thought that they would be able to watch my every move – and I hadn’t considered that I’d potentially been making a pornographic movie for them last night.

“But what…?” I asked.

“The thing was, there was a feedback glitch in the monitoring system, so we couldn’t see or hear anything.”

I don’t think I’d ever been so relieved in my entire life.

And yet… there was also a feeling of unexplainable loss.

All I had left of her were my memories. Not even a picture.

Not even the goodbye letter she’d written me.

“The upshot is,” John continued, “we have no idea what happened to you in there. So… what happened?”

I stared off into the distance, my heart aching.

That line from the poem echoed in my brain:

Better to have loved and lost, than never loved at all.

Everything I’d experienced proved that beyond a shadow of a doubt.

I smiled wistfully.

“… I met a girl.”
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It took a few hours to recover, but some chicken broth and lots of water did the trick. Once I regained my strength, I felt amazingly refreshed – as though I’d taken the longest nap in the history of the world.

Which I kind of had.

Once I was feeling better, the company debriefed me. I told them everything that had happened – although I left out the more intimate details between me and Alaria. Other than that, though, I covered everything from the time I arrived, up through the point where I gave Stig his freedom and exited the game.

Everybody in the room listened quietly, even respectfully.

Except for the Bro dude from Sales.

“Dude, what’d I tell you! You had six days at 24 hours a day doubletime!” he hooted. “And you got to hang out with a smokin’ hot chick! Is this the best job in the world, or what?!”

I had to agree with him there.

To smooth over any ruffled feelings, the company not only gave me my pay for the full amount of time I’d been in the game, but an extra $10,000 bonus. Provided I signed a bunch of forms that absolved them of all liability and promised I wouldn’t sue them.

I signed them happily and took the check. It would go a long way to fixing my financial situation in the real world.

I didn’t tell them that even if they had never given me a penny, it would’ve all been worth it. Everything I’d experienced back there had been priceless.

At the end of the debrief John asked me, “Would you consider going back in?”

“Into the game?”

“Not just the game, but the long-term system. You’re basically our most experienced immersion QC guy at this point, and you came through with flying colors.”

I thought of Alaria. John must have misinterpreted the heartbreak on my face, because he quickly added, “I know it’s a little early to be asking that, and you probably have a lot to process, so just give it a little time. Sleep on it for a couple of days.”

“Do I have to play the same character?”

“No, we can start you off from scratch… although it would be very helpful if you kept on playing from where you left off.”

I thought back about all the misery I’d seen – and some of the misery I’d caused. I thought of the plantations, the mines, Stig… and Alaria.

My stomach clenched at the thought of ever forcing another demon to wear a collar for me again.

“Do I have to play a Warlock?” I asked.

“No… not if you don’t want to.”

I knew they just didn’t want me to sue them, so they were being extra accommodating.

But I wasn’t really sure how I felt about any of it. The pain was still fresh, and part of me never wanted to go back into the game ever again.

“Let me think about it,” I said.

“Of course. Take a couple of days off and decompress.” John smiled. “You’ve been through a lot.”

He had no idea.
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I spent the next several days just taking it slow. I paid off my landlord, got my life back in order… and then I just started wandering around my neighborhood.

It’s funny… everywhere I looked, I saw places I’d hung out with my ex-girlfriend Amy. The coffee shop, the park, the corner bar, her favorite restaurant… there were so many places that I associated with her.

But where it used to hurt when I saw them before, now I didn’t feel anything. No pain. They were just places. Some of them even had really nice memories attached to them.

But I didn’t have anything to remember Alaria by.

That was what killed me. It was like everything I had experienced with her was a dream… maybe even like she was a dream.

The only thing I still had that told me it was real was the ache in my heart.

I was at home one night, sorta kinda watching television, when I looked over at my computer system. The rig I had for OtherWorld wasn’t nearly as advanced as what they’d had back in the lab, but it was enough. Enough to make me feel like I was really there, if I chose to go back.

I sat there for five minutes looking at the system… and then I finally made my decision.

I got up, put on the gloves and headset, and lay down on the couch.

When I logged on to my account, I saw my hunter, my warrior –

And a Level 10 Warlock named Ian.

Holy shit.

The company must have linked it with my regular account.

I hesitated for a long moment – and then I pressed the button to enter the world.

There was a rush of black, and suddenly I was standing in the hallway where I’d left Stig.

My imp wasn’t there, but someone else was: a cleaning lady who looked like a giant fish. She was walking up the stairs when I reappeared, and she froze in place.

Then she started screaming, “He’s back! He’s back!” as she ran down the steps.

Uh oh.

I hoped I hadn’t stumbled back into some sort of counter-revolution or something.

As I descended the stairs after her, I came down to the main room – where Grok and a dozen other demons were waiting. 

As soon as they saw me, they cried out in pleasure and clapped their hands in thunderous applause.

“You returned! We were hoping you would!”

I looked around at them in shock. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is going splendidly,” Grok smiled, “but that’s not why we hoped you would return.”

Suddenly, from far off in the hallway, a familiar voice croaked, “Boss! Boss! Boss!”

Stig broke through the forest of demon legs and rushed over to me, a scroll in his hand.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d ever come back,” he wheezed with a giant smile on his face.

“Stig – what you still doing here?”

“No time to talk, boss. This just came in by raven two hours ago.”

He handed me the scroll, and I unraveled it.

The familiar handwriting pierced my heart as painfully as it had when I saw her first letter.

But this time the message was a little different.

 

Dearest Ian,

I think I’ve made the most horrible mistake of my life.

I’m in terrible danger – and I hate to do this, but I am begging for your help. 

Please come to Kvartos and find Mirk in the Netherworld Tavern. He’ll know how to find me.

If you really do care for me – and if you can forgive me – I need you. More than I’ve ever needed anyone.

Help me, Ian-Wan Kenobi. 

You’re my only hope.

Alaria

 

Every bit of pain in my heart suddenly transformed into joy.

“Good news, boss?” Stig grinned.

I looked down at him – and narrowed my eyes. “You already read it, didn’t you?”

“No, boss,” he said, but shook his head ‘yes.’

I laughed. “Well, I guess I can’t blame you. You know where this ‘Kvartos’ is that she mentioned?”

“Oh yes.”

“Look… I know I set you free, and you don’t have to say ‘yes,’ but would you please – ”

“Of course, boss,” he grinned.

I grinned back at him. “Alright, then. Are you ready, Stig?”

“Oh yes, boss.”

“Then lead the way.”

 

 

 


CLICK HERE to sign up for updates on SUCCUBUS 2: Hell To Pay.
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