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Warning! Please read to the end if you need to be warned about adult content!

Give demon girls the love they deserve!

He started a foundation to rescue wayward demons in a fantasy world.

The Mother of All Demons wants someone who can rescue all her poor, lost demon girls and save her people from being wiped out. That calls for someone ruthless… someone powerful… someone who read the cheat guide…

When a six-armed demon goddess – ummm – ‘hand-picks’ Ryan to be her champion in another world he can’t figure out why. Until he finds out the video game he obsessed over as a kid was actually all based on a real place. Ryan Scully – aka the warlock Rineskull – gets thrown naked into the beginner dungeon that he played through so many times he knows every secret level, easter egg, boss monster and bit of game lore. Only now it’s all real.

All Ryan wants to do is win this real-life version of the game as efficiently as possible… but hot demon girls keep getting in the way.

Get ready for damsels, demonseed, delinquents, decapitations, domination, dungeons and d*ck jokes. Dig it!

WARNING: this book is an adult litrpg adventure fantasy with harem themes. Set in a world where today’s values and morals wouldn’t cut it, the hero has to either save the demon population or make more baby demons. Do not read if you are easily offended by unlocking the desires of an uptight succubus, stealing the virtue of a shapeshifting bear, cuckolding tragic lovelorn ghosts or brutally murdering griefer gamers who think they’re playing Art of Swords Online.

In fact, if that bothers you maybe you should just go back to reading kids books by that guy who writes about magic closets and talking lions… I hear he’s good.


Chapter 1   : Speedrun

Ryan opened his eyes to see the blurry form of the Herald of Dagon hovering above him, glowing with light. As feeling slowly returned to his limbs his senses settled down like a boiling pot removed from the stove.

“Back for more baby? If you insist, but no tail this time,” he mumbled to the demoness, half awake.

There was no reply. Working his way to consciousness he blinked his eyes open against the light and looking more carefully he saw it wasn’t really Dagonestra over him. He was at the foot of a tall, arched window filled with a stained-glass image of the six-armed snake demon-lord. The window was broken in places, with cracks and chinks missing, but the terrible and somehow beautiful monstrous body that looked down on him was only glass. He took a moment to study the lines of her horns, teeth and claws. The windowmaker had failed to capture her charm, beauty and smile, but the bare breasts were dead on.

“Where the hell am I now?” he groaned.

Was that his voice? It sounded different.

“Wake up, asshole… time to die!” the shout came from behind him.

The whistling sound of something heavy through the air kicked in some sort of reflex in his new body. He wasn’t even awake yet and Ryan rolled, trying to get out of the way. He immediately fell right off some sort of platform and thumped painfully to the floor.

“Fuck!” he winced, slamming chin, elbow and knee into hard stone.

But it saved his life. The sound of cloven air belonged to a huge black sword that slammed into the surface above him where he’d just been laying.

“Shit!” he scrambled, trying to get arms and legs under him to stand up.

The figure holding the giant two-handed sword was standing over him. Head to toe in black plate mail, a black cloak and a black tabard.

Goddam… who ordered the medieval Darth Vader?

He was stuck, trapped between the figure and something heavy and unmoving. Ryan got to his hands and knees and stared in awe as the figure raised the sword overhead for another blow. He was going to die now…

But as the black knight swung the sword up, the massive blade slammed into the ceiling, staggering the dark warrior and Ryan had enough time to scramble up and put the thing at his back between them; it was a big stone altar with a single ragged cloth covering it.

The armored man growled in frustration, changed his stance and instead of swinging overhand, sliced horizontally, aiming to cut Ryan’s head off. Again the cramped space betrayed him, the giant sword hitting the wall halfway through the swing and almost knocking him down.

Who the fuck was this guy? And why did he want to kill Ryan? His armor was covered in spikes, and the closed-face helm had an actual human skull bolted to the front and horns sticking out from the sides. What a fucking edgelord…

But the armored figure had recovered and yelled again. “Quit jumping around, asshole. Sit still while I kill you!”

Finally understanding he couldn’t swing the gigantic sword around indoors, the edgelord did the smart thing and short-gripped the sword with one hand holding the blade midlength. With a clanking of metal armor, he charged Ryan, stabbing.

Ryan ducked low behind the stone block as the sword probed uselessly above him. Then he heard the clanking of the armor and knew the man was coming around the altar. Ryan went the other way and watched the figure clumsily give chase, jabbing the swordpoint after him, always a step behind. For a moment they played tag, Ryan staying just ahead of the man as he chased him round and round the altar, hacking chips out of the stone and presumably blunting the blade.

I’m going to die naked, playing monkey and the weasel!

He heard huffing and puffing as the figure in the armor grew winded fast. You had to be in excellent shape to run in fifty pounds of armor, and if you weren’t careful, you could black out if the inside of your helmet filled up with too much exhaled carbon dioxide.

“Fuggin… ass… hole…” the man gasped.

Stalemate. Ryan could outrun him, but then what? Make a break for the door? What then? He was naked and this guy was in full plate. He had the advantage now… if he could use it.

Ryan made one more circle of the altar, eying the floor to ceiling stained glass window of Dagonestra. The next time he rounded the altar on the window-side, he pretended to trip and fall, going down on one knee. His opponent let out a wordless cry of victory and came at him, charging with sword held low.

Sweeping the altar cloth free, Ryan used it to protect his hands as he blocked the clumsy point of the blade, directing it down into the floor. The point dug into the flagstones, jammed between a crack, and the edgelord staggered, hilt half-torn from his grasp.

Then Ryan leaped up from his crouch, caught the man low in the middle, and using all his weight and momentum, propelled the black knight into the window.

“Hrrruuungh?” the edgelord grunted.

There was a moment when he thought the stained glass would hold. It bent and sagged on the web of lead solder that held the glass together, then it cracked and gave way, leaving the black-armored man balanced precariously on the windowsill, arms and legs windmilling. Ryan kicked once and the heel of his foot ‘bonged’ against the breastplate, sending his opponent over and out into the air with a shower of colored glass.

“Asss-hoooole!” the figure shouted as he vanished from view.

Careful of broken glass, Ryan stepped carefully to the edge and looked out and down. They were, apparently, at the top of a tall tower and maybe fifty feet below was the broken rubble of a collapsed stone wall. The bent and broken shape of the armored figure was laying very still at the base of the tower.

“Who’s the asshole now?” he called down, adrenalin making him laugh near hysterically.

He started to shake now that the life-or-death fight was suddenly over. Staggering away from the window he sat with his back to the wall until his hands stopped shaking and he didn’t feel like passing out.

“She fucking did it… she really did it. Crazy demon was right…”

He looked out the broken window at the blue sky and green of forest to the horizon. Smelled sunshine on warm stone, fresh air and clean breeze. The bottom half of the stained-glass was gone, leaving only the upper, human, half of Dagonestra to glare down at him.

“So this is a different world,” he said, looking around.

It seemed a lot like the one he was from, except he was inside a room made from mortared stones instead of sheetrock and plaster. First the underworld web, then Dagonestra’s palace, now this. How many other worlds were there?

He sat up slowly, feeling cold stone under his naked flesh, and looked at his new hands and body to make sure he hadn’t been dreaming that part.

“Not bad, not bad… “

His brand-new body from the demoness was muscular, but no body-builder. Definition, not bulk. Although the six-pack abs were a nice bonus. Hairless except for the patch of sandy pubes. He checked his junk for damage… didn’t want to lose it so soon after getting it. He was already getting attached… like the rest of his body it was impressive but understated. Thick, long, no weird bends or shapes.

He was still a bit sticky and tender from the demoness’ ‘test-run’. But he pushed that pleasant memory aside for the moment; there was too much to discover.

“Welp, no time to sit around, playin with myself,” he declared and stood up.

He was in what looked like a small chapel. The remains of the stained-glass window shone daylight on a plain room with a stone altar draped in a green and gold cloth. But what caught his attention was the circle drawn on the floor around him. It was drawn in glowing paint and had squiggles and slashes of lines and shapes all around the outside, like a trigonometry diagram.

No… not squiggles and shapes… runes and magical glyphs. He could read it and understand the purpose of the geometries of every line. It was a summoning circle. A powerful magic to bring forth a creature from another dimension. A complex bit of magic. How the fuck did he know that?

Then he remembered.

The Ritual Magic feat he’d asked for… he knew because Dagonestra had given him the ability to understand and cast magic rituals. The crazy cock-slut hadn’t been lying… she’d actually given him a new body and the powers that came with it. He barely believed it. He scowled at the room. Did he trust her? Of course not. Never believe someone selling something too good to be true. He’d trust she kept up her end of the deal when he saw the proof. And the only way to do that was try out his new powers.

He stepped across the cold floor – his body moving easily like it was brand new. With a thankful nod to the stained-glass image of Dagonestra he swept the cloth off the altar and tied it around his waist in a kilt so his dick wasn’t waving in the breeze any more, then moved to the only door in the room. It was handmade, carefully crafted but reminded him of an old pioneer-life farmhouse he’d visited as a kid, before things went to shit with his parents. The door looked… old, weather-worn and cracked. Like the room had been abandoned for years. The door had an iron latch stiff with rust and lifting it, the hinges squealed when it opened. After looking around the corner he crept out into the deserted corridor. It was more of the same… dusty, cold and unlit. Where the stucco had cracked and crumbled he could see bare blocks of stone beneath.

What had the demon said? She’d sent him where he’d feel at home. If this really was Eldwick, where would that be?

No… she couldn’t possible have…

If this place was what he thought it was, there was an easy way to prove it. The corridor was lit only by a single narrow window at the far end, but he saw perfectly well; that was the half-demon heritage, they saw almost like a cat. There were two other doors off the hallway and the spiral stairs that led around the circular tower that would reach the upper and lower levels. He took the next door and had to put his shoulder to the damp-swollen wood. It popped open, letting him tumble into the room beyond.

Ryan gripped the door handle for support as he took in the worn carpet underfoot, the dim light that filtered through ragged curtains over tall narrow windows, and the wooden cabinets displaying books that had seen better centuries. A pair of broken, upholstered chairs were piled in one corner. The air smelled like mustiness and neglect. A breeze rustled the curtains, revealing the room in brightness for a moment before almost shyly hiding it in shadow again. Like the room itself held secrets it was reluctant to share.

His skepticism collided head-on with the eleven-year-old Ryan who would’ve given anything to see this when he was a kid. The wooden cabinets, cracked and peeling with age, stood like helpless witnesses over the written works that had outlasted their authors. The contents had been tossed to the floor, a graveyard of books, scattered pages like unwanted junkmail that piled up on the steps of an abandoned housing development.

Ryan's lips curved with a hint of dry humor. “A library, huh? Because nothing screams 'fantasy come to life' like a room full of old books,” he muttered.

He couldn't escape the irony of his situation, a man who had spent his life trapped behind a desk, now stumbling into a fantasy world with the promise of adventure and the first place he saw as… a library. But under the disbelief, a spark of curiosity urged him to look beyond the mundane place and embrace the reality that stood before him.

Now, if this place was the real-life version of where he thought it was… that meant right around here he should find…

He knelt by the chairs and pausing to wish himself luck he flipped them both over. They were heavy and the horse-hair stuffing had been ripped out to form a nest underneath.

“Fuck me, it’s really real…”

Beneath the chairs in the nest of rags were four eggs. Each was the size of a baby’s skull and striated like polished marble. Lifting one in his hand he could feel by the weight it was not solid stone.

It was the egg of the bellsnake.

There was only one place in Eldwick he’d ever found a bellsnake; a magical creature that lived in the top of the Emerald Princess’ tower of castle Telizart. Telizart was the starting dungeon in the Barony of Gullodosia, the first region of Eldwick that new players spawned into. Ryan had spent dozens… no… hundreds of hours exploring every inch of the tower. Hell… every inch of the barony. He’d known the whole place better than his hometown when he was young.

Still did, apparently.

But if this was the emerald palace… that meant he was on the top floor of the tower – instead of starting on the ground level, Dagonestra had put him on the boss level of the dungeon. For fucksakes... He was naked and alone with an entire dungeon of traps, monsters and enemies between him and the exit.

Okay, Ryan, keep your shit together, he told himself. You know every monster, trap, treasure and secret level in the place. For fun he’d done speedruns through the entire dungeon and even given himself challenges like beating the whole dungeon using only a leg of lamb as a weapon, just to see if he could beat it.

How different could this be?

That was a game… this is real, he reminded himself. In the game there were no rules for fatigue or pain or fear. In the real world he was cold and sore and afraid. This dungeon could kill him. He could think of a dozen horrible deaths at the hands of some truly messed up situations just off the top of his head.

But then again… it was also full of treasure, magic and opportunities to increase his powers.

“Well… with these four bad boys I should have a fighting chance anyway,” he said, lining up the four marble eggs.

He took a moment to right one of the chairs and take a seat. In his head he mentally recalled the layout of the top of the tower. Aside from the chapel and the library on this level was the guard post; top level was the ballroom with the bellsnake, and between them was the temple that took up an entire level…

The temple… yeah, that was a problem. The bellsnake he could avoid, but the temple… the temple would be full of all sorts of things he could use. Trouble was, those things were currently in possession of the dungeon’s boss. Was he ready to put a brand-new character up against the boss as his first fight? He eyed the egg in his hand. He could probably get the drop on them… and if he did they sure wouldn’t be expecting him to have the eggs.

He turned his only clothing into a hobo-bundle and carefully put the eggs inside. Naked again he went back to the corridor and retraced his steps. Beside the chapel was a small guard post – or should be. Forcing the door open he found exactly what he’d expected.

The room could have been straight out of some robin hood movie. Dust thick on a wooden table and chairs. In one corner stood a solitary water barrel, bone-dry; a relic of a time when this place would have manned by castle guards. But it was the weapon rack against the wall that drew Ryan's attention; he gave a ‘thank you’. His fingers brushed over the pommel of a sword, its weathered hilt easy in his palm as he struggled to the pull the blade from the sheath that had started to rust. Naked or not, a surge of confidence went through him.

Beside the sword was a mace with its battered head scarred by countless blows. A plain dagger with a simple crossguard completed the ensemble.

As Ryan laid out the weapons on the table, a plan took shape in his mind. Fueled by desperation and a thousand hours cheating the game. The stark reality of his situation, and his utter nakedness, faded against the thought of what he was about to do. The corners of his mouth tugged upward in a half-smile.

“You are so going to fuck up the boss encounter,” he murmured to himself. His fingers tightened around the hilt of the sword, drawing out the blade he frowned at a few rust spots but gave it an experimental swing. The blade felt natural in his hands, and he followed through with some basic, slashes, parries and a feint. Waitasecond… he was a warlock pact-summoner and wasn’t supposed to have advanced military weapon skills.

He paused.

“Half-demon, remember. You get a bonus weapon skill as a focus for your demon powers.”

Hmmmm, that was interesting. If he had the weapon skill for swords then he could use the most powerful magic item in the dungeon – the emerald sword of Xerxia. He’d have to fulfill the quest line to claim it, of course, but he knew where all the hooks for that were. He quickly belted on the sword and dagger, took the mace for good measure and grabbing his sack of eggs Ryan headed back for the temple.

The scuff-marks on the stairs and the doors showed signs of use; this part of the tower was claimed by the leader of the Wolf Clan Bandits. The levels below that were inhabited by mongrelmen and undead. And the dungeon level at the bottom of it all was full of all sorts of traps and creatures.

What was the Wolf Clan’s leader named? Kerby? No… Klestril. For a moment he marvelled how much of his brain was still full of all sorts of details from a fake world he’d played as a kid when he could barely remember his meeting schedule from the day before…

Not so fake anymore, is it?

He paused at the door to the boss lair. Looked around. This was actually real, wasn’t it? It felt real. He could smell the mustiness, taste the sweat on his upper lip, hear the creaking of doors and the chill of breeze down the abandoned castle corridor. That’s when it hit him; there was no more Monday board meeting… no more fat-free yogurt, no more string of failed relationships and working until ten every night before falling asleep alone. He hadn’t had friends, just acquaintances and rivals. You didn’t get to the executive level by playing nice.

Boardroom or dungeon… didn’t matter. He could be more ruthless than anybody… and that’s how he’d win. Taking one of the eggs in hand he pushed the door open into the temple.

“Hey fuckos. Who ordered room service?” he asked out loud to the inhabitants as their eyes went to him.

The chamber lay bare before him, an open stretch of cold marble echoing his shout. The knotwork patterns of the goddess Nocsis covered the walls and there was a life-size statue of her under the stained glass; in the game Nocsis was one of the human gods – the one Dagonestra had been dishing gossip about. Since Ryan had met the Mother of Demons it started to put a whole other spin on Alabama-style family relations of gods. The tapestry of devotion hanging from the wall depicted the marriage of Nocsis and Crom as a joyous romance, but looking at it made Ryan shudder a bit knowing what he knew.

Ryan's eyes swept over the room, but it was the knot of enemies near the grand stained-glass window that stole his focus. Four figures: three men and a woman. Their camp was nearby, bedrolls and cooking gear around a big iron bowl where they’d built their campfire.

These were the commanders of the Wolf Clan bandits. For a moment Ryan felt like he was coming home. Meeting old friends. He’d fought and killed these bosses a hundred times – at least. In the game they were known for their strategic minds and relentless ferocity, but in practical terms if you only ever met them once and then either killed them or were killed by them, it was hard to form an impression on anything other than how they looked… and they looked badass.

The graphics of the version 1 release of In the Land of Eldwick had been ten years out of date when he got it out of the bargain bin, and barely deserved to be called a 3D first-person rpg. He’d later discovered version 2 of the game and it had more of the same with additional levels and character classes, released three years after the first one. In college they released version 3, a whole new graphical interface with much, much better resolution but full of so many bugs it made him want to cry. Version 4 of the game was an unofficial fan mod with new levels and better graphics that was surprisingly well done. Only a few years ago someone had redone the entire game in a state-of the art engine calling it version 5, papering over some of the more terrible parts of the user interface and Ryan had played it out of nostalgia all over again. But it wasn’t the same, even with crisp, well modelled characters, vastly improved texture mapping and interactive environments.

And in none of the games had the inhabitants of the world ever looked anything like this. The female one had to be Klestril… a hot sorceress designed to distract teenage boys playing the game with her tits spilling out of her leather halter top so they avoided killing her. She was sexy and muscular in a way that he expected, but the tiny details fixed his attention. Her hair was oily, unwashed, and held back in beaded braids; every one unique. There were freckles on her nose, a notch out of one earlobe and he could see the irregular hand-stitching of the robe she wore. There was a half-healed bruise on her arm and the rawhide lashings that tied her leggings in place were frayed, worn, and knotted together in one place where they’d broken, like a worn shoelace.

For a long moment he was entranced by her; not because she was awe-inspiring like the demonic form of Dagonestra, but because she was really real. A flesh and blood Klestril standing right in front of him. How many times had he confronted her, been killed by her, watched her die in the game? He couldn’t decide if he wanted to blast her unconscious or take her to dinner and get to know her.

Ah well… fate and Dagonestra made them enemies. He could practically recite her villain monologue by memory. Any moment now and she’d start with the first conversation prompt in the dialogue tree:

‘Ah, you have come, little hero, drawn by destiny’s fickle hand to face your ultimate reckoning. How quaint it is to witness your feeble attempts to defy me, a mere mortal challenging the might of a true force of darkness.’

But instead she spat on the fire with a small sizzle and cocked her head at him. “Why is there a naked a fuck-boy in my home?” the woman in the robe asked. “It is not my birthday.”

Wait… what?

Ryan frowned. Angry. “Hey, say it right!” he demanded. “You’re not doing it right.”

The four stared at him. “Cheeky fucker,” the barbarian in the fur cloak said.

He was Ragnar Blackmane and didn’t usually talk at all in the game. Sometimes if you ran into him as a random encounter he used his catch phrase: ‘Fresh meat for the grinder’.

“Can me and the boys hump im when yer done?” the big man picked his teeth with a fingernail.

Ryan was acutely aware he was butt naked. But more than that… he was pissed.

“You’re not supposed to talk, shut the fuck up, Blackmane,” Ryan snapped. He felt like he was rapidly losing control of the situation.

“Fuck you!” the wolf clan leader replied.

“No, fuck you!” Ryan yelled back.

“Fuck you!”

“Yeah, fuck you,” one of the wolf-bandits added.

“Shut the fuck up you NPC asshole! You don’t even have a backstory!” Ryan screamed at the bandit, who just looked confused.

“Enough of this!” Klestril interrupted. “Brain this turd and let’s get back to supper.”

The three wolf-bandits spread out and drew weapons. The pair of NPC bandits were strygs, the Eldwick version of orcs. Man-sized goblin-like muscleheads that formed the basic rank-and-file footsoldiers of most evil warlord armies. They had axes, wore armor made of multiple layers of hide sewn together, and just like Klestril they were unique, living beings. In the game they didn’t even bother using different sprites for them, and they were low-level henchmen. He ignored them for the moment.

But the huge barbarian wearing an entire wolf-pelt like a cloak with the fanged skull on his head like a cap – him Ryan was interested in. Blackmane had a whole backstory which you had to discover by reading a scrap of parchment tucked inside a book that was part of the Wolf Clan abandoned camp on level one. In the game he was the last descendant of the ancient Emerald Palace bloodline, the former rulers of the castle, and had been drawn there to try and reclaim his legacy. Which was all pretty much useless since they’d never bothered to program any dialogue for him…

In his hand was a sword that looked like green glass and it was perhaps the most powerful magic artifact in the entire dungeon. Ryan wanted that sword.

“I’ll give you his cock for a trophy,” the barbarian giant said to Klestril. Turning to Ryan and raising his green blade.

“Kill me and you’ll never reclaim the emerald throne of Gullodosia,” Ryan shouted quickly.

The barbarian paused, eyes wide. “What?”

“Do you think I don’t recognise the lost heir of the Emerald Throne when I see him?” Ryan said.

“What’s he talkin about, Ragnar?” one of the strygs asked, frozen midstep with axe raised. But Ragnar ignored the question.

“How… how did you know?” the huge man asked Ryan, face a mask of confusion.

“Ragnar! Kill him!” Klestril shouted.

He waved her off dismissively. “I asked you a question, stranger. What did you just say?” he asked Ryan.

“I recognise you. You're Ragnar Blackmane, right? Leader of the Wolf Clan, found abandoned as a baby by a woodsman and raised with no knowledge of who you are except a necklace. Amiright?”

“Yeah. Th-That's right.”

“I heard all about you, man,” Ryan said enthusiastically. “I mean, you were good, really good. I mean, you figured out the necklace could mean you were the heir to the Emerald Throne so you found the cursed emerald blade and had the guts to pick it up and test it! It would curse anyone not part of the Emerald family and you had the balls to pick it up not knowing if you were the lost heir. Just to prove it! I mean, you’re a legend!”

“You heard about that?” Ragnar paused, genuinely pleased Ryan knew who he was.

“Who didn’t hear about that? You’re like a fuckin dragonborne.” Ryan turned to Klestril and the strygs. “You guys know you’re with a legend, right?”

“Uhhhh…”

“He’s what?”

“You don’t know?” Ryan asked incredulously. He turned back to the huge fur-clad warrior. “W-what happened? You made it here with the sword, you gonna reclaim the throne or what?”

“Nah… I got this other thing going on now, you know. Wolf Clan...”

“Her?” Ryan asked, pointing to the sorceress who was watching it all open-mouthed. “She’s paying you to tune me up? I could pay you more not to.”

“Pay? No, it’s not about money.”

“She’s not even paying you?” Ryan asked. The big man looked embarrassed. “You’re throwing away your legacy to the Emerald Throne for… for gash?”

“It’s not like that, we have something real.”

“Ragnar!” Klestril practically screamed at him.

“Err… I mean, don’t talk about my lady that way!” the big man suddenly turned threatening, realising his girlfriend was getting angrier by the moment. Then he spoke conspiratorially with Ryan. “Come on, I’ll kill you quick. It won't hurt too bad. It's nothing personal.”

“What happened to you, man? What happened? People used to piss themselves in fear when Ragnar walked down the street, amiright?” Ryan asked one of the strygs. The creature nodded. “And now look at what you’ve become.” Ryan made a whip cracking sound.

“What? What does that sound mean?” Ragnar asked in confusion.

“That’s the sound of a whip. Her pussy whip. And she’s using it on you,” Ryan pointed to Klestril.

“No one whips Ragnar Blackmane!” he thundered, angry.

“Kill him Ragnar!” Klestril ordered.

Ryan snickered and made some more whip cracking sounds. “Sure sounds like she cracks the whip and you go running.”

“Ragnar Blackmane does not suffer the whip of the pussy!” he yelled louder.

“Ragnar!” Klestril snapped at him in cold fury. “Stop. Talking. And. Kill. Him!”

“I got this, alright?” the big man turned to thunder at his henpecking partner.

Then, the moment he was distracted, Ryan tossed a serpent egg at them. It shattered on impact, a spray of yellowish fluid splashing everywhere. As they were coated in goo the four of them winced, coughed and screamed. The two strygs choked and keeled over immediately. Instant fail on Health roll. When Klestril and Ragnar staggered out of the mist of paralytic egg-contents Ryan hit them with a second egg.

The priestess-leader of the wolf-bandits tried to force out the first few words of a spell before she collapsed to her knees.

The magic-sword-wielding giant leader of the wolf-clan bandits tried to raise his green blade and took two steps before he collapsed, eyes rolled up.

But now Klestril was standing up. “Your… your futile quest ends here, dear hero. S-surrender to the inevitable, for there is no escape from my grasp.” Klestril snarled the beginning of her bad-guy speech.

Oh, now she went back to the dialogue tree.

“I will not be so easily—”

Ryan hit her with a third egg.

She screeched in rage as she swiped the mist from her eyes, stumbled sideways and used the nearest pillar like a brace to keep herself upright.

“Your every triumph shall… shall crumble, a-and your every hope shall w-wither… in the face of… my eternal darkness. I w-will make you regret the… the—”

Ryan slammed her with the fourth egg and the woman’s eyes rolled up, she toppled face-first into the marble floor, mashing her nose flat, and pissed herself.

“About fucking time! These guys and their monologuing,” Ryan shook his head. “Bunch of narcissists, love to hear themselves talk.”

It was his bad luck she made three Health rolls before she went down. It would have been nice to keep a couple of the eggs for later. Ah well, they’d served their purpose.

He explored their camp while he waited for the last of the egg mist to drift to the floor, inert. One of the strygs had the same shoe size as Ryan and he took the man’s boots, cowhide pants and heavy belt before sitting down next to the campfire, starving. The food was fried trail bread already starting to burn and he used a dagger to flip it out of the pan and threw some baked beans from the pot in the flatbread.

First meal in another world, he thought, taking a bite.

“Fucking terrible,” he mumbled, forcing himself to swallow it. So much for enchanted cakes and king’s feasts. First thing he was going to do when he got someplace civilized was order a real, fantasy world meal.

After a few bites he glanced at the unconscious bodies. Time to roll.

The emerald sword was cursed right now and would stay that way until he finished the Princess Quest. He rolled Klestril out of her clothes and used the priest’s robe to wrap the sword up. Then he took the wolfskin cape of Ragnar for himself. It was quite the fashion statement. Kindof badass.

On second thought he stripped all of his unconscious enemies naked and threw the clothes he didn’t want out a window. Let’s see how they liked it. For a long moment he stood over the bound and naked form of Klestril. She was a dark-haired, ice-queen with pale skin under her tan lines and a nice body. In the game you could admire hot NPCs and even kill them, but never touch them. Having her at his mercy was… a new experience. Tempting, even. Maybe he could… rehabilitate her?

“Get a grip,” he told himself and patted her bare ass.

The day he needed to have a girl tied up and unconscious was the day he stopped being a man. Even reborn in a fantasy world he was still himself.

Then he arranged the tied-up bodies so one of the strygs was on his back with Klestril’s face in his crotch and the other stryg on top of her like they’d been boning. Then he sat Ragnar up against a pillar facing them with one hand on his dick like he was having a good wank while he watched.

“You’re such a fucking child,” he sniggered to himself as he looked at his handiwork.

He took an empty leather backpack and tried to remember what these knob-gobblers kept for treasure. He dug around until he found a wooden box with a potion and a few hundred mixed gold and silver coins. In the game you got a mana boost for treasure but he sure wasn’t feeling anything now. Ah well… money was always useful. At some point he was going to find civilization and he’d rather be rich when he did.

“Not a bad day’s work,” he told himself.

Looking down out of the round rose window of the top chamber of the castle tower, he scanned the world on the horizon. Below him was the ruins of the tower fortifications, beneath a carpet of trees. The forest of Abvelder spread out in all directions and the mountains of Thundermoor were visible to the north; the Evermist was to the south and far to the west… far to the west would be the town of Verbinnec, the seat of the barony, nearest outpost of human civilization, and the main destination for adventures in the land of Eldwick who needed a secure home base for adventuring in Gullodosia.

Dagonestra hadn’t lied. When he’d met her this morning, he’d never even imagined something like her really existed, let alone that she’d make him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Fished out of a magical storm by that tiny creature and waking up on some underworld highway. Only to get the mother of all job offers.

Save the world. Not a bad gig.

***
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Chapter 2   : Not a Bad Gig

“I got’s im, I got’s im!” a tiny voice was shouting in triumph. “Nobody but Puckerstench could spots im!”

Ryan felt like he’d been hit by a truck. His palms were scraped raw, and his lip was bleeding where it was pressed to the hard ground. Groaning against the pain, he managed to climb to his hands and knees and saw the hard surface underneath him was cobblestones.

“I hope you got a good lawyer, buddy,” he moaned as he looked around for the car that had hit him.

He froze. The cobblestone road he was kneeling on was only a narrow path in a swirling storm of grey fog. Lightning flashed every so often and showed him the path stretched on in either direction into eternity. What the hell? Had he ended up on a bridge? Crawling to the edge of the road he looked over.

Big. Mistake.

It was no bridge. It was nothing. Just the stones of the road over a bottomless pit of storms. He threw himself back from the edge and when he’d stopped shaking, he looked more closely at the sky. With each flash of lightning, he saw tiny threads reflected in the light – like strands of a web – all around him.

Almost directly above him was a much thicker one… and he realised it wasn’t thicker, it was closer. They weren’t silken threads, they were other roads like the one he was on, but far away. Or maybe the same one, for all he knew, just looping around endlessly. Viewing the other road from the underside he saw there was nothing holding it up, it was just a single layer of stone cobbles held together in the air by nothing.

Ryan started to shake. He couldn’t stop it. Then his eye caught movement on the path hanging above him and he saw a man riding a horse, hanging upside down from the pathway. There was maybe a hundred yards that separated the two paths and as the man and horse got closer Ryan screamed out, waving his hands.

“Hey! Hey you! Help!”

The rider pulled his horse to a stop. He was wearing knee-high boots, a powdered wig and had on old-fashioned tri-corn hat on his head. He craned his neck to look down on Ryan.

“What say you?” the man shouted.

“How… how are you upside down?”

“'Tis not I who's turned topsy-turvy, good sir. 'Tis thee,” the rider shouted. “Pray tell, doth this path lead to the High street of Medford?”

“Medford?”

“Ai sirrah, for Boston.”

“Does this look like fucking Boston to you?” Ryan shouted back.

“You have scarce manners, sir, and you're as useful as a tea kettle without a spout.” the man said before kicking his horse into a trot and riding away.

The tiny voice cackled again nearby. “Ims all topsy turbey,” it laughed.

Looking around Ryan finally spotted the owner of the voice. On the opposite side of the cobbled path was an arched doorway made of stone blocks, and the doorway was filled with red mist. Sitting on top of the arch was a tiny naked figure with wings. It was female, with clawed feet and hands and tiny horns. The bat wings on her back fluttered and she laughed at him.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“Thass fer me to know and you to fine out!” the little creature snapped.

“You little!” Ryan growled, something in him snapping. He jumped at the creature and grabbed it by the leg as it tried to fly away in panic, screaming high-pitched murder.

“Puckerstench! I’s Puckerstench!” the tiny woman screamed.

There was a flare of green light, bright as highbeams for a moment, then standing on the path beside him and the tiny, winged creature was a woman. Ryan let go of the tiny figure and stared at the new arrival.

Well… standing wasn’t entirely right. From the waist up she was a beautiful, tan-skinned woman with long dark hair and no clothes to speak of except for the golden discs somehow stuck over her nipples. But from the waist down she was a snake, trailing a fifteen-yard tail as big around as a five-gallon drum. She wore huge gem-encrusted necklaces and a belt around her waist and bracelets on each wrist – which was a lot because she also had six arms.

The tiny, winged figure immediately screeched, bowed at the waist and spoke up.

“Yer ladyship! I finded im. Thissere yer Ryan Scully.”

The snake-woman had glowing violet eyes. She looked down at Ryan and nodded, tossing a single gold ring to the little figure.

“Portal to my home world, present this to the toad guardian, and you shall be given your reward.”

The little woman chittered in glee as she caught the ring then dove off the stone arch of the doorway and flew into the blowing clouds, lost immediately.

“You are Ryan Scully?” the snake-woman asked, slithering closer so her scales rasped on the stone surface of the path.

His brain refused to understand the words. He stared at the monster, jaw open.

“Ryan? Ryan Scully?” she repeated.

Ryan tried to hold his ground but took a step back. “Y-yes.” His eyes went to the clouds. “What was that thing?”

“A soul catcher. Annoying, but occasionally useful.”

“Soul-catcher?”

“Yes, observe.”

The snake-woman pointed out into the storm and maybe a few hundred yards away a tiny human figure was illuminated in a flash of lightning as it fell. Ryan thought he heard a faint scream on the wind but couldn’t be sure. Then out of the clouds came dozens of tiny, winged figures and they swarmed all over the falling person, carrying it away into the clouds.

He felt like throwing up.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” the snake-woman asked, placing a hand on his shoulder.

He flinched. Remember? He had to think about that. Crawling into bed after another twelve-hour day? No… breakfast. Sitting at the tiny island in his small, overpriced condo eating a healthy breakfast of granola, blueberries and zero fat yogurt.

He fucking hated granola, blueberries and zero fat yogurt.

“I don’t know how I got here. It’s all fuzzy,” he answered.

“Mmmm. Not unusual to lose some time from right at the end. Be thankful that’s all it was.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because you’re dead. Welcome to the afterlife, Ryan Scully.”

That took him a moment to wrap his head around. Mostly because this looked pretty crappy and cut-rate for the afterlife. He should feel scared. Feel angry. Feel… something other than empty. A small part of him suddenly wondered if he wasn’t upset because he wasn’t particularly sad to see his life was over.

“This? Is the afterlife?” he asked calmly.

“Yes. You do not seem disturbed by this.”

“Would it help? Am I being judged for my sins? Remorse? Anything like that?”

“Not by me,” she shook her head.

“Then what’s the point. You were saying something about all this… whatever it is.”

“The Net of Souls!” the demon announced sweeping her arms in a grand gesture.

“What’s a soul net?”

“Like I said, it’s the afterlife. Well… the way of travelling around the afterlife… an inter-connected maze to other dimensions, and beyond. The spiritual switchboard you might call it.”

“Beyond? Beyond what?”

“Well, see that red twinkle over there? That’s the burning abyss. You’d call it hell. Lucky for you it’s very far away. And if you follow this path you’d eventually wind up at the Elysium Fields… And, if you look over the side, way, waaaay down there, on the right, that’s Nirvana.”

“No way… is Kurt Cobain still making songs in the afterlife?”

“What? No… not him, I mean Nirvana: the realisation of non-self and emptiness, marking the end of rebirth. The ultimate state of soteriological release, the liberation from duḥkha and saṃsāra. Nirvana is synonymous with moksha and mukti.”

“Oh.”

“It’s where you might end up when your cycles of reincarnation are done. Don’t worry, you’ve got a long way to go before you reach that state of enlightenment.”

“I feel like I should be insulted.”

“Not at all. You’re way more useful to me right up here.”

“So let me get this straight. I died...”

“Accurate,” the snake-woman nodded.

“And now I’m in a web that connects all the worlds together.”

“Correct.”

“Sortof like an underworld-wide-web.”

“You catch on fast.” She grinned, exposing fanged teeth. “Walk with me Ryan Scully,” the snake-woman announced and slithered off down the pathway.

Ryan had a moment to observe that from behind it was more obvious the snake-woman’s tail started mid-thigh, and she had a bare, shapely behind and thigh-gap before her legs fused into a single appendage.

“Coming?” the woman said dangerously, looking over her shoulder.

“Ah, yes.”

Ryan hurried to catch up and walk beside her. He tried to keep as much distance between the creature and himself as possible but was terrified of falling over the edge into the boiling grey clouds of the bottomless abyss, so he settled on midway between her and the edge of the cobblestones.

“I’m… dead?” he asked. “For real?”

“Yes, what part of ‘reincarnation’ don’t you understand?”

“And who are you?”

“You don’t know?” she demanded, stopping short to glare at him.

He shrugged helplessly.

She snorted. “I assumed I required no introduction. I am Dagonestra.”

“Ummm… that’s a mouthful.”

“Would you prefer one of my other names? The Great Mountain, Gatherer of Clouds, Mother of all Demons, Lady of the Chariot, Mistress of the Silent Place, the Ba-du-dud-lu, Smiter of Baal with the mace of e-Zor, Protector of Y'ha-nthlei.”

“Dagonestra will do just fine.”

“I thought so.”

They walked in silence for a while longer.

“What was that part about demons?” he asked.

“Well, I’m not literally the mother of all demons. Talk about ouch! It’s an honorary title. Without my help demonkind would have died out many years ago in many places.”

“Aren’t demons… bad? Don’t we want them to die out?”

“Well in your world they didn’t have my help and you humans mostly committed genocide. So yes, they got some bad ink. But there’s plenty of other worlds where demons are just people.”

“Oh.”

“You’re not prejudiced, are you?”

“Me? Oh… not at all.”

They had arrived at a section of the road where a series of arched doors stood on either side of the path. Dagonestra stopped at one and waved her hand at the red mist until it faded and became clear as a pane of glass. It was like he was looking through a window into a completely different place. A rocky path in near-darkness.

“Take my hand,” she held out three arms towards him.

Ryan hesitated.

“Or would you rather lose my protection?” she added.

Ryan grabbed the lowest hand and felt the soft, warm skin against his palm. Then she was leaning through the archway and dragging him with her until a pink flash of light blinded him. When he opened his eyes, he was standing on the side of a rocky hill, and behind him was the stone archway, filled with a swirling blue vortex.

The sky was the color of a week-old bruise. An unhealthy purple welt with a single red ember directly overhead that failed to shed light or warmth. The ground crunched beneath his feet as he slowly turned in circles to take in the strange new world. Nothing seemed to grow except a dark lichen in patches like dried blood. The wind was cold and picked up dust, making his eyes sting.

“This way,” the snake-woman said.

It was only then he noticed the crumbling castle on a nearby hilltop. Sickly green lights shone from the windows and even from a great distance Ryan thought he saw figures moving on the battlements. He followed the serpentine trail left by the snake-woman in the dusty ground and soon saw they weren’t headed to the road that led to the castle, but around it.

“Aren’t we going to your castle?” he asked.

“My castle? You think I’d live in a dump like that? No. We’re looking for an ancient treasure.”

“What happened here?” he asked, looking around the desolate landscape.

“Time,” she replied. “This world is so old that the sun is dying.”

Hidden behind the dry stone of the hill was the ruin of what looked a bit like an ancient Greek temple. As they approached, Ryan spotted the eroded shape of a sculpture inside the rectangle of crumbling pillars. It was only when they approached the worn, sand-covered steps up the row of columns that he saw the sculpture had once been a woman. A woman with multiple arms.

“Now where did that high priestess leave it?” Dagonestra muttered to herself.

He followed her to a massive stone block that she moved with the strength of all six arms. Hidden in a cavity beneath the block was bronze chest. Flipping open the corroded lid she fumbled inside, shoving aside scraps of ancient cloth and old bones until she yanked out a golden bracelet, bringing the mummified remains of the hand and forearm with it.

“Here we go,” she shook the jewellery with an annoyed expression until the skeletal limb fell away. “One Phylactery of Living Dreams.”

“What’s it do?”

“Do? It stores your memories from your past life. This way when I reincarnate you, you’ll be able to bring your memories. Now… we better get going before the bloodgaunts sniff something living and come after us.”

“Uh, sure…”

They retraced their path back to the gateway and by the time they reached the square archway of blue light Ryan spotted a thin line of figures descending from the castle gate, each holding one of the glowing green lights. Dagonestra gripped him in three arms and dove them both through the shimmering blue arch of the magic gate.

Stumbling onto the otherworldly pathway that hung in the storm, Ryan had to take a moment as his stomach tried to turn over.

“Interdimensional travel takes getting used to,” the snake-lady said. “Try making fists with your toes.”

Ryan puzzled that out for a moment, trying to curl his toes into fists inside his shoes and by the time he’d figured it out the dimension-sickness had faded.

“All set? Good.”

Dagonestra set off down the pathway and Ryan had to hurry to catch up.

As they made their way down the road, they passed more doorways. Through one he saw what seemed to be a perfectly manicured garden around a palace made of ruby-red glass. Through another he saw what looked like a night city made from brick and iron where the streets were open sewers and the shadow of a figure ten feet tall with horns and claws was silhouetted by a flaming street lamp. Fucking hell… was everywhere in the afterlife some sort of horror movie?

“This is us,” she finally announced, stopping in front of another stone arch on the side of the path.

Looking through the doorway Ryan could only see dense green jungle.

“Step into my office,” the snake-woman urged and pushed him ahead of her.

***


Chapter 3   : If the Spirit is Willing

The jungle was hellishly hot. He was dripping with sweat after only a few moments of hacking through the brush and a strange sulphur smell made it hard to breathe. But it only took a few minutes before the jungle parted and they were on the shore of an ocean of lemon-colored water covered in a steaming vapor. The beach was black sand and completely barren. Ryan knew why when a breeze caught a bit of dried leaf and carried it to the water where it smoked and disintegrated as it hit the surface.

The ocean was made of sulphuric acid.

Not far away, partly concealed by yellow fog, was a pair of mountain peaks. Dagonestra pointed in that direction and they set off, her body making a soft ‘hush’ sound as it slid through the onyx sand. After a few moments he summoned up the courage to ask what had been bothering him.

“One thing I don’t understand,” he said. “If I died, why didn’t I go to... you know… the good place.”

“Heaven?” she asked with a grin. “Which one? There are lots of heavens. But either one, you only get there after being reincarnated. A lot.”

“Isn’t that kindof… blasphemous? That’s not exactly what I learned in Sunday School.”

“Not my god, not my problem. If you believed in that stuff so much you would’ve been claimed by that god.”

“So wait… if you’re not my god why am I talking to you?” he blurted out.

Instead of being angry, or even giving him that superior look, Dagonestra seemed slightly apologetic.

“Well, I kindof… intercepted you. You have a particular set of skills that are exactly what I need.”

“Wait. Intercepted me? You mean I’m not supposed to be here?”

“It’s not like I stole you or anything,” she said petulantly. “I traded a perfectly good saint and two third-class prophets for you. Believe me, cheap you aint! Then I put a bounty on claiming you so the soulcatchers would grab you for me. That little cankersore Puckerstench found you after you died and fell into the Storm of Souls. So… you’re welcome.”

Ryan needed a moment. He dropped to his knees in the sand, hands pressed to his skull trying to keep his thoughts from exploding.

“You alright?” Dagonestra asked.

“Just… gimme a second…” he held up one finger.

So… he’d died and been sent to this switchboard of the soul to reincarnate for his next life. But instead of a celestial being from his own world deciding what happened to him next, he’d been swapped like a pack of cigarettes in jail to this… this… six-armed serpent-hottie. This was a terrible negotiating position, but he’d had worse. All he needed was leverage…

“Okay,” he said, voice shaky. He turned back to meet the gaze of her glowing purple eyes. “Why am I so important to you? What skills do I have that you want?”

All six of her hands clapped together in glee. “I want to send you to a world that needs my help. To save my people.”

“Demon-people.”

“Well obviously! You are to mend the endless war between humans and demons by averting a genocide.”

“That… seems like a pretty big job. How exactly? Where would I even start?”

“Does the word ‘Eldwick’ mean anything to you?” she asked with a huge grin.

Ryan blinked at her. “No.”

But wait… it did, actually.

No…

She couldn’t mean that Eldwick? “Wait… as in the game ‘In the Land of Eldwick’?”

She nodded, still grinning.

That sure brought back memories. Not entirely pleasant ones. Eldwick was a crappy fantasy rpg game he’d started playing when he was eleven. The graphics were crap and the rule system wasn’t exactly gamer-friendly, but the world-building had been completely immersive. People and places and lore that never seemed to end. He’d spent an entire year when his life was complete shit playing an old copy of the original v1 game. It had been his only escape… He didn’t have friends, his mom was divorcing his drunk dad, he was barely passing school, but he didn’t care. He’d avoided it by living in Eldwick.

It was far from a five-star game. In fact, he had no money and it was the best thing he could find in the bargain bin… but Eldwick had been his only way to escape. So he’d spent hours and hours and even more hours replaying the old v1 release. Played it until he had every adventure path completed. Then every ending found, then every easter-egg discovered. Even years later, in college, when he had enough money to buy better games, he obsessively played the v2 through v5 releases of the game with the expansion packs. Even during his internship when he was working 70-hour weeks to make sure he beat all the other kids and got the prized job offer at the end, he still found time for it. It was what had got him into business.

After all… business wasn’t so different than a solo dungeon crawl… you killed enemies, collected rewards, levelled up. There was always another level. Another promotion. Another raise or bonus or company car. Playing Eldwick had been like his own independent study – he’d played the game until he understood it’s core lesson: life was a game and the most ruthless player won it.

“What does that shitty game have to do with anything?” he asked quietly.

“I want to send you there.”

“Into the game?”

“What are you, an idiot? You can’t reincarnate into a game! No, the real Eldwick. The game was based on a pivotal time in that world’s history when a war between humans and demons would end civilization.”

“What do you mean… it was REAL?” he asked, genuine shock breaking his calm.

“We’ll get to that, don’t interrupt. Now, this one is going to be a bit tricky. Normally you’d reincarnate the old-fashioned way – born in a new body, no memory of your previous life…”

He was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that Eldwick – the game so crappy they’d buried it in a landfill – was a real place that he almost missed her last words. “Whoa, wait! Time out! I didn’t agree to have my memory erased.”

“Relax! I said ‘normally’. This is a special circumstance. I kinda need you to get right in there. There’s a vacant position I need to fill right away, if that makes any more sense to your lizard businessman brain. If you go in now, you will be just in time for certain… events.”

“I don’t get it,” he said, scratching his ear. “Why now?”

“You weren’t put in this world to ‘get it’. Like you’d understand about non-linear time dilation and relativistic anti-tachyon retrograde action. Let’s just say time works differently in some places – like here. Long story short, all the events you’re familiar with in Eldwick have already happened.”

“Wait. Events I’m familiar with? From the game? So… you are saying those were real. The whole game?”

“Of course they were. Almost certainly reincarnation memories belonging to the person who made the game. Probably subliminal. Didn’t even know he was describing real places and events. Don’t worry about the celestial mechanics, just take my word for it. I have a small window of time to put you into the world right as the events of the game begin.”

“Time out!” he made a t-shape with his bladed fingers. “You mean the game I played when I was a kid was programmed by someone who lived through the real events…”

“Yes.”

“And those events happened a long time ago.”

“In a way, yes.”

“So you’re sending me back in time to before those events started?”

“No.”

“Oh.”

“But if it helps your primitive brain to understand, then sure, think of it that way.”

That was insulting. But one look at the fearsome six-armed snake-demon and Ryan knew better to complain.

“So… I’d know everything before it happens?”

“Exactly. Big advantage for us.”

“Us?”

“Well duh, I need you and you need me. Partners.”

“I’m flattered.”

“You should be! I’m a demon goddess after all!”

“…but no thanks,” he said.

“What?” the demoness snarled at him.

If there was one thing he knew, it was that leverage was the only real currency. If she wanted him so badly that meant he could negotiate for whatever he liked. “It sounds like you need me an awful lot more than I need you. So… no deal on a partnership.”

“You egotistical worm! You’re lucky I even picked you up after that shitshow in your original life.”

“Hey, my life was just fine until you came along!”

“Oh, was it?” she cried. “Do you even know how you died?”

He paused. Huh. Did he? The more he tried to remember, the fuzzier it became… “Something… something about how awesome I was doing?”

“Ha!” she laughed. “You died choking on a $1200 wagyu steak celebrating your promotion to vice-president.”

“There! See? That’s not so bad.”

“You died because you were eating alone in your apartment and no one was there to save your life… because you didn’t have a family, or even friends.”

“So I died on top, like a boss. Where’s the downside? Not a bad way to go.”

“They didn’t find your body for three days…”

He shrugged.

“It was the cleaning lady.”

“For what I paid her, she better have tidied up after.”

The demoness stared at him. “You’re a cold one, aren’t you?”

Look who’s talking, lady. You’re a fucking reptile. “Why is it, that every time irrational people lose an argument to a realist, they try to sound like they won by saying what a callous bastard you are? Let’s cut to the chase: if I do this thing for you, I want a favor.”

“What sort of favor?” Dagonestra narrowed her eyes.

“Like a special skill, or unique ability. Something really good. Like a sword that can cut through anything… the blade of Nimue or something… or magic score of over 9000.”

“You want to be a sith lord?”

“I didn’t say that… I said something like that. A favor of my choosing. Deal?”

She thought about it a long moment. “That can be arranged…” she said.

“Okay, so out with it, what’s the catch?”

“Who says there’s a catch?”

“There’s always a catch. Just tell me.”

The snake-demoness gave him a withering look with hands on hips… and that was a lot of hands.

“I’m going to find out anyway,” he told her.

She sighed. “Stopping the genocide is only part of your mission. I need you to be the protector of certain… valuable demons.”

“A bodyguard?”

“Not exactly… more like establishing a protection society…”

“What, like pet rescue? I don’t do non-profits.”

“Then think of it like setting up your own company… a foundation, if you will.”

He paused to consider. “My own corporation? In a fantasy adventure world with swords and sorcery?”

“Yours would be the first one. Tell me that doesn’t appeal to you!”

“Tempting…” he steepled his fingers under his chin. “Sold. What are we waiting for then. Let’s go.”

“Hmmmph.”

Dagonestra led him along the beach and he didn’t need her to tell him to keep his distance from the sulphuric tide. After slogging down the powdery black sand they reached a bronze colossus of a toad on a huge slab of black granite. In the distance behind the statue was a winding stone set of stairs up the side of the nearest mountain.

Ryan heard the sound or air parting and Dagonestra moved in a blur. Next thing he knew, one of her hands was holding an arrow that had been meant for him. She’d snatched it out of the air.

There was a battle cry and erupting from the black sand were a handful of figures.

“In the name of Crom, suffer no guilt ye who smite a demon!” they screamed.

One wore chainmail, with a sword and round shield and the man charged Dagonestra. There was a quick exchange of blows and then her claws flashed red, and the man sank to his knees, throat torn out and blood pouring into the sand. A moment later a child-sized figure with a bone-white sword launched at her from behind. One snap of her tail and the small man was flung twenty yards into the foaming yellow ocean and vanished with a hiss and fountain of bubbles.

Another two arrows, then another three more vvvvvipped towards them and Dagonestra snatched each out of the air until all her hands were full. Snapping them like twigs she lunged and snatched up the fallen warrior’s shield. Hurling it like a frisbee it spun through the air and slammed into a figure who had been hiding in the shadow of the toad colossus. There was a deep gong sound as the shield decapitated the archer, hit the statue and bounced off.

“Fiend!” a female figure announced, appearing from nowhere, surrounded in a magical halo of glyphs. “You shall pay for your foul misdeeds… and the death of the Champions of Asterra! Never again will your—”

Dagonestra made a complex series of hand gestures and six flaming spears appeared in the air around her. A split-second later the burning spears shot through the air and impaled the woman one after the other. The dead figure collapsed, only held up by the metal shafts piercing her body like a gory puppet.

“If you’re going to kill me then kill me, don’t talk,” Dagonestra snorted. “These so-called heroes and their monologuing.”

“What the fuck just happened?” Ryan was starting to shake. It had all happened so quickly. One moment they were being attacked, the next the assassins were all dead.

“Oh, nothing,” Dagonestra said sweetly, slithering up the beach for the staircase. “I told you, plenty of worlds where humans want to exterminate demons and they hate me for protecting my people.”

“But who were those guys? Did you know them?”

“Pfft. No! Every so often Crom thinks it’s funny to sneak heroes into my home and let them try to kill me.”

“Wait… Crom as in Crom Cruach, the god from Eldwick?”

“He’s a god from a lot of places, but that’s him.”

“He’s your mortal enemy.”

“Hardly. He’s more like… a frenemy.”

“But he’s the god of humans.”

Eldwick had a pantheon of seven human gods and a sprinkling of demigods. All related. The seven gods were a lot like Zeus and his siblings.

Dagonestra laughed. “Yeah, him and his whole fucked-up family. I don’t usually judge but… guy married his sister.”

“That’s fucked up.”

“Right? And they had kids…”

“No I mean, that your friend sends people to assassinate you.”

“It’s all in good fun. I think he makes bets on how long they’ll last.”

“Huh. If you were smart you should bet against yourself with really jacked-up odds, then let them live long enough to collect 10-to-1.”

“And you said I was cruel…” the snake-demon muttered.

The demoness was already slithering off when Ryan turned and walked to the impaled sorceress. The same determined look of anger still pasted on her face in death. He’d never seen someone killed before, let alone destroyed by magic.

“Why’d she attack you?” he asked Dagonestra when he heard her snake body slither closer on the sand.

“I told you, there’s a war between humans and demons—”

“Yeah, that part I got. But what I meant was, why didn’t she run? You’d killed all the others, she had to know it was doomed to go after you, but she didn’t run. Even when she had the chance.”

In the silence that followed he looked up at the demoness to see she was staring at him with a curious expression. “She stayed to try to avenge her friends.”

“Yeah… and get killed.”

“Of course. But what does that have to do with anything?”

“That’s fucking crazy. The only person to ever trust to look out for you… is you.”

“Most people – human or demon – would do the same thing she did.”

“Not me.”

“No,” Dagonestra said slowly. “But you might learn someday that life isn’t a solo game.”

***


Chapter 4   : Long Live the New Flesh

Ryan was barely able to stand by the time they reached the top of the stairs. His side ached and his legs were like rubber. What had been the point of wasting all those monotonous, excruciating hours on the Exercycle? As he wheezed and spat gummy saliva he tried not to pass out. When he finally caught his breath, he had a moment to look down from the height of the mountain and saw they were on an island. The piss-yellow sea of sulphur surrounded it on all sides. Up here, the air was fresher.

The stairs ended at a cavernous opening in the side of the mountain with a huge cave. Dagonestra led him inside and the cave opened on the inside of the mountain peak; it was the caldera of an inactive volcano. And in the center was a massive, step-pyramid made from black volcanic glass.

“Fuck me… no more steps,” Ryan moaned.

The snake-demoness glanced down at him and for the first time seemed to notice he was near collapse.

“Oh, my bad. Why don’t we skip the formal ascension ceremony and just hang out in the gardens?”

Arranged around the base of the pyramid was a perfect marble palace. She led him through the column-lined courtyards, fountains, gardens and trellises covered in vines. Scattered among them were benches and tables made of stone and at the center was a pool. As soon as Ryan stepped onto the first marble flagstone the heat of the island, unbearable humidity and smell all vanished, replaced with a pleasant breeze of flowers and clear water.

If he thought the rest of the island was weird, he wasn’t prepared for Dagonestra’s marble palace. Bird-headed women with three-taloned feet offered Ryan a chair, fluffed his pillows and handed him a tall glass full of a pale blue drink that was refreshing and tart, like watermelon vodka cooler. Ryan hated watermelon vodka coolers but desperately needed the hydration. As soon as he finished the first another servant brought him a second.

A full dozen bird-women were tending to Dagonestra. She was stretched out over a mound of pillows fifty feet wide and tall, being fanned, bathed with hot towels, and carefully stripped of the dozens of pieces of heavy gold jewelry.

“Now before you go…” she said suddenly.

“If I go. I haven’t agreed yet.”

“You will,” she assured him confidently. “But before then you need to choose your new body.”

New body? He hadn’t really thought about that part. His current body wasn’t perfect by any stretch of imagination, but it was his. He felt pretty possessive of it.

“Do I have to?”

“Who doesn’t want a new body? I can make it perfect. Strong, healthy, naturally attuned to magic. And that’s just for starters.”

“What else is there?”

“Well, I can gift you anything; skills, abilities, talents, you name it. Do you want to be a master swordsman? A magical-user? Or perhaps agile, clever and skilled as an assassin?”

Ryan was stunned. She was talking about his new life like creating a new character in the game. Picking an occupation, generating physical ability stats and assigning skills and feats. How many characters had he made for Eldwick? Dozens? Hundreds? He had experimented with every possible combination and found the cheats that would take advantage of gaps in the rules the designers hadn’t thought of. Built completely overpowered characters.

But if he had to pick just one, which one to choose?

A few moments later he looked over to the snake-woman where she was having her thirty nails manicured.

“I have some questions before I decide.”

“Of course.”

“Do I have to start at first level?”

“What is level? I don’t understand.”

Right… just because he’d played the game version of Eldwick didn’t mean those rules existed in the real world. “I mean, how much mana can I have?”

Mana was a magical energy force that determined pretty much everything in Eldwick. First off, it was a rough measure of your life force. You killed monsters, you absorbed their mana. You accumulated treasure or completed quests, you got mana. Then you could use that mana to level up – gain more skill points, more life force, more magical energy and so on.

“None, I’m afraid. Just the basic amount of your life force.”

Shit. That was the equivalent of starting off as a first level character. Well… so be it. That actually made his choices simpler.

“I would like to make a warlock’s pact, with you. You can do that, right?”

“What? Well of course, I am a demon lord after all. How naughty! You realize that means you’ll carry some of me around inside you?”

She didn’t have to make it sound so dirty…

“Yeah, and to maximise the benefits of the demon pact I want to be reborn as a daemon.” Daemons were half-human, half-demons who could pass for human but got advantages from their demonic bloodline. Demonic heritage would give him bonus stats on using demon magic, increase his power, reduce mana-costs to use spells and when buying new ones.

“Done. Shall we start?”

“Not so fast! Are you forgetting something?”

“Ah, of course. The favor.”

“That’s right… I want you to give me the gift of the Mind’s Eye.”

The Mind’s Eye was the game version of psychic powers. A weird part of the first release of the game allowed it as optional depending on your game settings. The game would randomly determine if you had any Empowerments, and if you did the game engine would randomly assign the powers. It was a huge bonus because unlike other magical powers it was effectively a parallel supply of energy that didn’t depend on your mana. On the downside Mind’s Eye empowerments only improved slowly compared to other powers.

“That’s… that would cost me,” Dagonestra hesitated.

“Are you going back on our deal?”

“No,” she said quickly. “I can give you that gift.”

“Perfect, I want the Empowerments for Psychic Surgery, Control Energy, and Ghost World.”

With those three things he could absorb damage from any type of magical attacks, reshape the energy and magically heal himself basically indefinitely.

“Then for my special gifts I want the feats for Cast Ritual Magic, Render Mana. As a bonus feat for being a warlock I want Enchant Magic and the bonus feat I get for having demon-blood I want Mana Infusion.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

Those wouldn’t be worth much to start but as he picked up more mana he’d be able to drain and re-use magical energy to make whatever magic items he wanted. A huge shortcut.

“Sure I’m sure.”

It was a hack he’d found after playing dozens of characters and once he did it had become so useful he’d stopped using it because it almost broke the game. Whoever designed the game hadn’t done the math, because the mana-point exchange for even useless magic items was more than characters below 10th level could ever hope to have.

“Very well. And as a warlock you get a demon blessing, but only a lesser one. Anything more powerful would drain your mana and kill you.”

Ryan thought it over. All warlocks were able to channel mana from their demon lord instead of using their own mana to use their demon blessing. First level magic-users had 3 spell points, warlocks essentially had one spell they could use with unlimited points. Again… the game designer must’ve not bothered play testing. He’d have the ability to use demon flames as an infinite-use default magic, but what other pact boon did he want?

“Let’s say… flaming weapon.”

“Done.”

“That should just about do it then.”

“But you still have not told me what body you would like. So!” the demon clapped all her hands together. “How old do you want to be? A teenager? I can’t go any younger, don’t want to wait for you to grow up.”

“Fuck no, I don’t want to be a teenager! Can’t imagine anything worse than having to go through that shit again.”

“It is standard with all the Japanese guys I see…” the demon-lord suggested he was nuts to do anything else.

“Pass. Just make me old enough to be at peak physical form. Say in my mid-twenties.”

“And what do you want to look like?”

He considered. Good looks were not something he’d ever had, but he’d seen how easy they made life for some of his rivals in the business world. It was like a free certificate for trust and reliability; other men wanted to be you, and women wanted to be with you.

“Handsome, strong and buff. Tall, but not too tall. Like a young Brad Pitt, for example.”

Her violet eyes sparkled. “Groovy. Well then, let’s get on with the baptism. You’ll need to be reborn from the Pool of Radiant Life.”

“Where’s that?”

She pointed to the bath behind him.

“How’s it work?” Ryan asked suspiciously.

“It’s a baptism… how do you think it works?”

“How should I know? Maybe you’re going to set me on fire and scatter my ashes? Or drown me or something. This place is pretty messed up.”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” the demoness smiled. “Now get naked.”

“What?”

“You have to be naked. I don’t make the rules,” the demoness said innocently.

Ryan nodded. Unbuckling his belt he dropped his pants and stripped off the button-down shirt. Kicking off his shoes he peeled out of his briefs and belatedly realized he’d left the black socks until last. There was no dignified way to get your socks off when otherwise naked. Hopping on one foot he yanked them off and stood bare-assed in front of the demon lord.

“Put this on,” she worked the golden bracelet from the ruined temple onto his left arm. “That will protect your memories. Then you submerge in the waters of the pool. When you re-emerge, you’ll be born again in your new form.”

“Will it hurt?”

“I don’t know… usually the process wipes memories so they don’t remember if it hurt or not.”

“Terrific.” Too late to back out now. Pain or not, he had to go through with it. “Hold my beer,” he told the demon lord.

“What beer?” she asked.

Then he jumped in.

The cool water closed above his head as he splashed into the pool. He seemed to be sinking, fast, and in a moment his survival instinct kicked in and he began swimming for the surface. But it didn’t matter how hard he swam, the water got deeper and deeper. Until the light from above faded and darkness washed over him. The air in his lungs burned, and unable to hold it any longer it seeped between his lips in a stream of bubbles. He thrashed against dying as he breathed in water.

That slithering bitch brought me all this way to drown me?

But now the water seemed to buoy him up all by itself. Like he was in a fancy spa isolation tank saturated with salt. He was rushing back up towards the light. Faster and faster. Until with an almost painful return into air, he broke through the surface of the water and found himself laying on the marble by the side of the pool. He coughed out liquid and stood up, naked body dripping.

Whoah...

He almost stumbled and fell. Looking down he saw he was a muscled beast. Totally cut, with six-pack abs and a sandy colored patch of hair around a generously-sized cock. Well… Dagonestra had kept her word! He wasn’t used to the physique and wobbled slightly as he took his first few steps in his new body.

“Hot damn! I’m born again, baby!”

“Not bad at all,” he heard Dagonestra say.

Turning around he found the demoness eyeing him up and down with approving eyes. Very approving. She approached him – was she shorter than before? No… he was just taller now. Standing inside his personal space she lifted one of six hands and experimentally touched and prodded his muscular torso.

She licked her lips once. “I’ve got something for you,” she said, violet eyes flashing.

***


Chapter 5   : Putting the Hand in Handjob

“No way… It’s too big!” Dagonestra gasped.

“Nobody has ever complained before…” Ryan tried not to sound annoyed.

“I’m not saying I don’t like it…” the demon lord said. “I mean… look at this thing. It’s really oversized!”

“Can we just get on with it?”

“Can I play with it?

“What? No!”

“Fine! Stop wriggling, let me try… to fit… it in…”

“Ungghhhh, I don’t think it’s supposed to go in that way,” he moaned.

“Oh like you’re the expert! I just need… to push… harder… There, it’s going in!”

“I feel… I feel weird…”

“Butch up! It’s already halfway, just… ram it in there.”

“If you say so… here goes…”

The ball of blue light in both of Dagonestra’s hands was halfway embedded in his chest. With one final push she crammed the mana into his heart chakra and Ryan felt it diffuse all through him.

Ryan felt like his insides were about to become his outsides… the world went dim, and all his senses collapsed inwards, almost like he was dying all over again. Then suddenly it was finished, and he was normal again…

Or mostly normal.

He was standing under a marble gazebo with silk curtains and marble pillars. Wind blew through and made the curtains billow, sweeping dangerously close to burning incense and a pair of big wooden couches with silk cushions.

“He’s alive! Alive!” Dagonestra yelled in triumph. “Now you’ve got all your new body mana, how do you feel?” she asked, bending closer to inspect him.

He tried not to feel embarrassed… he was naked after all. After emerging from the pool the demoness had swapped out his old body’s mana for the new one’s. He wasn’t sure why but assumed it was a bit like a blood transfusion.

The body wasn’t his… not the one he remembered. It was muscular and buff in ways he’d only ever seen in the movies.

“I… I don’t know. It feels like I’m wearing shoes one size too big, but all over my body.”

The demon lord tapped her lower lip with one finger. “Okay, I better… do a few tests on you. I can’t believe it worked so well. I made a whole person!”

“Wait, you’ve never done this before?” Ryan backed up a step.

“Well… not like this. Usually I just shove them in a new body and while they’re still looking around with a dumb look on their face with no memories I shove em out into the world.”

She led him over to the big pile of cushions and her snake tail curled up, lowering the mostly-human upper body until she was looking into his eyes. Seeing her from the thighs up she was crazy hot. He could almost imagine her as a normal woman, tall, tan, beautiful, with all the right curves. She held up a finger in front of his face.

“First follow my finger. Up. Now down. Now side to side. Okay can you touch a finger to your nose?”

“Is this really necessary?”

“No interrupting! Keep eye contact when you touch your nose. Look deep in my eyes.”

He sighed, and like a cop had pulled him over to test for drunk driving, he extended one arm and slowly touched his nose. All the while staring into the dark eyes of the demon lord. Was it his imagination or was there a strange expression there that hadn’t been around when he was in his old body?

“Good, job. Now I’m going to poke you with this knife,” she said, showing him a jeweled dagger in one of her six hands.

“Hell you say!”

“Just gently, relax. I want you to tell me if you feel it.” She didn’t hesitate and began prodding him with the knife point, pricking him in the ribs and the thigh and the arm.

“Ow! Yes. Owwww! How bout that’s enough. I feel it.”

“Mhhhmmm, good yes, good. You’re fantastic.” She tossed the knife away. “Better check that hair, hope its stuck-on right. Sit down.”

She pushed him to sit on the daybed and ran her fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp. It put him in the position where he was forced to stare into her bare breasts. Every slight movement made the perfect tits sway inches from his face.

“Absolutely perfect,” she said.

“Sure are,” he muttered.

“Well, your blush response is also working I see. Better test your sensitivity to gentle touches.”

She circled behind him, and he felt at least four of her hands on his shoulders. He felt her warm breath in his ear. “Can you hear me?” she whispered.

He had to fight the shiver that went down his body. “Uh yes.”

“And now?” she whispered even more huskily in his other ear. So close that her lips brushed his earlobe.

This time the shiver went as far down as the base of his cock.

She chuckled. “Hearing normal, so how’s your eyesight?”

Still behind him she leaned one slender arm over his shoulder pointing to the top of the pyramid. Her soft body was pressed to his back. It took him a moment to ignore the sensation of her breasts pressing to his bare skin.

“What’s the flag at the top of the pyramid?” she asked.

He squinted. “A green monkey on a red background.”

“That’s a demon but close enough. Your eyes are perfect. What about temperature sensitivity,” she asked and blew in his ear.

“That’s cold…”

Then again, this time she exhaled against his neck.

“That’s warm…”

“Good, now stand up. Let’s check your other… physical attributes.”

For a solid five minutes she had him jump, leap, balance on one foot, throw peaches at a pillar (he never missed), touch his toes, do push-ups and finally even a handstand. They were all remarkably easy in the new body. It wasn’t just strong, but flexible and agile.

He felt stupid following her orders but told himself it was like getting an annual physical at his doctor’s office. It seemed to be staffed exclusively with pretty nurses. Except his nurse kept her clothes on during the checkup. He made himself think that that was all just clinical. Hopefully not exactly like his annual check-up… he wasn’t sure he trusted her enough to turn his head and cough.

The demoness took a seat curled up on the coils of her lower tail in front of him. Eye level with his cock. “There’s one more thing I should check. Remain standing while I check… sensitivity to touch.”

‘What have you been doing already?’ he wondered, before her hand gently cupped his cock.

“Well, looks like I am a not only a genius but an artist as well!” she said inspecting him.

It was true. His new donkey kong was maybe twice the size of his old body’s equipment. A definite upgrade! It started to get even bigger a moment later, like a teenager who couldn’t control it, he started to get hard at a single touch.

“That’s… um… impressive,” she gulped as his meat rocket stood up on its own.

“Sorry about that,” he said, staring into the distance. Fuck, this was embarrassing.

“Well, it would be cruel to leave you like this, I suppose,” Dagonestra said innocently. “I’ll just… get rid of it for you… just this once.”

“That’s not necessary…” he said weakly. His mind was hesitating but his body sure wasn’t. Did that mean what he thought it meant?

“Are you turning me down?” her throat produced a growl and her eyes flared with violet light.

“N-no. That would be rude…”

“I should say so!” the six-armed snake-woman said haughtily. “Consider yourself lucky that a demon lord lowers herself to this level.”

The demoness licked her lips, and her voice came out husky. “This will be a strange sensation, no doubt. You’ve never experienced the blessing of a celestial being. You’re in my capable hands now.”

He held back a groan as she stroked him slowly from the base of his balls to the tip. Her fingers paused there, rubbing the head between her finger and thumb until they were slippery with what had already leaked from his tip. Spreading it around the head in tiny circles she continued the agonizingly slow process of stroking him again.

Maybe it was the new body, or maybe he was still full of whatever magical energy had transformed him, but her touch was like electricity shooting down the base of his shaft and up his spine. So powerful his entire body arched.

And that was before her closed fist gripped him and slid faster and tighter. He put his head back and had to close his eyes, barely able to remember how to breathe – it felt so good. The pleasure intensified as she cupped his balls with her other hand, stroking them at the base. He was so absorbed in it that when she began running her fingers over his chest, teasing his nipples, that he didn’t think twice except that it sent lightning through his body. It was only when her third set of hands stroked his thighs and gripped his ass to pull him forward that it occurred to him, he hadn’t quite factored what a handje from a six-armed woman would be like.

“Let me try a sample of what you’re leaking, you know, to make sure your new body is in proper working order,” she breathed.

“What the—” he gasped as he looked down and saw the demon lord’s half-serpent form sliding against itself like a woman squeezing her thighs together. All six hands caressing and stroking him while she lowered her mouth entirely on his cock.

“Unnnmmhhh… fuck!” he moaned as she swallowed him slowly to the base and began working away at him, head bobbing up and down.

If this didn’t feel so good, I’d say that this just isn’t right… the thought went through his pleasure-numbed brain.

With six hands and her mouth she serviced his body in a way that wasn’t humanly possible. Tongue and lips and fingers everywhere at once. He felt his body tensing, ready to explode. Faster than he’d ever reached that sort of thing before.

“Uh… is this right?” he managed to make his mouth work.

She pulled away just long enough to turn her dark eyes up to him. “With all I’ve done for you, the least you can do is give me your salty blessing.”

And with that she sped up, slurping and stroking so hard he felt his entire body tingle. He was paralyzed as he felt the orgasm rising out of him and threw his arms into the sky as his balls tightened and the first surge of jizz fired like a rocket.

As he came in the back of her throat the demoness gave a surprised cry. Ryan saw why.

Radiating out from his dick was a glow. Like his body was lit from inside. And as he spurted into her mouth that same weird glowing energy exploded into her body. Dagonestra’s eyes rolled up in her head and all six of her arms released him and began involuntarily shaking. In a flash of green light, her long, twitching tail shot out straight and a burst of green lightning shot out from the tip.

And with each stream of hot come into her mouth the demoness shook, crying out in pleasure as the energy filled her. Ryan’s knees gave but some invisible force held him upright. Dagonestra collapsed on her back, arms and tail writhing in ecstasy as she shook with pleasure. And as the last glowing lines of white jizz painted her face and bare tits, she gave a scream of pleasure and passed out.

Drained, cock still at full attention, Ryan hovered in the air a moment longer before dropping bonelessly on top of her, gasping for breath.

What the hell was that?

Slowly, after what felt like minutes, he began to recover the ability to move his arms and legs. But before he could even consider getting up, the demoness had curled her tail all around him, drawing him into her six arms where she could caress him as she moaned.

“I haven’t come that hard since Shiva invented the Yab Yum position…” she sighed contentedly. “I knew you were the right man for the job. Or should I say, demon.”

The realization went through Ryan. This was real. He’d died, been reborn in a super-powerful demon body and banged an immortal hot lady-demon with six arms and a tail.

“Wow. You sure went everywhere. Don’t worry, it’ll clean up. You’re going to have a busy day ahead of you, saving the world.”

“Wait… what?” he managed.

“It’s time to go, Ryan Scully. Your job starts now. Don’t worry, you’ll be right at home.”

“Now?” he started to say, and suddenly the world began to dissolve in a green ball of light, then vanished.

***


Chapter 6   : Snakebit

Finished staring out the temple window, mulling over his daydream about how he’d arrived in Eldwick, Ryan returned his focus back to what came next now that he was here.

His landing in the land of Eldwick hadn’t exactly been perfect, but he’d got the first mission accomplished well enough. Deposited inside a magical circle in the chapel of Dagonestra. Attacked by an edgelord who he’d managed to throw through a window. Then recovering the bellsnake’s eggs and beating the boss on the top level of the palace without even taking a scratch. Equipped with gear, clothed, a bag full of gold and silver coins, badass wolfskin cloak and even a magic sword carefully wrapped up that he should easily be able to remove the curse from without much problem.

It would mean going into mongrelmen territory, but the hard part would be putting the ghosts to rest.

After taking out the bandit leaders, Ryan felt like he didn’t want to push his luck fighting the marble snake on the top level. In the game it was easy to clear the entire place room by room, but in the real world you got… what? Tired? Or maybe scared… he could die for real here. And there was no respawn. Nah. Not worth it. Taking one last chuckle at the unconscious figures he’d tied up in a bandit orgy, he left the temple and headed for the lower levels of the tower.

The top level of the tower was the serpent lair. Then there was the temple, where he’d just eliminated the bandit leaders, on the one below it. Below that was the library, the guard post, and the chapel where he’d woken up. He was halfway to the stairwell to the next level below when he remembered there was one more floor between him and the ground level of the tower: the dining hall.

“Ah well, there’s no treasure there, just the squad of wolf-bandits and… shit!”

Just the squad of wolf-bandits and their captive....

In the game the bandits held a nubile woman tied up at their mercy. It had actually been the subject of some controversy in his past life since the room encounter was a pretty Mature-rated scene for a Teen-rated game. His mother had happened in on him playing through it one time and freaked out, taking the game disc away from him. It had taken him a week to find where she’d hidden it, replace the game disc in the jewel-box with a dummy and from then on kept his door locked and the disc hidden in the air-vent above his closet. It wasn’t like his parents didn’t have enough on their plates being psycho assholes fighting each other on the way to their eventual divorce. Just another reason he needed In the Land of Eldwick as a safe refuge from real life.

A dozen or so wolf bandits between him and getting out of the tower. That was a lot of enemies for a guy who was just learning the ropes of the real-world Eldwick. The only real threat in the dining hall was that they might kill their hostage… But they were grunts, right? He’d already taken out the bosses, right?

Yeah… using the eggs as a cheat. He made it three steps down the stairs to the level below when his feet stopped and he gave a deep sigh.

Shit.

He should just keep going. The captive was a distraction… He should be ruthlessly clearing the dungeon as quickly as possible knowing all the secrets and getting out rich. Who cares if the bandits kill her?

But this world is real… that was a real captive being tortured, theoretically.

No, fuck that. There was no cheat for the bandits… you just had to hack your way through them. At his current strength there was no guarantee he’d survive. And for what? They didn’t even have a handful of silver coins. The girl? She wasn’t even a named NPC. Didn’t start a quest or even offer a reward. In the game she was just a nobody to make the encounter trickier.

Yeah… she makes the encounter hard because they have her strung up by a rope in the middle of the room and threaten to cut her up. You have to fight at a disadvantage and sacrifice yourself if you want to keep the bandits from stabbing her in the confusion.

“Fuuuuck,” he hung his head. Face it, he wasn’t leaving her to die horribly. “So how exactly are you planning on taking them out, nine against one?”

Looked like it was time to try out some of the other gifts from his demonic patron. He could use his demonfyre – a sortof magic flamethrower – but it wouldn’t be enough. He’d have to use the Mind’s Eye gift that he’d bargained out of Dagonestra. In the game it was easy, you just selected it from the menu. But he had exactly zero idea how it worked in the real world.

What he needed was a tutorial.

He turned around and went back up the stairs. Past the library, past the temple, all the way to the top level of the tower.

Best way to learn how to fight was against a single opponent. So that meant he had to fight the snake after all. The lair of the bellsnake was in the ballroom. Why there was a ballroom on the top floor of the tower he couldn’t say, but the real-life version of Eldwick seemed exactly like the level layout in the game. He cracked the doors, just to be sure, and scanned the room with one eye. Yeah… this was the place.

It was dim, despite the high windows, because of the ragged curtains drawn over them, cutting most of the daylight. Each end of the room had cold fireplaces and for a moment he paused to admire the intricate carving of beasts in the mantel. But what dominated the room was a brass bell suspended from a pair of heavy wooden supports at the far end opposite the doors.

Pushing open the door he drew the rusty sword from the guard armory and banged the pommel on the wood to get the serpent’s attention; sure enough the long undulating form began to slither out from behind the pillars; the bellsnake.

Except for the scale pattern the serpent looked made out of green glass, and as the serpentine head appeared he saw it rear up, eyes and fangs like clear emeralds. It was big. Far bigger than the biggest boa constrictor. The fanged maw seemed large enough to swallow him whole.

“This better work,” he sighed and began to focus on the splinter in the mind’s eye.

The Mind’s Eye wasn’t, technically, magic. It didn’t use mana and it wasn’t part of the class-based system. In the game it was supposed to be an optional rule, and every character had a tiny percentage chance to win the lottery and have your starting character get it as a bonus power. But Dagonestra had just granted it to him on request. He’d asked for three gifts and for this to work he was going to need to see if he could make the gift of Ghost Flesh work.

Aaaaand… activate Ghost Flesh, he told himself.

Nothing happened.

As the bellsnake slithered forward, Ryan suddenly realized he had no idea how to use the power in the real world.

He ducked behind the door and felt fear-sweat start to prickle his armpits. Shit! Without the game interface he was having trouble figuring out how to activate his ability. He actually had no clue how magic worked in the real world.

The bellsnake’s rasping scales on the stone floor stopped and Ryan heard the first few notes of what sounded like windchimes.

Ohhhh fuck!

Too late he remembered the bellsnake wasn’t just a ginormous serpent, it had a paralysis ability when it wanted to stun its prey; instead of a rattlesnake’s tail, its tail made a sound like windchimes and anyone who failed a Willpower resistance check would just stand there until the snake ate them.

Stuffing his fingers in his ears, Ryan ran for it. Fuck this. He took the steps two at a time in a controlled fall. A moment later he heard the muffled sound of the ballroom door slamming open and glancing back saw the huge serpent coming after him.

This was bad… in the game it was implied that the bellsnake left its lair – after all it hid its eggs in the library – but he’d never once had it follow him once he left the room. Keeping his fingers jammed in his ears seemed to block the paralysis chimes, but he couldn’t fight it this way.

He was running out of stairwell. It was either run all the way to the bottom and crash into the mongrelmen or back into the temple to form an ambush…

He stopped at the landing for the temple level, shouldered his way inside and kicked the door shut. Scanning the room, he saw the four bandits still unconscious where he’d left them and their camp, but aside from the raised platform with its statue of Nocsis at the far end there wasn’t anyplace to hide. It was that or nothing.

Ducking behind the statue, Ryan tried to make himself as small as possible, fingers still in his ears. Think, idiot! You’re the expert!

While he was still playing v1 of the game he’d found a text copy of the original ‘In the Land of Eldwick’ user guide online. It had been written by the game designer and been about as useful as man-tits. Mostly it contained a lot of lore and hints. It had said something about the Mind’s Eye, right?

Behind him he thought he heard something and uncovering one ear he heard the creak of the temple door opening. The snake was coming in.

Blocking his hearing again, Ryan thought back to the user guide.

It had said a bunch of new-age psychic mumbo-jumbo about ‘looking within’ and ‘finding the spark’ or ‘feeding your spirit’. Not much to go on, but it was all he had. Ryan closed his eyes and imagined looking inside himself. Nothing. Nothing but black. He took a deep breath and practiced meditative breathing his nutritionist had suggested for him once.

Breathe in.

Breathe out…

Breathe in.

Breathe….

His concentration was broken by a hissing sound of rage from the bellsnake. Daring a quick glance around the statue, Ryan saw it was circling around the four unconscious bandits, tongue flickering, and had risen up, swaying back and forth, taller than a man. Oh shit… the eggs. He’d broken all the eggs and it had found them all destroyed.

And at that moment the bellsnake’s head darted to the side, spotting him.

Ryan closed his eyes again. Zen. Find the calm. Dammit! What good was new age hippy bullshit if it wasn’t going to work when you needed it?

Inside the blackness he saw a spark. Like a ball of fire. He felt drawn to it and it took shape. Not fire, exactly, but a splinter – like a mote of light when he closed his eyes. Fuck! Not bad! So now how did he use it? The more he concentrated, the brighter it grew until it split into three colored embers: one red, one blue and one green.

He picked red. It swam closer in his vision and the bigger it got, the brighter it became.

And with a rush it exploded.

Ryan opened his eyes and saw the room had completely changed.

The world had gone black and white. Clear and sharp, but like watching an old pre-color TV show. Here at last was something that was very familiar – whenever you used the Ghost Flesh power put you out of phase with the rest of the world, the game screen went monochrome.

The snake suddenly reared above him, shooting around the statue, fangs out, ready to rip him to shreds.

It froze. The tongue flickered out, tasting the air and it rose up, head swivelling back and forth. Because Ryan wasn’t there anymore.

At its lowest setting Ghost Flesh gift did exactly what the name implied – made your body as insubstantial as a ghost. It also let you see ghosts and touch them like they were real, but more importantly it made you out of phase with the real world – both invisible and untouchable. Unsmellable too, apparently, although that hadn’t been in the game.

Inside himself, Ryan felt a tiny drip-drip-drip. Like a leaky pail, slowly draining. That was the gift, slowly draining the reserves of the Mind’s Eye. He wouldn’t be able to keep this up forever, but while it lasted the snake had no way to touch him, or even find him.

It did, however, have at least one more trick. Before Ryan could remember to plug his ears the windchimes of the snake’s enchanting rattle wormed their way into his thoughts. The grip took hold of his legs first, rooting him in place. Then his entire body went rigid. Apparently, the power of the enchantment worked even in the ghost dimension.

Ungh, stupid! He must be getting old if he forgot the secret to killing the snake was back in the ballroom. The only way to nullify the chimes was back there.

Ryan stood helpless as a statue. The snake vanished from his field of vision and moments later he had the uncomfortable chilling sensation of it passing through his ghost body. The snake circled the statue one more time then the tail ceased its musical rattle.

Just as quickly as the music had frozen him, it released. Ryan staggered slightly and stepped closer to the snake. It scanned the room, staring right through him, then hissed in frustration before turning back to the four unconscious figures on the floor. For a moment Ryan was relieved. It would probably kill them, thinking they were the ones responsible for destroying her eggs. Win-win, right?

But as he watched the giant, wedge-shaped head rise above the naked body of Klestril he felt a pang of regret. Horrible way to die. Helpless. Eaten alive.

Ah fuckit.

Ryan circled around behind the serpent, putting the statue between them. When he was out of its line of sight he searched inside himself for the ember and dimmed it, releasing the Ghost Flesh and returning to stand once again in the normal dimension. Raising the rusty sword up he brought it down on the body of the snake.

In real life he’d never even picked up a sword, but his new body handled it like he’d been born knowing how to use it.

Well, considering this body was born an hour ago, that was entirely true.

The blade drove between the scales and stabbed deep in the flesh of the bellsnake. It writhed, head twisting around like a whip and spotted him. For a giant snake, it moved nearly as fast as a normal-sized one. Lunging in his direction, it hissed. Mouth full of fangs. But before it could reach him, he breathed life to the red ember and became Ghost Flesh again. The serpent’s fangs passed through him harmlessly. He felt the same slight tingle as it slithered through his insubstantial body.

Fingers in his ears, Ryan retreated to the temple doors and careful to never let himself hear the song, dropped from the ghost world to the real one long enough for the snake to see him.

This time he led the beast on a chase back to the ballroom, retracing their earlier steps. He ran inside and ignited the ember again, vanishing into the ghost world. He didn’t stop running until he stood by the bell on its heavy frame.

Moments later the snake shot into the room on its belly. Horrifyingly quick. It paused, scenting the air with its flickering tongue, and paused in confusion. He watched from the monochrome world as the bellsnake circled the ballroom, trying to find him.

When its head was looking the other way, he stepped from the ghost world back into the real one and reached to ring the bell.

It took one tug and the sound reverberated around the room. Louder every moment. Until the note drowned out the sound of the snake’s paralyzing chime.

He’d revealed himself, and the bellsnake lunged at him, red mouth open against the bright green body. And Ryan simply vanished from the real world again.

Again, he circled around to the bottom half of the snake’s body and waited for it to look away before becoming flesh again and hacking the same wound he’d created in the temple. The serpent writhed and turned only to find him gone. He vanished and attacked twice more that way until the snake was bleeding in multiple places and hissing in fury.

Yeah… Ghost Flesh really broke the game. Only this wasn’t a game.

He circled the beast again and readied the rusty sword but cheating power or not, on the next attempt the bellsnake had learned his trick. As he reappeared to slash the tail, it was already turning to strike and the stone fangs sank into his leg.

He collapsed, becoming ghost flesh as he fell, and in the grey television world he lay on the floor, feeling the burning pain searing up his leg. Poison.

Fuck! Fuckity fuck!

The fangs were a foot long, and it was like having a pickaxe driven through his thigh. As he lay writhing in the ghost world, he was bleeding out. Slowly, inch by inch, he fought through the pain, hands clamped around the wound.

You can fix this…

Inside the Mind’s Eye he approached another mote of color in the dark – the green glowing spark. Reaching for it he channeled power as he had to the red one, and felt the Psychic Surgery pulse out around him like radar. Like an x-ray, it scanned all around him, finding the wound and collecting green energy there. The power began to heal his flesh. Blood stopping. Flesh healing. Bone knitting together. But he was feeling worse, not better.

The puncture wound was easy to heal, but the venom from the snakebite kept going. He felt himself beginning to go into convulsions – had to be some sort of neurotoxin. If he didn’t act fast he was going to die just as quickly as he’d been reborn.

The green spark grew brighter and brighter, as he poured in more power, and began to burn the traces of poison from his body. As the green light scanned and searched to eliminate the last of it, the pain vanished, and he lay gasping for breath a long minute.

“Well, you want to play hard ball?” he growled to the empty ghost world, words lost under the ringing of the bell. That had been close! “I’m gonna turn you into fuckin boots,” he told the snake.

Getting to his feet he approached the head of the snake this time, sword in his bloody grip. He studied it. Enjoying its confusion and pain as it searched, sliding back and forth. He raised the point of the rusty sword at its open mouth, standing directly in front of it. And as he reappeared in the normal dimension, he was already driving the blade forward. It sank a foot deep into the creature’s upper palate and out through the top of its skull. The teeth tried to bite down on the blade and Ryan let go, stepping back as it whipped back and forth, tail curling in knots. Until it slowly began to waver, then went limp, slamming the bloody length of steel deeper as it struck the ground, dead at his feet.

He shouted in victory but the noise died in his throat.

The air crackled with an energy, rising off the corpse. A strange sensation jolted through him. It started as a faint tingling, like sticking his dick in a light socket, and then it surged through his entire body. It felt… good. Powerful. Exhilaration washed over Ryan.

Oh shit… this was what gaining the creature’s mana felt like in the real world. In the game when you killed a creature you absorbed its life force. A convenient way to track your experience for levelling up. Kill a monster, your mana score increased. Numbers on the screen.

Here…

The very essence of the slain creature was being absorbed into his being. The mana, the pure magic energy, flowed into him like a rushing torrent, like a Godzilla sized espresso. He could feel his magical power surging, expanding.

His heartbeat pounded in his ears, threatening to beat through his chest. The intensity of the newfound power coursing through his veins. His senses heightened, colors became more vibrant, and the world around him seemed to pulsate with an unseen power.

But it wasn't just the surge of power that overwhelmed him. It was the profound connection he felt to the slain creature, the intimate exchange of life force and magical essence. He could almost feel the echo of the snake's final moment, feel its life becoming his. In that moment, Ryan understood the weight of this newfound gift. The price of taking a life in this magical realm was not without consequence. With newfound clarity, Ryan vowed to honor the life that had been lost, to channel the energy he had gained for a greater purpose. The serpent's magic flowed through him, but it was up to him to wield it responsibly, to bring harmony and justice to this fantastical world…

Then as the surge of power ended the feeling of oneness with the universe and divine responsibility to its legacy vanished like a cloud of bong smoke.

Fuck that. Honor the life he’d taken? Intricate balance of life and death?

What the hell was that?

One time in college he’d smoked some weed way more powerful than he was expecting to try and get with this hippy chick and been blasted through the floor for about an hour, bathing in thoughts so profound he just knew they would change his life forever.

He’d woke up stinking of patchouli on her couch. All of it fading into the realization he hadn’t got in her pants and was on the far side of town without enough money for a bus home.

He felt a heavy sense of Deja Vu.

And so, standing there in a spreading pool of snake blood, twitching corpse swallowing his sword, Ryan abandoned his destiny as the bearer of the slain creature's essence, understanding that he’d need to kill a bunch more creatures to gather even more of the potent magic that now coursed through his veins.

“Better be more careful,” he said, examining his leg. “Put holes in my new cowhide pants.”

***
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Chapter 7   : Ellsbat

Before he left the ballroom Ryan collected the serpent’s treasure. It was the third biggest haul in the entire dungeon and he wasn’t about to leave it behind – a collection of gold and silver statuettes worth more than two thousand gold crowns. Left in plain sight on a shelf, collecting dust since the castle had been inhabited. It went into the backpack wrapped in a rag and he went back to considering how he was going to beat the encounter waiting for him in the dining hall three levels below.

He knew how to use his magic, but he was about to go up against nine strygs. This time without magic eggs. Killing a beast like the bellsnake was one thing, but he was about to kill men… sortof. Beastmen. Close enough to real people it would feel like killing men. Eldwick had three main species divisions, with a couple honorable mentions. There were humans, who were kindof running the place, and on the other side there were demons, forced to live in the badlands after losing the last war with the humans. Between them were the beastmen – like strygs – that got in everybody’s way; sometimes allies like Klestril and Blackmane’s band of robbers, and sometimes just a menace like the inhabitants of the Weeping Valley.

But beastmen were still men.

Well, if it had to be done then it was best done well. He’d use the same tactics he’d perfected in the game – and again just now with the snake – hit and run from the ghost world. Only an idiot fought fair when you could be invisible and untouchable until you wanted to attack. He’d be vulnerable for the brief moments he reappeared in the normal dimension, and that would mean choosing his targets carefully.

He used the stairs past the temple, the level below it with the chapel he’d spawned in, and continued down to the next landing with it’s big double-doors. The stryg bandits would certainly be ready for him – they had to have heard the fight with Klestril, or the ringing bell that had drowned out the bellsnake’s paralysis chimes. He’d have to walk through their front line while still in the ghost world and attack them from behind while they were waiting to jump him as soon as he stepped through the door.

He reached for the red spark and entered the ghost world outside the door, vanishing from the world, and walked through the solid substance of the big oak door to the dining hall.

There was no ambush waiting for him.

The picture in front of him was a nightmare in black and white; almost as if he was looking at some old Bela Lugosi horror movie. The dining hall could seat twenty or more, and a small fire burned in the fireplace at the far end of two long trestle tables. Just like in the game the room was scattered with wine bottles and hanging by a rope tied around her wrists from the chandelier hook in the ceiling was a captive woman in the rags of a dress.

And just like it was in the game, a gang of nine filthy bandit strygs was gathered around her jeering and laughing drunkenly as they slapped and pinched her, poked her dress with their daggers to shred it.

How… how was it they hadn’t heard a thing? Hadn’t reacted at all?

Standing in the room insubstantial in ghost flesh, Ryan could take a good long look to try and figure it out. In the game, no matter when you arrived in the room the bandits were always in the middle of playing out this scene; you never got there before they strung her up, or after they killed her. The room encounter was designed that way to make the game as interesting as possible. You had to choose, try to save the girl, or take out the bandits. As a kid he’d let them stab her to death and buy himself a free distraction while he fought the strygs. As an older gamer he’d enjoyed the challenge of keeping her alive. It was an elaborate puzzle posed by the game… with a sexy half-naked woman in a compromising position – designed to appeal to the teenage gamers.

But if this was real life – on another world, but real life nonetheless – how was it that he arrived just in time. Was it fate? Luck? A act of god-like power by Dagonestra, ensuring that he was predetermined to arrive at just the right time, every time?

“Bleed her out with a few extra holes,” the boss of the strygs announced. “Plenty to go around for everyone then!” he laughed cruelly.

Yeesh… that hadn’t been in the game. His teeth bared. It hardly mattered if it was fate. What did matter was nine bastards were about to get shanked up the ass.

He didn’t make the same mistake he had with the serpent. Starting at the back of the room he doused the red spark, reappeared in the normal dimension, and drove his sword through the ribs of the stryg at the back of the crowd before vanishing into the ghost world again.

It happened so fast he didn’t even think about what he was doing. There was a moment when he felt the blade grate against bone and heard the gurgle of the stryg’s dying breath as he expired messily. He stood over the body as the blood poured out in black and white.

They said Hitchcock used chocolate syrup for blood in the famous Psycho shower murder because it looked just like blood in black and white. Ryan could confirm – it was accurate.

It was the first man he’d ever killed.

Fuck em. If they wanted to live then they should have chosen a job that didn’t involve torturing helpless women.

Maybe it was the lack of technicolor that made it seem less real. He watched from the ghost world as the bandits paused, looking in confusion to see why one of their number had pitched over.

“Gffahh! He’s piss drunk! I take his turn!” one announced.

The laughter faded as the strygs looked closer.

”You bootlicker, he aint drunk, he’s been stabbed!”

“Who kilt im?”

“Don’t lookit me, he owed me five silvers!”

“Who was it then?”

“Which one of you done it?”

Ryan drifted through the crowd until he’d crossed the room, standing by the fire. Picking the one furthest away from the others he raised his sword, reappeared, stabbed him through the neck, then vanished again.

“Oi, there!” one of the strygs saw him before he vanished and pointed.

“I saw it too!”

As the second bandit staggered, blood pumping from his severed jugular, the others looked in horror as he collapsed into the fire hissing and steaming as his blood began to put out the flames.

“Somebody’s in here!” the leader roared.

“Where?”

“He’s inny-vis-table!”

“Wut?”

“You can’t see im!”

The strygs were too dumb to panic, too mean to be scared and too bloody-minded to think of anything else besides stabbing the air around them. They snarled and swore, grabbing weapons and swinging wildly at the empty air. One of them jumped on a table, near the girl, and Ryan made him the next target.

He reappeared swinging in a broad arc at his legs and chopped clean through one leg at ankle-height. The stryg screamed, dropping to roll and clutch his missing limb. This time two of the bandits were close enough to take a stab at Ryan in the brief moment he was there. Too little too late. He was in the ghost world when the rest of the surviving bandits converged, hacking, smashing, stabbing and stomping at the spot he’d been. They were packed so close together one of them stabbed another by mistake.

That gave him an idea.

He waited until they tired themselves out and stood warily eying the room around them.

“Did we ged im?”

“How would we know? He’s inny-table-able!”

“Blood trail maybe?”

“Maybe… maybe he’s not human at all… maybe he’s the Ghost Knight!”

The strygs went quiet, fear travelling among them.

“Don be an ass-stain! Ghosts don’t use swords!”

“That bastard cut off my foot!” the legless stryg howled on the floor.

Ryan didn’t even bother to attack the next time. He stood between two bandits, briefly appeared and vanished again, and watched as both strygs swung, stabbing each other. One fatally.

That left five. Six if you counted the one who’d need a wooden peg-leg.

“Fuck shit, you fucking shitters!” the boss screamed at them. “Watch what yer doing!”

He needed to end this fast. Before one of them remembered they had a hostage. As the bandits began to search for the invisible attacker, he moved among them one by one, reappearing and vanishing after each attack. Whittling them down one by one until the last one standing saw what was coming and bolted for the open door.

Ryan went after him but took the short cut. Through the wall.

Still in the Ghost Flesh, as he reached the wall he just went right through the stone like it wasn’t there. Coming out the other side in the stairwell directly ahead of the boss stryg. Raising his sword so it was parallel to the floor, Ryan reappeared in front of the fleeing stryg and let the bandit’s momentum run him right onto his rusty sword blade. They stood face-to-face a moment while the bandit gurgled and stared at him in horror, the blade through his chest and out his back.

“G-ghost… knight…” the stryg breathed out with his dying breath.

Ryan pulled his sword free. “Got the wrong guy pal.”

Couldn’t blame the bandit, though. The dungeon was haunted by two ghosts – solving their quest line was the thing that would turn the emerald sword from a cursed item to a powerful artifact that answered to his control.

The last bandit collapsed bloodily on the stairs and Ryan stepped back to avoid the mess. Blood collected and ran down each step one by one. For a moment he was fine, then the smell and memory hit him. The tactile sense of the slight rubbery resistance of flesh when it met a sword blade. What it felt like, travelling up the blade into the palm of his hand. He dry-heaved , hands on knees, closing his eyes to avoid the sight.

“Fu-gulp-uck,” he moaned when his stomach stopped twisting.

The girl. Focus on the girl. Remember that these sadistic lumps of shit were going to torture and rape a girl if you hadn’t shown up.

Or would they? If Ryan had never stepped into the room would the strygs forever be frozen, waiting, acting out the same pantomime until the gamer started the room encounter?

He blocked out the thought. Too much. If he started thinking about it too hard, he was going to go insane. Instead, he climbed back up to the dining hall.

***

He entered the room the normal way this time and looked at the spreading pools of gore around eight bodies. The entire room was covered in it. The one-legged stryg was still alive, trying to crawl his way across the floor to hide under a table. Ryan stabbed down once with his sword and the bandit went still. Wiping the blood off his blade on the fur vest of the bandit, he looked up at the girl. Still hanging from the ceiling, the captive woman stared at him, eyes wide with hope.

She was a redhead – tall and pale. Her skin was almost bone white where it was exposed – and that was a lot of places given that the thin undershift of a white dress she wore was in tatters where it had been sliced apart by the bandits. Even stretched out with hands over her head like she was on a rack, her big, firm tits were maybe the biggest he’d ever seen. Not comically big but like a pair of soft white bowling balls.

Sure as fuck don’t remember those being in the game…

“Hang in there,” he told her, moving to the bracket where they’d tied off the rope that held her up.

“Is that meant to be humor?” she asked through the pain of her gritted teeth.

Ryan paused a moment and blinked. She wasn’t speaking English but he understood her. She’d replied in lesser demonic and he had mentally translated her words flawlessly. That meant she’d understood what he’d said. Even weirder, the pun had somehow translated across languages. This was trippy.

Wait… how did he know lesser demonic? It was a language option in the game world, a common tongue among demonkind. Now that he had a moment to think about it, Klestril and the strygs had been talking in mantongue… the leftover lingua franca of the Old Empire that most humans spoke.

“W-what language am I speaking?” he asked her.

“You don’t know?”

“Humor me.”

“If I tell you, will you cut me down?” she moaned.

“Shit! Sorry.”

Ryan moved to the wall where the bandits had tied off the rope to a wall sconce for a torch. Finding a dagger, he used the point to pick at the knot and kept a grip on the rope. The girl let out a small cry as he used one hand to pull the rope, making some slack on the line. Damn. How strong was he? His new body was no joke.

When it was un-knotted he gently lowered her down. She winced and let out a small cry as she collapsed to the trestle table, but for someone who had been tortured by a biker gang of rapist beastmen and had to have expected to have her corpse violated, she seemed pretty calm.

Leaning to support her, Ryan cut the rope loose from where they knotted it around her wrists. The rough hemp had had cut into her flesh, leaving bloody gouges in the soft white flesh. She huddled around her knees a moment before looking up at him through her red hair. Underneath the dirt and bruises she was one of the prettiest women he’d ever seen. The dark red hair framed a heart-shaped face with big red eyes. She looked human.

“Thank you,” she said weakly.

“No problem. What was I going to do, just leave you?”

“Yes. Many would have done just that instead of risk their life.”

“If you say so.” Maybe in this world life was cheaper. Or women weren’t valued as much.

“The common tongue of man,” she said without explanation.

“What?”

“You are speaking mantongue, the common language of man.”

“Oh, right. But you spoke in lesser demonic.”

“Are you not demonic?” she said.

Damn. He thought his new body passed for human.

“Oh, uh, I think so. But only half.”

“Half? How can one be only half? Of a blood?”

“Right,” that was another preconception from his old life. “Can you sit up? Walk? I’m getting out of here and I’ll take you with me if you can walk.”

“I thank you, but that I cannot do,” she said.

She talked fancy. If she’d been speaking English, he would have mentally translated her accent as ‘rich, upper-class east coast’. Like what you imagined a professor at an ivy-league college might sound like. This ability to understand local languages was freaky. Had to be a gift from Dagonestra.

“Uhhh, why not? You can’t stay here.”

“I’m afraid I must. I’m waiting for someone.”

“Up here?”

“Yes, in the chapel of the Herald of Dagon.”

He had a sudden weird feeling. Noooo… it couldn’t be. Could it?

“Did you maybe draw a summoning circle in there?” he asked.

“Why, yes. How did you know?”

“You were summoning maybe… a champion of Dagonestra?”

“It’s impossible for you to be aware of my actions,” she said, alarmed.

“Not really. Well, I have good news for you; I don’t think you need to wait anymore. I’m the one you summoned.”

For the first time her cool exterior faltered and she looked shocked. “You?” she blurted.

“Yeah, me.”

“W-who are you?”

“I’m Ryan Scully.”

“But… b-but how could you know the Herald of Dagon, Rineskull?”

Rineskull?

“Dagonestra? Yeah, we’ve met. She sent me here to help. And the name is just Ryan Scully.”

She seemed to absorb the information that he was a creature summoned from a demon lord without further comment. She nodded in acceptance. “Then I will gladly accompany you, Rineskull.”

He wasn’t going to win the name contest anytime soon, so he let it be.

“Really? You trust me all of the sudden?”

“How not? I have seen the great powers you wield, clearly gifts of the Mother of Demons. And even if I had not, would I not trust the providence sent to deliver me from the likes of these?” she gestured at the dead strygs.

The buxom redhead rose unsteadily to her feet and placed a hand over her heart, pressed to her ample cleavage.

“I am Ellsbat,” she announced. “And it is well-met this day, my servant Rineskull.”

“Uh… servant?”

***


Chapter 8   : Servant

Like any good gamer, Ryan followed the first rule of winning a battle: loot the bodies.

“W-what are you doing?” the redheaded former prisoner stammered, as he systematically stripped the corpses, throwing everything into a pile on one of the tables.

“First, finding you clothes. Second, in here somewhere should be… aha! Bingo.”

He yanked the lucky charm from around the neck of one of the dead bandits; it was an arrowhead made from solid silver.

“You cannot seriously be considering taking these meagre possessions?”

“You got a better way to fight werewolves than silver?”

Her mouth hung open.

“That’s what I thought.” He pocketed the arrowhead for later. “Now, let’s get you dressed. Find something that fits in these.”

“Unthinkable. I command you cease this.”

Ryan chewed that over, staring at her. On the one hand she wasn’t supposed to exist. Not exactly, anyway. The unnamed NPC in the game thanks you and runs off if you manage to save her. But in this world, she seemed to be a major character, placed there by Dagonestra, therefore he felt obliged to look after her. On the other hand, she was being a total bitch with this ‘you are mine to command’ routine; that was going to get real old, real fast.

On the third hand she was a smokeshow…

“Listen El Booba—”

“Ellsbat!”

“Sure. Listen, If I’m your servant then I am providing you clothing and footwear, unless you’d rather walk through a dungeon with bare feet and your tits peeking out of the holes in your dress.”

She clutched the front of her dress closed and to his surprise a furious blush climbed up her chest and face. For a moment her eyes flashed blood red. Shit… he didn’t want to know what that was about. While she thought it over, he went to the fireplace, dragging the burned corpse out and using a fallen axe from one of the bandits to clear the ashes from the doused fire and pry up one of the stone blocks beneath it.

“Oh man, that’s rank,” he held his breath, shoving the burned body away.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Ellsbat picking through the clothes.

The strygs barely had a few copper and silver coins between them but the fireplace had a secret compartment with nearly a dozen emeralds and some loose silver coins.

“We need to find the fastest way from this place,” the redhead told him.

“Hold yer horses… what’s the point of being here if we aren’t going to loot everything that isn’t nailed down. I’ll get you out, but we’re getting a payday out of this, got me?”

“You would seek… profit?” she demanded incredulously.

“Loot. Booty. Treasure. Whatever you want to call it, we’re taking it. That’s the whole point of being an adventurer!”

“A what? That sounds like a common mercenary.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, is your daddy super-rich and going to pay me a fantastic reward for returning you safely?” he asked.

She pursed her lips, looking uncomfortable at the mention of her family. Then shook her head.

“So then don’t knock treasure hunting. I’ll buy you a new dress with some of it.”

“But what of the curse that lies upon this ruin?” she said, like he was an idiot. “It is filled with monsters! I only avoided them and reached this tower chamber to summon you by using a magic potion provided by the Herald of Dagon in a dream to rise through the air outside and climb through a window.”

“No problem. You let me deal with the monsters.”

Ryan found her a pair of boots that fit reasonably well with some padding wrapped around her feet but she refused to wear any of the bloodied clothes, wrapping a cloak around her shoulders like a shawl. After he handpicked a few more weapons from the bodies and a second bag to hold more loot, Ryan was ready to leave the top of the tower behind and get at the rest of the Emerald Place.

Together they made their way down the spiral stairs to the bottom floor of the tower. Despite her injuries and trauma Ellsbat followed silently behind him, keeping up and making no indication she was going to be a hysterical, clingy rescue victim like the game usually provided. In the real-world Eldwick women seemed made of stronger stuff than the imagination of some game-designer geek who’d never kissed a girl.

At the landing on the ground floor corridor Ryan held up a hand to hold her back and realised he’d brushed up against a pair of somethings soft and round. He was ready to politely pretend it hadn’t happened but her eyes went blood red again, glowing a bit this time. Weird.

“Why do we delay?” she asked.

“That’s a pressure plate that sets off a trap,” he pointed, remembering it at the last moment.

She squinted and shook her head helplessly. “I see nothing. How did you know it was there?”

“Just have to trust me, I’m lucky.”

They edged around the trap and headed up the corridor. There was less light here and the dim hallways stank with a smell like wet dogs. He wrinkled his nose and breathed through his mouth. There’s another difference; playing the game you couldn’t smell anything.

“You know what that stink is?” he asked.

“The mongrelmen,” she replied calmly. “I avoided them when I ascended the tower.”

“How’d you do that?”

“Magic.”

“Really?”

“I am not untalented.”

He gave her a smile. “And modest. Well, have any more magic?”

“I have used all my mana, I can perform an incantation but once per day.”

Well, that answered a few questions. And raised some too. In this real-world version of the game, magic-users were still class-based and could only use limited spell slots each day. He’d preferred later versions of the game that switched to a points-based magic system that essentially zeroed the cost for lowest-tier spells and made geometric mana-point cost increases for each tier of spell above that. It let wizards spend mana points to cast any level of spell, if they had them. It was specifically why he’d chosen warlock as his profession during character creation with Dagonestra; it was the grandfather of the system they’d later adopted for all spellcasting professions after v3 and let him trade spell slots for mana points of higher or lower-level spells.

Speaking of which, it was time to try some more of his powers and collect the biggest quest reward in the game. Normally you didn’t get a chance at it until you’d completed all the lower levels of the dungeon, but since Dagonestra had helpfully started him at the final boss battle for the Emerald Palace, he was clearing the encounters in reverse.

This time instead of jumping in and out of the Ghost World Ryan wanted to use another loophole of the power that was even more unfair to his opponents than what he’d done to the snake and the stryg bandits. He hadn’t tried it before because he hadn’t figured out how to use magic yet.

As a warlock he had unlimited use of the demon fyre spell – an ability to shoot a lance of black flames with the range of a light-caliber rifle. It would immolate most weaker, man-sized creatures in a single shot, and unlike regular spells it didn’t use his mana, it borrowed Dagonestra’s magic so it never ran dry.

And because of a loophole in the Ghost Flesh ability, he should be able to cast it from the ghost world into the normal one. Staying hidden and untouchable while he blasted his enemies one by one.

Unless they had magic to fight back… magic would penetrate the ghost world the same way his magic could travel from the ghost world to the normal one.

So… how to use magic?

Unlike figuring out the Mind’s Eye, there was a lot of game lore on how magic worked. It was based on mana, but mana was just the fuel that powered spells. Spells each had a characteristic called a ‘harmonic’; without having the harmonic for a power you couldn’t use that type of magic. Most commonly you could become harmonized by finding a magic item, but you could also learn about it through long, hard study – be that a spellbook or celestial teachings on a temple wall. Thirdly, you might also accidentally be harmonized if you were exposed to the receiving end of the magic. That last one was a bit of a consolation prize for surviving a near-death experience due to magic and wasn’t exactly the smartest way to get access to power.

So, since Ryan was a warlock, and the demonfyre was granted to him by Dagonestra, the harmonic for it should already be inside him. The next step was a Focus. Again, the simplest form of focus was a magic item – it was an external focus all by itself. For magic-users, the focus existed a lot like the Mind’s Eye. You could draw it or imagine it. So rookie magicians usually drew the magic manually as part of a ritual, which was reliable, but not exactly useful in combat; nobody wanted to be the guy who brought a drawing to a swordfight.

Ryan closed his eyes and imagined the harmonic for demonfyre. Almost immediately he saw the glowing shape of the rune: the form of a mountain with the jagged line of a fire inside it. He instinctively knew it was the mountain shape of Dagonestra’s lair.

The next part was what the game called the ‘Lens’. You set the parameters for the spell: power, shape, target and so on. He’d always assumed that the game developer had described magic like writing computer code, but now that he knew it was only describing how magic worked in Eldwick, he began to wonder if the opposite was true. The better you got at magic, the faster and more accurate your Lensing would get.

So… now that he could harmonize, focus and lens… it was time for some target practise.

The lower-level tower was damp and mossy, but mostly intact. A lot of the level was used up by the throne room and Ryan led them though empty hallways to the big double doors of the Lord’s Chamber.

“Why are we here?” Ellsbat asked, looking around nervously. “It’s going to be crawling with mongrelmen!”

“Well… we need to get something from the treasure vault on the other side of the throne room,” he whispered, listening at the door.

“You don’t mean the Emerald Bane,” she scoffed.

“Yes, the Bane but also the Sword of Xerxia.”

“It’s a cursed sword. They are both cursed!”

He was impressed; she was well-read. “Not for the rightful heir of the castle, it isn’t. Listen, I’m going to vanish now but don’t panic. I’ll be right back.”

He tapped the power of the Ghost Flesh again and lighting the red spark he used the ghost step to pass right through the solid wall. Emerging on the other side he found what had once been an opulent throne room was now the filthy den of more than a dozen mongrelmen. Big ones, small ones, male and female. A whole tribe. The wolf bandits kept them in line with threats and gave them food stores to bribe them into letting them setup shop, but the beastmen were notoriously savage.

Ryan studied them from inside the grey monochrome world. They looked like stooped neanderthals.

Ugly, brutish and short, wearing rags or less. The men looked like pig-faced brutes, covered in scraggly beards like you might imagine a neanderthal, wearing skirts of ragged animal skin. The women were not much prettier – stooped, with dogfaces and wearing skirts made of woven grass, their withered dugs hanging halfway to their knees, as often as not with a monkey-like baby suckling on the end. Children didn’t seem to deserve clothes at all and rolled and scampered underfoot like rats. One of the mongrels – a rotund pregnant female – sat on the grimy throne, barking orders at the others while two more females picked nits from her scalp. It made him itchy just looking at it.

The stench of filth and decay hung in the air, while the flickering fire in the blocked fireplace sent a fog cloud of smoke that caught in the slanting light coming through the tall windows of the throne room before it drifted outside.

The tapestries on the walls had long been torn down, some of them still used as scraps of rag loincloths. He could hear the low growls and guttural grunts of the primitive mongrelmen echoing through the chamber. This was it.

He snuffed the red spark and appeared in the normal dimension. Every one of the brutes in the room jumped and hooted, scurrying around at his sudden presence.

In the game lore, the mongrelmen were once noble men of a proud lineage, now reduced to savage beings by the curse that had ruined the palace. They eyed Ryan with open awe, bordering on fear. Their matted hair and wild, desperate eyes betrayed their degenerated state. They were idiot brutes, but their survival instincts were no joke and they’d be a challenge to fight all at once. Convincing them to spare his life and give him what he wanted was the better option by far.

Taking a deep breath, Ryan raised his hands in a gesture of peace. His voice echoed off the bare stone walls as he addressed the crowd of mongrelmen gathered before him.

"Brothers and sisters, hear me," Ryan's words rang out, carrying a hint of authority that caught the attention of the primitive beings. "I stand before you not as an enemy, but as a messenger sent by the gods themselves."

The mongrelmen exchanged puzzled glances, their eyes reflecting a flicker of intelligence as they puzzled through his words. Ryan seized the moment, summoning a trickle of the magic within him to make a dancing ball of black flames that moved from one hand to the other.

"I come bearing the promise of redemption," Ryan continued, his voice growing stronger. "Your curse, the darkness that has consumed your noble heritage, can be lifted. The Herald of Dagon has chosen me to be their instrument, and your vessel of salvation."

The mongrelmen edged closer, some of them curious, but he saw others fingering their clubs and primitive spears. The mongrelmen circled him, their predatory instincts rising, ready to pounce on any sign of weakness. He wasn’t sure if they believed him or just wanted to split open his skull and scoop out his brains for dinner. Fuck… this was dicey. The whole room hanging by a thread, but he had to keep them engaged, to really sell it.

"In this very castle lies the key to your deliverance," Ryan declared, his eyes sweeping across the room, seeking to captivate their attention. "Ancient treasures, imbued with the essence of the gods, await our alliance. They have tasked me with restoring your true forms, your intellect, and your rightful place in this world."

And it was at that moment that there was a commotion by the doors to the throne room and they opened, revealing a party of four mongrelmen, dragging the kicking and screaming Ellsbat into the room with them.

Fucksakes…

The room jeered and catcalled at the redhead as she was hauled up to the pregnant chief on the throne and held with her arms stretched out to the sides. The magic-user looked more furious than scared.

“Servant! Servant where are you?” she yelled. “I protest at your lack of safeguarding my person!”

The room went quiet as the fat chief wobbled off the throne and down the steps of the raised platform to examine Ellsbat. First she fingered the long red hair, and sniffed it. Then she cupped her generous tits in with filthy hands and smacked her lips.

“Milky drums!”

The redhead had her arms pinned but she kicked the chief right in the box. “Take your hands off me, you damned, dirty dog!”

That got her a backhand to the face that dazed her a bit and when the chief recovered, wincing, she lifted the stunned girl’s dress and measured the width of her hips. In the process the room oohed and aaahed that the carpet matched the drapes.

“Mudder hips!” the chief announced.

Ryan had seen enough. He didn’t like where this was going, at all. He opened his body to the flow of mana and pictured the demonfyre. As the mana funneled from Dagonestra, he used the focus to form a ball of demonfyre. Now to lens it into a beam of dark flames that he could shoot… For a moment he wasn’t sure how he was going to describe angle, distance, force and intensity then he shrugged his shoulders. Making a finger-gun with one hand, he used the other to turn an invisible dial and then…

…POW…

He pulled the trigger on the finger-gun and the harmonic, the focus and the lens all snapped to life like a suddenly closed circuit and a blast of fire shot from his fingertip.

There was a satisfying beam of black flames that fired from his hand and struck one of the mongrels. He’d chosen a particularly disgusting example – face like a bulldog, body like a toad, and was amusing himself by stepping on a mongrel toddler. The piece of shit mongrelman screamed, consumed in dark fire, ran around in circles terrifying the others and finally collapsed into a smoldering heap.

“Which one of you dirty fuckers wants a taste, huh?” he asked.

“Gettim!” the matriarch yelled.

Fuck this.

Ryan ignited the red spark and went into the ghost world. Safely invisible and untouchable he started shooting more demonfyre into the angry mob. The sudden bolt of fire from nowhere made the mongrels throw themselves on the floor, prostrate, and begin babbling prayers to the big vault door at the far side of the room.

From there on he got better with each shot. While staying invisible and untouchable in the Ghost World, he walked among the screaming and running and hiding to burn the bestial male mongrelmen wherever they went. He aimed for men and spared the women and children. After a while the primitive inhabitants of the throne room were cowering and whimpering on the floor, unable to do anything but beg for mercy against what they probably thought was an invisible demon.

And they were entirely right.

When Ryan rematerialized in the room, standing at the base of the throne, he was struck by the smell of singed hair and burnt pork. Ughh… it might be a while before he wanted to eat bacon ever again…

Standing in the middle of the chaos, Ellsbat stared up at him, shivering slightly.

“You did all this?” she asked. “On your own?”

“No one is ever truly alone when they have a .45 caliber Dagonestra flamethrower,” he said, blowing smoke from the tips of his fingers. “Not bad, right?”

“You didn’t kill them all?” the scantily-clad redhead said, stepping gingerly over moaning, scorched forms to reach his side.

“Fuck no, I need them alive.”

Ryan strode up the steps onto the ancient throne, his gaze sweeping across the dilapidated chamber. Smoke swirled in the air. The stench of decay mixed with the musky odor of desperate creatures lurking in the shadows. The mongrelmen, once proud descendants of a noble lineage, now reduced to primal beings, mewled and cowered on the floor, their wild eyes fixated on Ryan.

"Listen up, mongrels, let’s try this again," Ryan's voice boomed with a commanding tone, echoing through the desolate chamber. "I'm not here to fuck around. I came here to chew bubble gum and save your sorry asses from the curse you brought on yourselves… and I’m all out of bubble gum!"

They probably didn’t understand his words, but they understood his angry tone and the blast of demonfyre he shot into the fireplace, making the embers explode outwards.

"Your curse ends today," Ryan declared, his voice cutting through the tension. "This forsaken castle holds the key to reclaiming your lost nobility. I need to get into that room,” he pointed to the treasure vault door at the back of the throne room. “Understand? Any of you sonsofbitches so much as makes a move to get in my way and I’m gonna execute every motherfucking last dog in this room. Got me?"

The mongrelmen whimpered and nodded, bowing their heads to the floor. One or two of them pissed themselves. But, a glimmer of hope flickered in the eyes of the matriarch as she and her two attendants – daughters maybe? – shuffled forward and bowed with arms raised high in supplication. their primal instincts temporarily subdued by superior firepower.

“Strong man of Demon King, we hears you! Have mercy!”

“You there, big bertha, what do you want?”

“You… you have killed all the big daddies…”

Ryan looked around the room. Most of the mongrel-men were smoking piles of crispy meat. He might have got a bit carried away…

"And? Get to the point," Ryan waved his hand at them.

“You… you took down boss daddies… me not know why you so mean… now we have no boss daddies.” Then a look of hope came into her eyes. “Take these two of my pups… you can be boss daddy now…”

“Uhhhh, what?”

“They good hips, all their teeth! Make baby-juice in their tummies and give them pups.”

Oh fuck… he eyed the pig-faced daughters of the matriarch.

"I'm uh… here to guide you through the treacherous path of redemption, to restore your true forms and restore you from ignorance,” he said. "So… tempting offer, but… no thank you.”

The room full of women wailed.

“No more boss daddies!” they cried. “No more pups!” they screamed and tore their hair out.

The scene of complete despair moved even Ellsbat, who had been their prisoner only a few minutes ago and almost been served up to the boss daddies as a breeding cow.

“These poor creatures…” she shook her head. “How can you be so cruel?”

“Cruel? They almost killed us!”

“And they are at your mercy now, without any men to protect them!”

“What do you want me to do about it?”

“You are my servant, I give you permission to father more children among them.”

“Fuck no!”

“But you must do something! I command it!”

“Forget it! We’re here for the Emerald, let’s get it and go!”

His words struck a chord, piercing through the primitive brains. The mongrelmen sobbed harder, their feral gazes pleading with him.

“Not even with someone else’s dick…” he muttered

Picking their way through the moaning wounded with Ellsbat sticking so close she was almost on top of him, Ryan approached the vault door behind the throne and found the big metal door. The vault was, as he expected, unlocked and it took a long moment to haul open the heavy metal portal. It was almost dark inside, but a single magical light shone on a velvet cushion set on a pedestal in the middle of the chamber. Resting on top of it was an emerald the size of his fist.

“Be right back,” he told the magic-user and stepped into the Ghost World.

***


Chapter 9   : The Lost Heir

Ryan found himself standing amidst an ethereal green mist, his surroundings bathed in a soft, iridescent glow.

This was different… the game never described the Ghost World like this…

As he looked around, the scene unfolded like a painting come to life. Instead of ruin, the throne room was pristine and new. The usual monochrome grey of the ghost world had a sea-green tint to it, like he was looking through glass. A grand hall hung with tapestries of ancient legends, rugs, statues. Instead of bare stone, the stucco walls were painted with bright patterns. The pillars were still there, but the chipped surfaces were new and covered in intricate carvings, and the empty windows were now filled with stained glass of epic battles and triumphant victories.

Oh man… is this a flashback? It was, wasn’t it? He was getting to witness the backstory of the castle ghosts. He’d never even heard of anyone seeing this in the game.

“Hello, how’s it going?” he asked, but the room didn’t react. He waved at them, but no one even glanced his way. Standing invisible to those around him, Ryan watched the throne room in its heyday; court ladies, knights, nobles and on the throne, an aging king with a young, pretty princess beside him. All human.

“Don’t tell me that’s the Ghost Princess…”

Princess Invidia. Only daughter to the king, only sister to several asshole brothers. Entering the room was a delegation of demons. From the dimly lit far end of the chamber, figures emerged, capturing the attention of the room. This had to be the part on the lore about the demons and humans brokering a peace agreement.

Leading their procession was the knight demon, dark hair and dark horns, but otherwise human-looking and handsome. He was an imposing figure clad in obsidian armor etched with intricate engravings. His eyes, sharp and intense, took in the room.

The flickering candlelight cast dancing shadows on the demon emissaries. Each demon represented their differing bloodlines. Some wore crowns of horns, some with tails or wings, while others had talons that glimmered like obsidian daggers. Their clothes were a fusion of opulent silks and practical leathers and would have made the next season of Paris fashion elites wet themselves.

Beside the demon king stood a figure cloaked in shadows from the flickering candlelight. His presence said bad-boy fashion model, and put most of the human men to shame. The air crackled with an electric energy, and his eyes smouldered… literally. They blazed with an actual fire. And hoo boy did princess Invidia notice it too. Ryan couldn't help but spot the glances exchanged between the human noble and the demon knight.

Hey brother, I been there, Ryan sighed to himself.

He recognized that unmistakable heat that lurked behind their glances. They may not have used the same terms as he would, talking about love at first sight and all that, but their intentions were crystal clear. Ryan knew that their codpieces were indeed ablaze with desire. And as Ryan stood there watching he couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy.

He could picture it perfectly: the princess, delicate and enchanting, seemed to fall for the knight like a moth to a flame. Longing for someone to take her away from the boring life of courtly duty and ride off on a dark horse for a romantic banging under a full moon. Poor little rich girl… And the demon knight looked like he was down to fuck.

It was a ballsy move to eyebang the king’s daughter in the middle of peace negotiations.

***

The throne room vanished, fading away like a cloud of fog, replaced by the castle garden. Moonlight bathed the scene with a soft glow, revealing what looked like a clandestine meeting between Invidia and the bad-boy demon knight. This time Ryan stood hidden among the foliage, silently observing their date against the backdrop of night-blooming flowers.

He already knew this part of the story… there were in-game clues littered all over the place as easter eggs so you could eventually piece together the tragic tale from snippets of poetry, journal entries, sculpture inscriptions and tapestries. The princess and the demon knight were hot for each other, but daddy, the King, wasn’t having it. They kept meeting anyway.

The scent of roses filled the air, mingling with the gentle touch of a cool breeze that brushed against Ryan’s face. His eyes fixed on the knight. Buddy was nervous – he knew this was a bad idea – but too horny to stop. It was clear he understood the risks of their forbidden hookup.

The two of them whispered inaudibly, probably promises to call her in the morning, as they embraced in the secrecy of the garden. Ryan began to wonder why they were showing him this particular flashback… it wasn’t exactly 50 Shades material…

Then, with an almost theatrical flair, the knight reached into the depths of his cloak, revealing a radiant emerald. Its green brilliance mirrored the lush foliage of the garden, a tangible symbol of his people's heritage and an emblem of everlasting devotion.

Oh shit… this was it. The Bane. A huge mystical emerald drawing treasure hunters to the ruined palace for decades. Only it wasn’t the Bane yet, it was just a gift from the demon to his love.

Man… if a rock that sized can’t get you laid… there was no justice.

The moonlight seemed to breathe life into the emerald, causing it to pulse with an otherworldly energy. Its vibrant glow got brighter as their lips met in a passionate kiss. It was a moment that defined the rest of their story.

From his hidden vantage point, Ryan marveled at the tragedy unfolding. The emerald, now cradled within the princess's palm, emitted an inner fire, meaning it was a huge source of mana. Here was when the magic gem got tuned to the love between them, and it was the betrayal of that love that triggered a magical curse so big it would take down the kingdom.

“Okay, I get it, are we done with the flashbacks now?” Ryan asked whoever was keeping him here.

The scene began to fade, then reform into someplace else.

Aw shit. Now what?

***

The garden was suddenly gone and Ryan found himself laying in bed and he wasn’t alone. Curled next to him was the princess. He was in bed with Invidia herself!

Finally… we’re getting to the good stuff.

In the same dreamlike way that you could suddenly shift from observer to subject of your dream, Ryan was no longer just watching. He was fully hard, caressed by silk sheets and the naked skin of the princess sliding beneath her thin silk nightgown in his arms.

“Oh, Prince Edmund, you flatter me too much. Please, I beg of you, cease these compliments. I fear my heart may betray my reason if you continue,” Invidia swooned.

Edmund? Mister demon-calendar pinup badboy was named Edmund?

“Give me some sugar, baby,” he whispered to her and she almost threw herself at him, her hot mouth open and wet as they made out.

Invidia shivered and gave girlish little moans in his arms, encouraging more. As her thigh crossed over his and he felt the warmth of her grinding on him, he ran his hand down her back and the silky touch of her nightgown as it hugged her tight little backside and shapely legs. One thing to love about living in a fantasy version of the middle ages: no panties.

But as his hand found the hem of the gown and he slid up under it, exposing her bare leg as he drifted up to her thigh, she pulled away, blushing and holding the fabric in place.

"Your words are like sweet enchantments, and I fear they will bewitch me beyond my control. I must resist such allure, for my heart is not mine to give,” she pleaded.

“Uh, are you sure?” Ryan asked. “I mean, no means no. But the way that gem lit up in the garden I’m pretty sure you already gave me your heart…”

“I cannot forswear such truth! Yes my prince, you have all of it,” she sighed, kissing him again. “B-but my m-modesty forbids revealing my-my gentle slopes that captivate the soul.”

Ryan pulled up some half-forgotten Shakespeare to see if it would loosen her up a bit. “Shall I compare thee to a summer's day? Thou art more lovely and more...”

Temperamental? Tactile? Telepathic?

“…terrific.”

"Prince Edmund, I must implore you again to refrain from such words. While they stir my heart, I must keep my modesty and honor intact,” Invidia said. “B-but mayhaps your touch might hide beneath the gentle meadow of my skirt…”

Ryan took the go-ahead and slid his hand under the gown. She seemed uncomfortable and uncertain as he gently caressed her inner thighs but relaxed into it after a moment. But the moment he slid his fingers over the hot, wet muff of her pussy she jolted like he’d pinched her.

"Y-your admiration is both a blessing and a burden, Prince. It tests my resolve to remain steadfast in my commitment to duty. Shall you… apply the… the form carved with celestial grace to m-m-my skin as soft as the morning dew?"

And just like that she lay back, parting her legs and gave him the go-ahead for landing. But as Ryan mentally shrugged and moved to hold himself on top of her, he watched Invidia bite her lip, make fists with her hands and stare up at the ceiling.

“Uh… are you okay?”

"I… I shall cherish your lover’s touch.”

“You’re sure?”

“Prithee, prince, do not tarry. I but pray that my heart remains steadfast, and that I may stand true to receive y-your snowy dove."

Ryan rolled off her and turned her face to his. She was giving every indication of forcing herself to fulfill a painful duty. Yeah… super-sexy… right.

“Let’s take our time, Invidia,” he told her, and her eyes went wide with surprise. When he kissed her again, he softly devoured her lips. Taking control to teach her what he liked. He could feel her responding. As he began to kiss down her neck and her cleavage, she let a moan escape her lips before slapping a hand on her mouth.

"D-do my b-bounteous curves enthrall y-your heart?" she asked.

“Oh how your dress leans on your bosom. Oh that I were the silk on your bosom so that I might touch that boob…” he paraphrased Romeo.

“T-then do so…” she whispered.

A few minutes of kisses and boob caressing later and her nipples were almost tearing through the gown.

“Yes… kiss where my desires lie nestled,” she moaned.

And keeping his hand over-the-clothes he began stroking her pussy. A whole series of gasps and moans she’d never made before started squeezing past her lips into his mouth and in moments the silk nightgown was in danger of being ruined as the thin fabric clung wetly to her cunt – inside and out – like a second skin. The tip of his finger was practically inside her.

“T-this garment is n-nothing like the skin of me, soft as the morning dew…” she said suggestively.

And with that he undid the ribbons that held the dress closed and she lay exposed, perky tits quivering in the open air, and glistening cunt lips swollen and pink. They were skin to skin, and his fingers swirled around her slippery folds, making her gasp and shudder.

“Noble suitor, you-your touch weaves a web of enchantment around my lips like blooming roses. Yet, I must beseech you to temper your sweet caress, for they stir emotions I dare not fully explore."

He slid a finger inside her while he took her rock-hard nipple in his mouth and the guttural moan stopped any further words from coming out of her throat.

“My Prince… this gown does restrict me like chains…I would that I wore only my tresses that cascade like golden rivers.”

She wrestled out of her nightgown in the least ladylike way possible and threw it aside, completely naked and this time when he rolled on top of her, she wasn’t staring at the ceiling, but in his eyes as she put her tongue in his mouth. But when Ryan replaced his hand with the rock-hard shaft of his cock and slid up and down on her she gave a small scream and trembled, thrusting against him.

"Oh, gracious knight, your sword is like a siren's song, beckoning me toward uncharted waters. I must be cautious, for my heart flutters with every touch,” she moaned.

Ryan used the head of his cock against her clit, then lower, nudging her opening. She let out a wordless scream, so high-pitched only dogs could hear it. She practically wrapped her legs around him , tilting her hips for better access. Ryan obliged.

Sinking into her was like a hot, wet vice. She gave another silent scream then several more much less silent ones as he began to drive in and out of her. For the next few minutes he pounded her with her knees in the air while she begged for more like a single mom.

"F-fair p-prince,” she found her voice between cries. “Y-your affections paint my bounty as wet as the sea in a way I have only dreamed of.”

“Mmmmph… your pussy is fucking amazing princess,” he complimented her back.

“B-but I fear to surrender to this fervor, s-some leviathan in my deep ocean f-follows the allure of this f-forbidden p-path!”

Then crouching between her legs, cock still pistoning inside her, he lifted her ankles into the air and hit a spot so deep it touched off an orgasm in the princess that Jenna Jameson would’ve been proud of. She gushed wetly around him. Once… twice… and as he couldn’t take it anymore and released inside her she came a third time. They both shook and yelled out together, seeming to go on forever, until she went limp and he collapsed beside her.

Ryan lay breathing heavily in the dimly lit chamber, collapsed on the silk sheets with the princess panting – and sticky – curled up on his chest.

“W-what hath thou done to me?” the ghost princess panted.

“That’s just what we call creaming your panties, yer highness,” he sighed with content.

The disheveled, soaked sheets of the bed, were a witness to the intimate aftermath of his forbidden banging with the princess. The air heavy with lingering warmth and sex fumes. Their entwined bodies, lit by the glow of moonlight streaming through the curtains.

“Oh, our waters mingle,” she moaned. “Your river in my ocean… What delicate ballet of satisfaction and contentment, as if the very essence of our love has painted the room with a soft radiance.”

Well, considering how wet she was, something was surely painting the room. He had a good idea what the place would look like with a blacklight right about now.

“You have made time stand still, the boundaries between the mortal world and the realm of the supernatural blurred in this sanctuary of passion,” she said dreamily.

“It was good for me too,” he hugged her close.

Suddenly she was tense. As if making up her mind about something she looked Ryan in the eyes. “Flee!” she told him, sitting up.

“What?” he said, half amused.

“Oh, you know not what happens next! You must flee before it is too late!” she begged. “Please!”

That was sudden… but Ryan had the feeling it wasn’t that she was angry with him… she was afraid of something else. Afraid for him.

The temperature of the room dropped as the boudoir filled with another ghostly presence. The demon knight stood over them. “Invidia my love,“ he said in a stern warning tone. “What is the meaning of this?”

Shit. The last thing Ryan wanted was to get busted by her boyfriend… “Oh, hey guy, listen, I thought you were okay with this… like a cuckold thing or whatever…”

“Silence varlet!” Then back to the princess he asked, “Why have you changed your thoughts on this? What of your revenge?”

Invidia drew the sheets up to cover her nudity and couldn’t meet his eyes. “Verily… I believe that… mayhaps there is more than simply an endless existence of bitterness coating my lips, mingling with tears as they merge with the suffocating darkness of revenge...”

The demon-knight ghost stared at her in amazement. “The weight of our shattered love resonates within my own soul through eternity…” the demon knight said, his heart and soul pouring into the words. “And you… you have lost your taste for revenge?”

She seemed almost ashamed. “Perhaps… perhaps I am softened by the vulnerability of bathing in his moonlight pearls, his sprung love is a testament to a path to redemption…”

“What testament?” the knight growled, narrowing his eyes.

“Somehow I now seem to come alive with an inner fire, pulsating with the power of his affections…” the princess said shyly, biting her lip.

The knight stood and gawked at her, mouth open. Oops, sorry pal, looks like I just banged your girl into a brand new outlook on life… or afterlife, depending on how you looked at it.

But the tranquility was shattered by the thunderous footsteps that reverberated through the corridors.

“It matters not,” the knight said. “Like a tempest brewing on the horizon, the time has come.”

The door to the bedroom slammed open. Intruders stormed into the chamber; their faces contorted with anger.

"Unhand our sister! Thou art a craven-hearted cur, hiding behind thy fancy words and empty boasts!"

The princess's brothers, driven by duty and loyalty to their kingdom, had discovered the clandestine secret that bound the knight and princess together. With rough hands, the brothers forcefully seized not the knight, but Ryan. Tearing him naked from the princess's tender embrace. The chamber echoed with her desperate pleas for mercy, but strangely the knight didn’t blink. Her begging fell on deaf ears anyway, drowned out by the brothers' insults.

Ryan watched the princess' sorrowful gaze meet his, filled with regret as he was forcibly dragged away. In that moment – even though this was lore never mentioned in-game – he understood what was going to happen next…

***

The room vanished and the green mist parted to reveal the dank underground room he recognised right away from a hundred playthroughs: the castle dungeon. Ahead of him the brothers were also dragging the princess in chains. In the cold depths of the castle they found themselves thrust into a waking nightmare. Her delicate wrists bound by iron chains, they were dragged through the corridors, the air growing heavy with the stench of decay and despair.

Torchlight flickered, casting distorted shadows the damp stone walls. Chains rattled, and the princess's ragged gasping breaths mixed with the moans of anguish from deeper in the dungeon cells.

“Here, witness your dog that would muddy the royal bloodline, sister!” the eldest brother growled.

In the heart of the dungeon, her brothers revealed their sadistic gift. They dragged a broken form from a cell: Edmund, once a paragon of strength and beauty, was now mutilated until he was almost unrecognisable. His strong demon body was a textbook of atrocities inflicted by the cruel hands of men. In that moment, Ryan knew exactly why Dagonestra had summoned him to save her people on this world; the knight’s broken body a grim example of the depths to which humanity could descend.

He looked away, not wanting to remember what they’d done to the man.

The princess, her heart obviously breaking with each heartbeat, stood in anguished silence, her gaze fixed upon her beloved's fading life force. The eldest brother drew a heavy hammer from the vivisectionist’s workbench and raised it over the demon knight.

“No!” Invidia finally screamed. “No, I beg of you!”

And then the brother beat the demon knight to death with the hammer. While the other brothers laughed. Blow after cruel blow, their voices echoing with a perverse delight as they conducted a symphony of pain and suffering.

The dungeon walls seemed to close in around him and the green mist was back. Ryan welcomed it at first, hiding the bloody scene, but it soon felt suffocating. As if the spirits of the two lovers were sucking any sense of hope from the world.

***

This time when the green fog faded, blown apart by a cool night’s breeze, Ryan found himself standing on the window ledge of the high tower of the castle. He wasn’t the knight or an independent observer but seeing it from the point of view of the princess herself. He felt anguish and despair, consuming her. The world blurring and dizzy.

Then she made her fateful leap from the height of the castle's tallest spire. Taking Ryan with her. The wind whistled through their hair, taking her sorrow and longing into the void below. Time seemed to slow, each heartbeat an eternity as they lost their balance, ready to hurtle toward her death.

But as his balance reached the tipping point, the realm of dreams shattered like fragile glass, and the veil of enchantment dissolved. Ryan, now fully returned in the physical world, was falling out of the real window of the real tall tower towards the very real death on broken rocks below.

“Dick move!” he yelled at the ghosts.

This was how they did it. This was how the cursed ghosts of the castle killed their victims. In their twisted souls, it must seem like too much mercy to simply drain the life from intruders to the ruined castle. No… they had to make him suffer, like they had. An elaborate pantomime of love, sex, betrayal, torture and, finally, cruel death.

He gave them points for style.

In that fleeting moment before gravity could smash him onto the stony ruin below, Ryan summoned his newfound ghostly powers. With a surge of power into the red spark, he transformed into a wisp of ethereal energy, entering the Ghost Flesh and drifting to a halt. He floated gracefully upward, defying gravity, until he reached the window ledge of the tall tower and his eyes locked onto the two apparitions who had deceived him. The two ghosts stared at him, their eyes, haunted by lifetimes of pain and bitterness. Malice replaced with complete surprise.

Ryan remained strangely calm. He spoke with a measured tone, "I understand your anger and your desire for retribution," he began, "But this is not the way, guys. What if I told you I can offer you the redemption you are looking for.”

The two ghosts, trapped in their cycle of torment and vengeance, regarded Ryan with skepticism. Their spectral forms wavered, as if torn between their desire for justice and their perpetual state of unrest.

"Look, I get it. You haunt the living to make them pay for the sins that were committed against you," Ryan continued, "But you’re just perpetuating the cycle of pain that keeps you here, over and over again."

Thank you Doctor Phil…

He paused, allowing his words to sink in. The ghosts' ethereal gazes faltered, their anger giving way to a glimmer of hope.

"I can offer you a way out," Ryan declared. "You can let go of this world and it’s old pains, and together, we can fix the wrongdoing of the past. Give yourselves the chance to embrace a future that isn’t just an eternity of vengeance. What do you say?”

The ghosts hesitated, their spectral forms trembling with uncertainty, like embers struggling against the chill of the night. He could tell they were almost sold but to let go of their vengeance and venture into uncharted territory was a daunting prospect. He needed to really sell it.

“I happen to be close personal friends with Dagonestra… uh… the Herald of Dagon. I’ve seen the afterlife, and its not so bad. I put in a good word for you, and I can guarantee the two of you could be collected in the underworld-wide-web and brought to her realm. You’d have to agree to serve her, of course, but you’d be together, in a tropical paradise.”

He left out the part about the boiling ocean of sulphuric acid, relentless attacks by enemies and weird bird-headed co-workers.

As the silence hung heavy in the air, Ryan extended a hand, a gesture of solidarity. "Trust in the power of forgiveness," he whispered, copying the pop-psychology guru. "Together, we can find you peace and forge a new existence beyond the boundaries of this world."

The ghosts wavered, their insubstantial forms flickering with internal conflict. And in that fleeting moment, they shared a look and a nod.

“What does thou suggest?” Invidia asked.

“Let’s do this,” Ryan said, extending his hands.

With a shared glance, the ghosts reached out, their ethereal fingers intertwining with Ryan's. And in that connection, a ripple of change went through the fabric of their ghostly forms. Together, they descended through the air, back to the throne room.

***

When Ryan reappeared from the Ghost World into the throne room the mongrelmen moaned, wailed and generally grovelled all around the room. Ellsbat jumped up from where she’d been sitting on a fallen block of stone from the castle wall, chin on palm.

“Rineskull!” she exclaimed. “Where have you been? You left me here with these… these…”

“Relax, Ella, we have guests,” Ryan waved her back.

As the ghostly spectral forms of the princess and the demon knight formed on either side, Ryan spoke to the room.

“Gather round,” he clapped his hands like summoning a class of high school gym class. When none of the mongrels moved, he fired a blast of black flames into the ceiling. “Now!”

The remaining mongrelfolk scattered to comply and soon there was a semi-circle of filthy primitives crouching around them.

“Rineskull,” Ellsbat whispered harshly, clinging to his side, staring in terror at the ghosts. “Those are the… they’re the… we’re in grave danger!”

“I got this,” he whispered to her. Then addressing the crowd.

“Ladies and gentlemen—”

“You killed all the males, remember?” Ellsbat hissed.

“Right… boys and girls of all ages, esteemed descendants of the princess's people, gather 'round and lend me your ears. Today, we stand on the precipice of a momentous occasion, a chance to rewrite your cursed history. I stand before you with newfound hope…” and a vocabulary borrowed from the annals of televised weddings.

“Now, I must admit, I have not done this before, but bear with me. For it is here, in your midst, that the princess and the demon prince have chosen to unite in the sacred bond of matrimony. Yes, I said it, matrimony, a fancy word that signifies the joining of two souls, much like superglue does for your favorite broken coffee mug or the baseball trophy you busted your ass for but then your idiot kid brother waved it around and broke it like a total spoiled dick…”

He eyed the room and saw their confused faces. “Anyway… you see, my dear friends, this union is no ordinary affair. It is a shining beacon of hope. By witnessing this marriage, we have the opportunity to mend the very fabric of your ancestral mistakes, to break free from the chains that have bound you for centuries.

“Now, I know what you might be thinking. How can a simple act of holy matrimony undo centuries of misfortune? Well, my friends, it's all about symbolism and believing in the power of love. It's like discovering a hidden treasure map and realizing that the real treasure was love all along.

“So, my friends, let us raise our glasses… uh clay bowls and hollow gourds… and toast to this union, to the princess and the demon prince who dare to defy the odds, to challenge the very fabric of your cursed existence. May their love shine like a beacon in the darkness, illuminating the path to redemption and breaking the chains that have shackled you for far too long.”

The primitive faces all stared at him. Including Ellsbat.

“What. Are. You. Doing?” she hissed.

“Uh… whatever happens next, don’t panic, ok?”

“What’s going to happen?” she cried, panicking as she backed up.

Ryan turned to the two ghosts and waved them closer. “In the words of some wise person I once heard on a television show, ‘Love conquers all.’ So, let us embark on this journey together, my friends, as we witness this marriage and forge a new chapter in your history. May it be filled with adventure, love, and the promise of a brighter future. Now, who's ready to break this curse? Let's do it warlock style!”

Bringing the two ghosts together, the demon knight revealed he was now carrying the Xerxia sword and the princess opened her hands to reveal the huge shape of the Emerald Bane.

“Much like the captain of a ship, as the duly appointed emissary of Dagonestra, mother of all demons, I am empowered with the authority to christen babies, declare shore leave and perform marriages while in blighted ruins. So, with the power vested in me, I declare you, scary undead princess, and you, horrifically cursed demon dude, man and wife!”

“Before these, the descendants of your people,“ Ryan said. “I sanctify your marriage. You may kiss the bride.”

And with that Ryan braced for what came next. The form of the demon knight drifted closer until it poured over him, filling his limbs and possessing his body. Ryan was locked out of control of his own arms and legs; he had the eerie feeling of being inside a car going through a carwash. Beside him, Ellsbat gave a short scream as the princess stepped inside her body as well. She shuddered a moment, then when she looked back at him, there was someone else behind her eyes.

Amidst the crowd of stinking primitives, the princess and the demon knight stood on the raised platform among the smoldering corpses of mongrelmen Ryan had recently burned to death. The princess’ eyes locked in a magnetic embrace with his, as the spirits of Invidia and Edmund inhabiting his and Ellsbat’s bodies closed together. Soft tendrils of smoking corpses caressed their entangled forms, the cursed gem and sword casting an ethereal green glow upon their embrace.

With trembling hands, the demon knight cradled the princess's delicate face. Only it was Ryan, inside his body like a passenger, and Ellsbat trapped the same way, whose breaths intermingled as they drew close. Had Ellsbat’s skin always seemed so pale and beautiful? Her red hair shone like roses? The red of her eyes burning like embers? Her curves and breasts so alluring they took his breath away?

Easy boy, Ryan told himself. You’re getting a contact high off the demon knight’s eternal love that survived even death… you don’t really feel that way about some ginger you just met… do you?

Her ruby lips drew closer, brushing against his. Something like fireworks went off inside his head. It was like the ghosts’ kiss was the trojan horse for a spiritual collision of desire. Of longing, beyond mortal understanding. As his his mouth met hers, the world around them dissolved.

Amidst the soft sighs and the gentle caress of their bodies, the spirits inside them ignited like a blazing inferno, literally. The ghosts exited his and the redhead’s bodies, rising into the air and bursting into white flames, consuming them.

The princess spoke as she burned up, “In the realm of shadows, we pledge eternal devotion, defying death's grasp.”

The demon knight replied. “In the fiery depths of my being, I offer you my immortal heart. With infernal passion and unwavering loyalty, I bind myself to your essence.”

Ryan wasn’t sure how much more of this flowery language he could take. This was why he hated weddings. Pretty soon someone was gonna start ruining her mascara talking about how they wished their dad could be there to see this…

As the final words of love and commitment escaped the lips of the princess and the demon knight, a surge of otherworldly energy engulfed the chamber. Sparks of magic danced in the air. The fabric of reality flexed, as if holding its breath for the transformation about to happen.

“Shit! Take cover!” Ryan yelled and tackled Ellsbat to the ground.

In a crescendo of power, a brilliant explosion of radiant light erupted from the center of their ghostly forms. It spread like a wave, washing over the assembled mongrelmen who had suffered the weight of their cursed heritage. The energy coursed through the mongrel bodies in a fiery vortex.

“Don’t look!” Ryan warned.

He had no idea if this was an ‘opening the Ark of the Covenant’ type of situation, but he wasn’t about to take any chances.

As the luminous energies subsided, a hush fell upon the room. Ryan risked peeking with one eye. Seeing the magical light was gone he sat up, looking around. The once primitive and cursed mongrelmen had transformed, their bodies straight and their limbs fair. No longer twisted by their curse, they now had the grace and beauty of runway models.

Their bodies, once a museum collection of misshapen deformities, were now perfected with elegance and symmetry. Delicate features replaced pig noses on their faces, sculpted like glamor shots of movie stars from the black-and-white era of Hollywood. Their bodies, still clad in grass skirts and primitive animal-skin bikinis looked strong as surfer girls. Like Rachael Welch in One Million Years BC or Linda Harrison in the Chuck Heston version of Planet of the Apes.

They were… damn they were hotties now.

The chamber was filled with a collection of gasps and murmurs, as the mongrels marveled at the change. The air seemed to shimmer with the residual magic, like glitter powder on strippers, glinting on the beauty and elegance of the transformed girls.

With a gentle, ethereal voice that carried the weight of centuries, the ghost of princess Invidia spoke.

"May the past be but a distant echo, fading into the annals of time," she whispered, her words resonating. "In this moment of rebirth, let forgiveness wash away the stains of ancient transgressions. May love guide your path, and may the lessons learned from our tragic tale inspire compassion and unity among you all."

Her words echoed through the hearts of the transformed mongrelmen, their faces dumb with awe. They felt the weight of their ancestors' sins lifted, replaced by the ghostly touch of forgiveness.

As the whirlwind of energy subsided, the room fell into a hushed reverence.

“You, Rineskull, have saved not just us, but ended the curse on my people,” the princess said. “You truly are the rightful heir of this land. I declare you the rightful king of Gullodosia.”

“Use the blade of Xerxia well,” the Edmund’s ghost said. Ryan looked down and saw that he was still holding the sword with the emerald glass blade. Score!

Gesturing to the throne Ryan nodded to the floating balls of light and awkwardly settled on the seat. As his ass hit the seat a final burst of white light like an opening door appeared and the two trapped souls drifted through and vanished.

***


Chapter 10   : Garden

As the ghosts vanished, overlapping waves of mana went off like fireworks.

It was the two magic items and the surplus life force shed from the ghosts as they passed from this world. The mana surge cascaded like waves, washing over both Ryan and Ellsbat. The air crackled with raw energy, and their bodies trembled as the power coursed through their veins. The golden tendrils of mana danced like an electrical fire.

Their eyes locked in a shared moment of alarm.

Ryan felt his senses sharpen, his perception expanding to encompass the fabric of the universe. He could feel the heartbeat of the world, the dance of energy that pulsed through all living things. The mana burst inside his like a dam collapsing. He was drowning…

Ellsbat, too, was bathed in the radiant embrace of mana. The same surge of energy flowed through her, like an x-ray of her soul. With every breath they took, the surge of mana continued to infuse them. With each passing moment, they became more attuned to the mystical energy. And as the energy gradually subsided Ryan dropped like a puppet with cut strings, Ellsbat landing beside him.

When he could gain control of his limbs he climbed to his knees. Ellsbat gasped on the ground like a fish out of water, trembling as the last of the energy glowed from within, shining out of her eyes and mouth.

“W-what… was that?” she gasped, mouth open in wonder and her body shivered involuntarily.

“That was—what the fuck?” Ryan jumped, getting a good look at her.

Where the human girl had been, there was now a demon. She looked like Ellsbat, wore the same clothes as Ellsbat, and spoke with her voice, but she was all demon… the sexy kind. A succubus.

Sprouting from her temples were a tiny pair of slightly curved red horns. Sprouting from her back were two huge, leathery wings like a red leather cape. Her eyes glowed red, ears shaped like a bat stuck out from her red hair, her canine teeth had lengthened to fangs, and her nails were long, blood-colored talons. And if anything her voluptuous good looks were even more… just… more. More cleavage, more adorable dimples, more smoldering bedroom eyes. More plump hips and thighs. More curves in all the right spots.

What the fuck was this? After-effects of the curse being broken? No… that would’ve happened when the mongrels transformed. This was something else entirely.

For a moment the girl looked back at him, utterly confused. Then a look of horror came over her face and one hand felt for – and found – the horns on her head. She looked down at her body, eeeeped in shock, and she ducked her head, turning away while she tried to hide her horns with one hand and her fangs with the other.

“Don’t look!” she yelled.

“What? Why?” he asked, still feeling a bit shocked.

“DON’T LOOK AT ME!” she screamed it this time.

“Okay okay, okay! I’m not looking!” Ryan said and turned away.

There was a moment where he could sense mana burning and finally she spoke again, her voice small.

“You can look now.”

He turned back and saw that the demonic features were gone, except for the eyes. Those were still red. Aside from that she was the same Ellsbat he’d met – completely human.

“Shapechange ability, huh?” he asked.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” she stuttered.

“Uh-huh. Well, you missed a spot,” he said, pointing at her eyes.

Ellsbat looked terrified, closed her eyelids, and when they opened again her eyes were the same brown as before.

“You going to tell me—”

“I don’t want to discuss it!” she interrupted.

“It’s fine by me, I’m half demon too—”

“I said,” she glared at him. “I do not wish to discuss it, end of conversation.”

“You know it’s perfectly natural to lose control when you’re getting a mana boost from absorbing life force. It’s not a weakness.”

She stomped her foot.

He tried one last time. “You look really good as a succ—”

“DON’T” she shouted. “Say that word. Please…” she begged.

Something in the way she said it made him stop. She wasn’t angry… she was embarrassed. Whatever her story was, she obviously couldn’t handle dealing with it right now.

“I… uh… in answer to your question, that was what it feels like to share four buttloads of mana all at the same time.”

She almost collapsed with relief at the change of topic. “I… apologise for my… what happened. I’ve never experienced anything like that in the past.”

Ryan knew what she meant… it felt like he’d just jizzed himself ten times in a row.

“For one thing… we just broke the curse of the Emerald castle,” he managed to say. “Since that essentially defeats the two unkillable boss monsters for the entire dungeon we get the mana boost as if we’d killed them. It’s a nearly impossible achievement… I only managed it once before.”

“You what?”

He was too distracted to bother explaining. “Forget it… for another thing we just picked up the two strongest loot drops in the entire castle… the Emerald Bane and the Sword of Xerxia. Both of which have massive amounts of mana bonus.”

The Emerald bane alone was something like 10,000 mana points. Whatever that translated to in the real world, it was a lot. Ellsbat looked down at the fist-sized emerald in her hand. The magical energy glowing in its depths.

“Impossible,” she whispered.

“Conjure your mana,” he told her. “Go ahead and harmonize.”

“But I used all my mana today… it won’t be until I’ve rested a day that it will return…”

“Humor me. Give it a try.”

Climbing to her feet the magic-user turned her palm upwards and it suddenly burst into glowing sphere surrounded by wisps of blue light the size of a tennis ball.

“That… that’s not possible,” she said. “This morning it was the size of a candle-flame!”

Ryan tried it too and produced a similar result. His was a little bigger – the size of a softball. Probably because he’d taken out the snake, the strygs and the mongrelmen and absorbed their mana on top of this recent bonus. He was unsure how the experience-levelling points in this real-world version of Eldwick worked, but apparently defeating monsters and solving quests gave you a direct mana boost and it was divided evenly among you and whatever allies were present.

If he had to guess he’d say he and Ellsbat had just levelled up from first tier characters to at least the fourth tier. He could feel surpluses of mana that wanted to be spent on new abilities and old ones that had suddenly become more powerful. In the game mana contributed to everything – your ability to use magic, use skills, life force… everything. It was the difference between an average joe walking down the streets of Verbinnec village and a barbarian warlord or archmage. You could accrue it from every giant beetle, goblin or rat you killed in drips and drops, and maybe take a year or two of constant adventuring to go from first tier to second.

Or you could know where all the best treasure was and all the tricks to defeat the boss monsters were and quadruple it in a single day.

“What shall we do, about them,” Ellsbat nodded past him and he craned his neck to look over his shoulder.

The surviving mongrelmen – wait, none of that description was accurate anymore – the surviving swimsuit edition tribal hotties of the Emerald Palace were looking around at each other in awe. Amazed at the transformation. Three figures approached and if the central one wasn’t pregnant, he wouldn’t have recognised the matriarch and her two daughters.

The pregnant matriarch, with lustrous cascades of ebony hair flowing down her back, had the poise of a stage performer. Shiiiit. She reminded him of a young Jennifer Lopez. Her eyes, a mesmerizing shade of emerald green, sparkled. Instead of dumb cunning, they now possessed wisdom. Her flawless sun-kissed skin glowed with a youthful exuberance, Damn… the power of the magical surge breaking the curse was something else.

Her physique, sculpted to perfection, dripped both strength and femininity. Despite the bulge of her pregnant belly her lithe frame seemed to defy gravity as she moved, every line and curve of her newfound beauty accentuating her hourglass figure and drawing attention to her long, toned legs.

Ryan's jaw dropped as his gaze fell upon the two alluring daughters beside her. The transformed female mongrelmen, now resembling swimsuit models, possessed an airbrushed perfection that seemed to defy reality. Their curves were a work of art, each movement exuding a confident grace. Ryan couldn't help but feel a surge of a chubby as he marveled at their stunning good looks.

If he wanted any other proof at the powerful amount of mana from breaking the curse… here it was. The magic had shed the skin of their former selves and they emerged like butterflies transformed into sexy goddesses. From Sasquatches to Salma Hayek.

Ryan felt a stabbing pain in his head, like a migraine, and quickly backed off the blasphemy.

Of course… they couldn’t hold a candle to the divine beauty of a real goddess like Dagonestra…

The pain receded. Close call.

"B-boss daddy…" the transformed matriarch purred, her voice dripping with honeyed seduction.

Ellsbat bristled.

“Uh, Ryan is just fine…” he interrupted.

"Rhine… will you stay with us my lord?”

“Stay?”

“Yes, rule over our once-cursed castle, and be the catalyst for a new generation. Imagine the delight in your eyes as you father heirs with every single one of our enchanting women. A kingdom rebuilt, and your heart's desires fulfilled. Can you resist such an irresistible offer?" Her words hung in the air, laced with a sensual suggestion.

Ryan's resolve wavered. “Well… maybe a short stay wouldn’t hurt—”

A moment of silence hung in the air, pregnant with possibility. Then, one by one, the barbarian hotties knelt down and bowed to him. Ryan's gaze swept across their pretty faces, a hint of a smile tugging at his lips. This ragtag band of once-feral creatures were expecting him to lead them, damn....

Ellsbat glared at him.

“I can’t just leave, I’m the king now.”

“Yes, I suppose you are,” Ellsbat said. “Oh well, such circumstances cannot be helped, best we take our leave.”

Ellsbat turned to speak to the freshly baked hotties. “Thank you but Rineskull must not tarry!” Ellsbat stepped between them and took his hand. “His quest cannot wait to indulge your… attempts to rebuild the population…”

“Hey! What happened to commanding your servant to help console them?” Ryan demanded of the redhead.

She glared furiously at him. “I recall instructing you in no such way!” she snarled. “We go. Now!”

And with that she stomped away, pulling her with him. Ryan felt a confusing echo of affection for her and suddenly didn’t want to disappoint her… what the fuck? When had she started feeling possessive of him. Or him for that matter? Fucking residual ghost emotions… probably.

As the redhead huummpphed and marched out of the throne room Ryan hurried to catch up. “Stop! Listen… this is a good deal. We could have a whole… group… of them and a castle if we wanted. Are you really not going to take the opportunity for me to command my people?” he asked, astounded.

She stopped and looked back at the room full of recently cursed descendants.

“I’d rather think I prefer not,” she said.

“But I can guide them! Make them better. They’re our responsibility now.”

“Ours?”

“Well, yours as much as mine, anyway.”

Ellsbat sighed. Made a gesture for him to exit the room.

“Okay, fine,” Ryan turned back to the room of expectant faces. Now that it came down to it, he didn’t know what to say. “Hey you guys. Stop eating people and, uh, the wolf bandits are bad. Get rid of them. Build a kind society and one day I’ll be back to check on you.”

“Uh… farewell my people…” he shouted.

Ryan snatched the emerald from the redhead’s grasp and held it up. In the game it was worth thousands of gold coins.

“I must go. But I promise to return, with riches from this gem,” he said to the crowd.

“Hey!” Ellsbat tried to grab it.

More importantly he could now wield the emerald blade, he drew that with his other hand. The emerald sword in hand, he felt the mana flowing from the hilt. In an instant he knew the weapon’s magical powers – permanently imbued with magical energy. Unbuckling the rusty sword he’d taken from the guard station he handed it to the two daughters.

“For you,” he smiled. They beamed at him like the thumbnail from an erotic video about twins.

“Is that all?” Ellsbat said and walked away. “Have you completed your bequeathing, great lord?”

“Ellsbat…” Killjoy.

She ignored him and stomped away. By the time Ryan caught up to her he had to drag her to a halt.

“Here,” he handed her the russet-colored robe that had once belonged to Klestril. Now that he didn’t need it to insulate himself from the sword of Xerxia she might as well replace her torn dress. “Allow me to provide you with clothing more suitable.”

A strange look crossed her face. She began a smile, then thought better of it and forced a frown. “I’m unsure if this will even fit me,” she sniffed. Then poking her head into a small side chamber to ensure it was empty she stepped inside. “Stand guard whilst I disrobe,” she commanded.

Ryan did his best to keep his back to the room and eyes on the castle hallway.

But… what if there’s a random monster spawned in there? She might need help…

She had her back turned and was shrugging the robe over her head. His eye was dragged away from the pale white curves of her body to the whiplike red tail wagging happily from the base of her spine. She was also still bearing the cuts and bruises the stryg bandits had left on her. He ducked back out again and when she emerged – fully clothed – there was no sign of the tail.

Without another word she started walking again.

“You’re going the wrong way,” he told her.

She stopped. Turning back to him, he saw there were tears gathering in her eyes. The robe was a bit small across the chest but she seemed not even the tiniest bit happier to be dressed. You’d think that not hanging out of her clothes in front of every sadist in the castle would make her smile.

“You were going to abandon me!” she cried. “For those… those breedable primitives!”

Fucksakes… now what? “What? No. Not a chance.”

“Truly?” she asked.

“Absolutely.”

“Swear it?”

“Sure.”

“Then swear!”

He sighed. “I swear I wasn’t going to abandon you or the quest.”

A smile blossomed on her face and the two tiny horns popped up on her temples. He carefully ignored looking at them.

He held out his hand to Ellsbat. “Shall we?”

The redhead hesitantly stretched out her fingers and he grabbed her, pulling her along.

“We need to heal you up,” Ryan told the girl as they wound through various corridors. “I’d do it myself but my Mind’s Eye healing only works on me and not other people until I level up a bit more.“

“I admit, my wounds are sorely hurting,” she said. “You are a faithful servant to provide healing.”

“Yeah, about that. I’m not your servant.”

“Don’t be absurd, of course you are. I summoned aid from the Herald of Dagon and she sent me you.”

He smiled a little. The return of her attitude signalled all was forgiven.

“If you say so,” he shrugged.

***

“It should be around here somewhere…” Ryan said, chopping through the creeping vines with the emerald sword. The magical item was light as a kitchen knife and sharper than any steel.

The sky above them was covered in clouds, everything overcast, making an easy transition from the dim castle hallways. At least the air was fresher. The open balcony courtyard had once held planters of neatly trimmed rosebushes and hedges, but years of neglect had let it overgrow completely. There was some evidence the mongrelmen had been growing food there, but Ryan ignored the paths they’d made.

The emerald blade clanged against something, and Ryan pulled back the vines to reveal a statue of a woman smiling down at them. She held a basin in both hands and Ryan immediately swept the twigs and moss out of it. Giving one blow to clear out the dust.

“Here we go,” he smiled.

Taking out the mostly-full wine bottle from his backpack, courtesy of the dead bandits, he uncorked and emptied it into the basin.

“What are you doing?” the redhead asked, peering closely.

Ryan produced one of the small emeralds he’d also taken from the stryg bandits and dropped it into the liquid. There was a green glow that filled the basin and a moment later the wine was gone, replaced with a pale green liquid. Using a wooden cup he scooped it back into the bottle and recorked it, saving the last amount at the bottom. Collecting the last of it he handed the cup to Ellsbat.

“Drink up,” he said.

She sniffed the contents. “What is it?” she asked, more curious than anything else.

“Healing potion… basically.”

“Really? How did you make it?”

Ryan found a stone bench and swept the dead leaves from it before sitting down.

“That’s a statue of the queen who founded the castle, Lady Iscandar. If you sacrifice emeralds to the basin it creates healing potions. Only works once a day but should be enough in the bottle to last us a good while.”

Ellsbat sipped the liquid, shrugged, and drank the rest in dainty small mouthfuls. Finishing the dregs she pulled a small twig out of her mouth. “And finding this convenient magic statue, this is nothing but happenstance as well? Like the trap and the emerald in the fireplace and so many other things?”

Ryan eyed her. She was sharp. He looked up at the lumpy ceiling of the cloud-covered sky. The clouds were the same in this world as they were in his old one. Looking up he could almost pretend he was back home.

Was he homesick? For what? For a job that wanted to kill him? For inflation and corrupt politicians? Melting ice caps and forest fires? Online dating… social media… fucking influencers?

The redhead joined him on the bench and he glanced at her face. The only thing he saw there was genuine curiosity. Was there any reason to lie?

“There’s a reason Dagonestra picked me for this job. I’ve… studied… this place over and over again. I know everything that’s here and I know what anyone here is doing.”

She nodded thoughtfully, like that was a perfectly logical explanation. In this world it probably was.

“She entrusted you with a great task.”

“I guess.”

“Then I too will trust you. I apologise for being… churlish… with those half-naked primitives. Something came over me. I know not what.”

“Don’t worry about it. Consider it forgotten.”

He tried to shake the feeling of ghostly attachment to her. Once, when he was a highschooler, he’d had a dream that the bad girl in his class had made out with him, like they were old friends. The next day she was still the same chain-smoking metalhead from the wrong side of the tracks, but he’d been unable to shake that sympathetic memory of her.

“I cannot, on my honor, ignore it. You have done much, and I am in your debt,” she said. “I owe you some explanation for earlier.”

Oh? Here we go, this should be good. “If you insist.”

“I do. I am, as you have noticed, of demonic heritage. Yet I have disguised it using my innate ability to change my self to live among the humans.” She finished and stared levelly at him.

Was that it?

“Okay then. Good talk. How are your wounds?”

She rolled up her sleeve above the elbow and revealed the bruises and cuts were gone. She gasped in delight and immediately lifted up the hem of her robe to see if those wounds were gone too. Ryan had a good view of the coppery-bright pubic hair above her snow-pale thighs and then the girl quickly dropped the skirt and a blush spread up her neck and down to her exposed cleavage. Bat wings sprouted from her back and flapped.

He pretended not to notice and slapped the dust off his hands, sheathing the emerald sword and jumping up. When he looked back the wings were gone.

Waving for her, he began to retrace his path back to the edge of the patio courtyard, the girl following him. Reaching the garden wall at the far side, he parted the vines to reveal an arched tunnel blocked by a rusted iron portcullis. He knew there was a release hidden in the wall, but it took a few tries to locate the pivoting stone block and yank the lever it concealed.

With a grinding of rusty gears, the counterweight slowly dropped and raised the gate. The noise echoing into the dark corridor beyond.

“Servant, why do you not draw your sword?” Ellsbat hissed nervously.

“Won’t need it. This is the edge of mongrelmen territory. From here we’re in the inner bailey and then we go into the dungeon and out the secret passage. Piece of cake.”

“What cake?”

“Just a figure of speech,” Looks like not all of them automatically translated. “There is no cake.”

“The cake is a lie?”

“No… just… it means the next part is easy – no monsters. Follow me and don’t touch anything unless I say it’s safe.“

The halls were wider and taller on the ground floor of the keep. The windows here were much smaller than the one above, only narrow slits so any attackers couldn’t gain access easily. Dust and windblown leaves lay thick on the corridor floor. His eyes adjusted to the dim light after a moment.

He paused once or twice to try and remember the layout of the level and failed. Instead, he started opening doors. The first room had several chairs and tables around a cold fireplace. There was a worn rug rolled up in one corner, and it wasn’t until he saw the three knitting baskets beside it that he knew he was in the study. There, where he expected it, was a table near the fireplace with a small teacup and saucer.

Ryan picked up the cup and raised it in a toast to the portrait of Princess Invidia hanging over the fireplace. She was holding the grass-green emerald the size of an apple. Was it Ryan’s imagination or did her smile show a hint of mischievousness? The teacup began to sing, a pretty song in demonic about birds flying high.

“It’s a wonder that in the middle of so much ugliness and decay something this delicate and beautiful survived,” Ellsbat leaned close to admire it.

Seeing it gave Ryan an idea.

“We need to find a bedroom, so I can try to make some magic with you,” he said, taking the cup and heading back into the hall.

She caught up to him as he approached the next doorway.

“Um, I’m not sure I heard you right,” she said, flustered. “While I admit, we have shared an uncommon experience together, and… and you have made me slightly flustered… it’s far too soon to be taking such liberties!”

Ryan slammed the door open and found a bedchamber with a big, canopied four-poster, carved in the shape of lewd nymphs.

“Wrong room,” he said quickly closing the door as a mist began to form into a vaguely human shape. “Definitely don’t want that one. It’s got a poltergeist so grody you won’t eat for a week.”

But Ellsbat hadn’t heard a word and was still babbling about the same thing. “You see, it’s not that I’m not r-ready for such a conjoining… I have of course read the treatise of Trelaina’s anatomy of metamorphosing butterflies, or the love poetry of the incubus Desslok,” she persisted, whispering harshly as she followed him to the next door.

Poetry? What was she blabbing about? He was trying to test his powers and she was giving him a lesson on poetics…

“What do you know about ritual casting?” he asked her.

“R-ritual casting?” she stammered. Then gave a sigh of relief. “Oh… Oh! That’s not what I… nevermind. Pay no heed to my runaway thoughts... heh heh…”

Ryan pushed into the next bedroom and found a single bed with a cobwebbed and dusty chest of drawers. Bingo. Beside the bed, set aside as if the owner had just stepped out of them, was a pair of silk slippers embellished with emeralds.

“Those are pretty,” Ellsbat said, “I wounder if they’re my size?”

“Wait!” Ryan went to grab her and narrowly missed.

As the girl picked up the slippers there was a low rumble of growling from beneath the bed. Ellsbat yelped and staggered back almost knocking Ryan over. But the shape that emerged from under the bed was only a tiny black cat with emerald-green eyes. Ellsbat gave out an embarrassed laugh. She knelt and reached out her hand.

“For a moment you scared me! Here, kitty,” she cajoled to the hissing kitten.

“No! get back!” Ryan yelled.

A moment later the cat suddenly grew. In an eyeblink it was the size of a mountain lion, black fur bristling. Teeth and talons that could shred a bedpost to splinters. It coiled, snarling, and Ellsbat let out a scream.

But before it could raise itself to leap at the redhead Ryan drew the emerald sword and held it in the air in plain view. The cat froze, eyes locked on the sword. It looked at Ryan, snarling.

“You know what this is, don’t you?” he asked it.

The cat cocked its head and hissed.

“Is that any way to speak to the new Lord of Telizart castle? Bad kitty!”

Its ears flattened. With tail down and belly close to the carpet, it immediately shrank to its kitten size. With a thump it dropped to its side and meowed sweetly. Ryan scooped up the cat and scratched under the chin. The mistrustful feline struggled a moment and then reluctantly began to purr.

“Now you can pet it,” he said and handed her the cat. “Come on, bring it along, we’ll need it. Now… where did they hide the laboratory?”

Through a few more hallways and an empty storeroom, Ryan led them to the laboratory he knew he’d find. He had to open another secret door and their footsteps disturbed a cloud of dust in the room with only two narrow windows.

The partly intact laboratory hadn’t been used since the castle collapsed. On display were the remains of several experiments, small scraps of paper, alchemical glassware, and a collection of less understandable brass devices and tools spread across two heavy oak tables. There was an empty bookcase leaning against a wall as it sagged apart with age, and a similar collapsed bookcase on the floor near the other wall. But what drew the attention right away was the man-sized shape with a dusty dropcloth draped over it.

“Amazing,” Ellsbat said, looking around.

“It was probably the secret chamber of the castle wizard,” he said.

“Probably? I thought you knew all secrets?”

“I know all the secrets that are known.” The game had never specified who the former owner was, only hinted. “We cannot know that what we do not know.”

The magic-user stared at him, pondering his wise words in awe.

Ryan closed his eyes and pulled the cloth loose, shedding a cloud of dust into the room. Beneath it was a life-size nude statue of a warrior carved from green stone. A magical jade. Ryan coughed, waving the dust away and squinted in time to see the head of the statue swivel and stiffly turn to look at him. Ellsbat gave a shriek as the statue moved, hands reaching out like claws to grab Ryan.

Before the living stone could do more than take a step, Ryan showed him the emerald sword the same way he’d presented it to the cat guardian. The jade effigy froze, lowering its arms and bowed its head.

“At ease, soldier,” he told it, and the statue saluted him before becoming immobile.

“It obeys you!” Ellsbat said in relief. “You were right to pursue the quest to free the princess and become the lord of the castle.”

“It’s almost like I know what I’m doing,” he muttered.

Ryan cleared a space on one of the tables and set the teacup down in a large glass beaker. It was time to try another one of the abilities Dagonestra had granted him when he created his character. But like all his abilities, he had no way to know how to use them in real life.

“Tell me what you know about mana infusement,” he asked Ellsbat.

The magic-user straightened and blinked before speaking in a way that sounded like she was reciting a textbook.

“The writings of Volgar tell us that in the realm of arcane arts, the infusion of mana into an item is a delicate yet powerful process, harnessing the ethereal energies to imbue the object with mystical properties.”

“Yeah yeah… but how exactly?” he interrupted.

“As I was saying…” she continued peevishly. “Through the intricate dance of ley lines and the precise manipulation of astral currents, the adept practitioner can initiate the transference of raw mana, channeling it through intricate sigils and conduits. The convergence of elemental essences, the harmonization of resonant frequencies, and the precise modulation of astral flux culminate in the wondrous fusion of mana and matter, birthing an artifact resonating with enchanted potency.”

Huh… so not that different that the basic steps of magic: harmonization, focus, lensing. Staring closely, leaning over the table with palms flat on the surface, he stared at the object.

He began to see not the teacup itself, but the pattern of magic that enchanted it. It felt like uncrossing your eyes. The Disenchantment feat was supposed to work by disrupting the natural flow of the trapped mana. Only in real life Ryan had no idea how to do that.

Experimentally he reached out and pinched the magic pattern, sending a small wave of mana into it. And like a rubber band snapping the magic pattern came apart. Focussing on the real world again, Ryan watched as the teacup seemed to bleed a glowing blue goop. When it collected in the bottom of the beaker it froze into a blue crystal.

“Impressive. I have heard such powers existed in certain creatures, but never in a man,” Ellsbat said from over his shoulder.

“Yeah, that’s only because the patch for the feat as a class feature doesn’t come out until version 3,” he muttered.

“What?” she asked, confused.

“Nothing. Hand me that cat.”

“What are you going to do to the kitty?” she asked suspiciously, shielding it with her body. The cat gave a small ‘Mreow?’

“I’m not gonna hurt it!” he told her, aggrieved. What happened to trusting him?

Reluctantly the magic-user held the black cat out to him.

Taking the feline, he had to unhook all twenty claws to get it to let go of her. Fucking cats… he preferred Japanese fighting fish any day. Pinning it to the table by the neck with one hand, Ryan prepared the Mana Infusion feat. He had no idea how it worked either but holding the blue crystal in the palm of his hand he focussed on the pattern until it was stopped being a solid and became filled with a swirling gas. Then imagining directing it, he held the crystal and placed it on the cat’s head. The crystal cracked like an egg. The cat’s eyes went wide with a hiss as the crystal dissolved into its fur and squirmed as it absorbed the magic.

“What is it you are doing?” Ellsbat leaned close, her body pressed to his.

She studied the cat closely. It wobbled slightly, stood up and shook its head before blinking up at them.

“Go ahead,” Ryan told the cat. “Speak.”

The cat obediently opened its mouth but instead of a meow it continued the same demonic song the teacup had been playing earlier.

“It worked!” he chuckled.

Technically there was no chance of ritual failure in the game rules, so the ability should work flawlessly no matter what. But he hadn’t wanted to risk using it for the first time on something really valuable like the sword. What he’d done was de-magicalize the teacup, storing the enchantment as crystallised mana, then used a different feat to transfer that magic into another magic object harmonized to accept mana. With one ability he could render enchanted items back to their raw mana and with the other he could imbue the power into a different item.

“You did that like lying cake, Rineskull!” Ellsbat exclaimed, trying incorrectly to use his own figure of speech to say he’d done it easily. “What manner of creature are you?”

“No creature, just a man. A demon-genius, powerful warlock alchemist blessed by the mother of demons herself.”

“That does not sound like just a man.”

“It’s not that big a deal… It’s just a power I gained. I could probably train you to do it, too, if you wanted.”

“You could? That would be most welcome,” she smiled at him sunnily.

The way her face transformed when she smiled made something deep in his chest want to find ways to make her keep smiling at him like that forever. He coughed and broke eye contact.

“Time to get out of this place,” he told her.

“That is all?”

“How many astonishing feats of magic you didn’t even know existed until five minutes ago do you want to witness in one day?”

“You shame me, Rineskull. I apologise. You are right I should be more respectful.”

“One more stop along the way.” He paused and looked at their shabby clothes. “And maybe a quick shopping trip for travelling gear.”

Before leaving the laboratory, he packed a straw-lined chest with as much wizardly alchemical gear as possible and waved at the jade statue.

“Hey, uh… I guess you need a name… Let’s call you… Bruce, got it?” It was a good name that honored big green guys.

The statue nodded.

“Good stuff, okay Bruce, I need you to carry this stuff for me.”

He was almost out the door when he remembered the original reason he had thought to ransack the lab in the first place. Turning back, he knelt and opened the false bottom under one of the lab benches. He came away with the thin leather folio, unwound the rawhide closure and flipped it open to reveal three sheets of parchment, each inscribed in minute text and diagrams.

“Hold onto these,” he handed them to Ellsbat.

She flipped through the pages and her eyes went round. “This is… these are notes on how to craft a spell!” she exclaimed. The expression on her face was sheer wonder, like she’d just won the lottery.

“Three spells,” he corrected her. “All yours.”

In the game, spells were rare, but not that rare. But maybe in the real-world version of Eldwick the magic-users were a lot smarter about it. Every spell you shared was one that could be used against you by an enemy. Like atomic secrets in the Cold War. You didn’t spend years researching how to bend and mold reality to your desires then just give it away for free. It was a magical arms race.

The next thing he knew the redhead had thrown her arms around him and was squeezing him hard, tears in her eyes. “Thank you!” she breathed against his chest.

It took Ryan a few tries to say something. The way her massive soft boobs pressed against him and the way her body fit against him like a glove had made his mouth go dry. Then something sharp was poking him in the neck and where she held him. Her horns and talons were back. What was up with this oddball succubus. She seemed awfully… repressed. And then half the time she talked to him she started losing her shapechange control. Almost like she was too distracted by…

Oh. Well… that was an interesting thought. Maybe every time she started to get naughty thoughts in her spank-basket the succubus side of her started to take more control…

“My – cough – pleasure,” he said, pulling away and ignoring her burning eyes and fangs.

***
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Chapter 11   : Fool the Newbs

Before descending into the dungeon level he found the sewing room. It was well-lit with bench seats built into the windows that overlooked the courtyard outside; you’d hardly know it though, since the courtyard had been so badly overgrown it was a small forest and some of the tree branches extended inside the chamber itself. Ryan supposed the ladies of the court had once whiled away the hours with needlepoint during the bright sunlight hours, but aside from the cracked benches and rotted cushions it was empty now, except for a life-size statue of a woman in a veiled dress. And that’s the part he was interested in. Ellsbat and the green jade statue porting his treasure chest waited patiently while he pulled down the arm on the statue revealing a hollow compartment.

“How could you possibly know that was there?” Ellsbat said, mostly to herself.

“I told you,” he said as he reached inside and pulled out a rod made of metal and glass. “I know everything. We can go now.”

“You vex me. This has rapidly descended from exciting to disturbing,” she frowned.

“If you wanted to be reassured, you should have stayed at home.”

From there he led her to the door of the guard room at the top of the stairs to the castle’s dungeon level, Bruce the statue dutifully stomping along behind them. Even through the thick, iron-strapped door the sound of men involved in a deadly battle could be heard; swords clanging, war-cries and screams of pain. Ellsbat tried to stop him as he casually shoved the door wide open and revealed beyond were a half-dozen weapons, hanging in the air as if wielded by invisible soldiers. They fought each other.

“Ignore them,” he told the redhead.

“What?” she said, backing away.

“They’re harmless. It’s nothing but an illusion, watch.”

The only exit from the chamber was a stairway leading down into pitch black of the dungeons. He stepped into the middle of the weapons and they swished and swung at him harmlessly passing through him. It kindof tickled. Well, it proved that the real-world version of Eldwick was a faithful copy of the game, even to the point of being absurd.

The game was full of these types of nuisances. Ryan had always wondered about it; according to the rules, the spell that could create a permanent illusion was 9th tier; power reserved for the most powerful spells just short of godlike in nature. So, who the fuck was strolling around laying down god-tier magic in an obscure guard room in a beginner-level dungeon?

When he walked through the illusionary weapons fighting each other as they floated through the air, Ellsbat followed with only a tiny hesitation. He gave her credit… she’d learned to trust him pretty quickly.

“Who would leave such a whimsical magic?” Ellsbat asked him.

“Some cunt with too much time on his hands, trying to fool the newbs,” Ryan muttered.

At the top of the stairs he paused and drew out the wand he’d pulled from the compartment in the statue. It took a moment to harmonize with the mana stored in the magic device, but he was getting better at it every time. Sending his magical senses out into the wand, the glass cap of the device began to glow as brightly and steadily as an electric light. He’d always thought the Fos wand was a mostly useless magical flashlight but here in the real world he realised how much easier it was than striking flint to tinder and carrying around a burning tar-soaked rag on a stick.

The wand flickered a little bit before he wacked it with the heel of his hand and began shedding enough illumination to equal a hundred-watt bulb. Through his harmonization to the mana that activated the power focus of the wand he somehow knew the magical equivalent to the wand’s battery was nearly empty. Typical game economy; only give starting players items with limited number of charges so they didn’t get too powerful. Well, joke was on them; with the advantage of changes the game had made in later releases, Ryan knew how to recharge magic wands using his own mana.

He held the light up so it shone on the redhead and the living green statue. Ellsbat squinted against the glare but the statue just stood there, waiting for orders. Did the statue need light to see? Come to think of it, how did it hear the commands he gave it? The whole thing was just an enchanted chunk of rock.

“Keep up,” he told them. “You don’t want to get separated down here.”

With the green glass man stomping along behind them, Ryan took Ellsbat’s hand and led them into the gloom below. There was no protest from the redheaded magic-user this time and she was almost tripping on him as she tried to stay as close as humanly possible. Unlike the above-ground chambers, the dungeon was damp, the air lifeless and reeking of mold and decay. Moss and slime clung to the cracks in the stone walls and the damp ground underfoot seemed to deaden footsteps, swallowing echoes. About as unpleasant a place as he’d ever been.

Now… if he remembered correctly the dungeon cells should be on the left, wasn’t it?

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat whispered as they walked.

“What?”

“What are these ‘newbs’ you speak of? Some manner of deadly monster?”

“Yes, they are a rare subterranean humanoid, existing on Mountain Dew and Cheetos dust in their mother’s basements.”

She shuddered. “Are they dangerous?”

“Only to themselves,” he chuckled.

Following the corridors, Ryan avoided the caves branch of chambers – they were mostly filled with pits, water, and strange jellyfish creatures that floated in the air and dropped down on your head to suffocate you. Zero treasure, zero rewards. In fact, a lot of the dungeon level was empty except traps. And statues. There had to be a dozen empty rooms with nothing but a statue in it. Whoever made this dungeon had a hard-on for them.

“Rineskull?” Ellsbat asked again, tugging his hand. “Do you smell that?”

Ryan paused, sniffed at the air. He did smell it. But what was it? It was slightly metallic. So strong it left a coppery taste in his mouth.

“That’s the scent of spilled blood. In great quantities. And recently,” the girl hissed.

Ryan felt stupid. Sure, he’d played this game a thousand times, but you couldn’t smell anything in a game. He was starting to feel slightly resentful that Ellsbat had more experience with things like what blood smelled like. The most experience he had with this sort of thing was sniffing the mocha latte in a coffee shop. It reminded him what a soft, useless life he’d lived before.

“That means we’re on the right path,” he told her.

Time to put his game face on. He took the next left when the corridor branched. Up a short flight of steps, the magical torch illuminated a room with ring bolts and chains embedded in the rock wall. Sitting on a bench was a stained sack and at the end of a blood-smear on the floor was a severed human hand. Ellsbat froze and backed up a step, bumping into the chest in the green man’s arms.

“Rineskull, we should flee!” she hissed.

“No way.”

“Why must we be here?” the redhead covered her mouth and nose with the long sleeve of her robe.

“In a word? Money,” he replied. “The second biggest payday in the dungeon is up ahead. But…”

“But what?”

“It’s not pretty. I can handle it though.” Probably. The boss of the dungeon level was hardcore. “You, Bruce… you and mister whiskers stay here until we get back, okay?”

The chamber with the severed hand led into a larger room with a rusted wall of iron bars dividing the space in half. The stench was way worse.

The bright wandlight revealed the pile of bodies stacked behind the iron bars in stark, gory detail. He’d been expecting it, but in the harsh white light of the wand, it looked like a crime scene photo. Ryan felt the room going grey around the edges. He felt lightheaded and his stomach turned over. Poison gas? Impossible! The game didn’t have poison gas until you reached the orange moss near the exit. Had he been wrong? Was this world not an exact copy of the game?

He suddenly vomited the bread and beans he’d eaten. He was frozen, bent over, until his stomach was almost inside-out it was so empty. Glancing at the pile of stripped naked bodies, hacked up and mutilated from a violent death, he dry-heaved again.

No, it wasn’t poison… he’d just never seen a slaughterhouse full of human corpses in real life before.

In real life his body had reacted without him being able to stop it. What a rookie… puking his guts out. He retched miserably and staggered back a step. Glancing at Ellsbat he saw that the magic-user was visibly horrified and tears ran down her face, but at least she wasn’t puking like a college freshman.

“Let’s go,” he rasped out. “And watch yourself; it gets worse,” he said, voice raspy and throat burning with stomach bile.

Adjoining the big cell was a huge torture chamber. The big square room looked like a garage sale of torture devices. Fuck… that was an actual iron maiden sitting open in one corner. Filthy, ancient straw had been laid down at one point but never replaced, and the floor was tacky with rotting blood in places. Around the racks and torture chairs with their screws and clamps were tools left where the owner has last used them. Some of the tools were rusted and covered in cobwebs, but most of the saws, pliers and branding irons looked freshly used, coated with blood and hair, and a brazier of hot coals smoldered slightly to one side.

Ellsbat gave a strangled cry of distress, and following her gaze he saw a collection of bodies had been manacled to the wall with old chains like grisly party streamers – the oldest ones just bones and rawhide, the newest one appeared to be flayed and was still dripping blood. Looking up he saw they were also standing under small wooden cages hung from the ceiling like lanterns. He would have thought they were too small to hold a human but folded inside them were the rotting skeletal remains of old victims, dripping rot and pus.

Ellsbat stood, staring in dismay at one of the corpses – a woman wearing the remains of a gown with bright red hair but a bare bloody skull staring back, her face missing. Ryan could imagine the thoughts in her head: picturing herself there if fate or Dagonestra had not intervened and sent Ryan to rescue her.

From a dark doorway in the far side of the room came the heavy thud of bootsteps. Mice squealed and ran through the straw for cracks in the walls. He’d been waiting for this…

Ryan thought he was ready for the boss, but as the hulking brute, shirtless and covered in scars, face like an ogre, strode into the room from the far entrance, he almost lost his nerve. He was huge. Holding a two-handed cleaver in one huge meaty fist, and the leather apron he wore was stained with blood, new and old. In the game the torturer was only a half-crazed old loon. But this guy… fuck!

He’d win in a WWE cage match against the last ten gold-belt winners all at once.

“Its not usual I get uninvited guests. Not live ones anyway,” the giant half-ogre growled. “Not that I’m complaining. You two look like you got a lot of fight left it you.”

The brute’s eyes travelled all over Ellsbat. “And you, fire-crotch… I could work you over for days and days!” His pointed, pale tongue stretched past his lips a full six inches and licked his eyebrows.

Ryan felt a sudden rush of fury. He automatically moved to put himself between the brute and the magic-user. As soon as he did, Ryan felt naked and exposed. He had to be crazy moving even a step closer to the horrific manbeast. This was a bad idea. What was he thinking?

Was he feeling protective of Ellsbat? When had that started?

Deal with it later… focus on not getting decapitated and skullfucked by this beast.

He drew the emerald sword, but the jailor didn’t even look twice at it. Just sneered. Where did you even start cutting down a monster like this? Something was niggling at Ryan’s memory. Something from the game about this boss. Oh… that’s right.

“Wait… I remember now,” Ryan snarled. “Your name is… Terrence.”

The huge beast of a man lost his smile and his face fell. “Errr… no it aint.”

“No, I’m sure of it, Terrence. You’re the big bad butcher of the wolf bandits? And your fucking name is Terrence?” he laughed out loud.

“Stop it!” the half-ogre torturer snarled. “My momma’s the only one calls me that!”

Ryan was still chuckling. “Ellsbat, I’d like to introduce you to… Terry. I think he prefers to be called Terry-beary.”

“Shut yer gawp!” the torturer shouted.

“Right. Sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking…” Ryan said. “…Terry.”

The huge brute gave out a strangled cry of rage. “See if you laugh while yer hanging by yer bowbag!” the torturer yelled and charged.

Ryan stepped into the Ghost World, raising his emerald sword. As the half-ogre grunted in anger he surprised Ryan by stopping and swinging his huge blade around him in a sweeping motion. Good tactic if Ryan had simply turned invisible.

“Comere, you! Fight like a man!”

But Ryan wasn’t even in that dimension anymore. He strolled right through the swinging cleaver and climbed on top of the wooden stretching rack behind the brute. Raising the sword overhead, he materialised again and drove the blade down with all his might, slicing down through the wide neck and emerging blood-stained out the front of his throat.

“Ha! Choke on it!” he shouted.

The triumph drained in a moment. Despite the savage and mortal wound the torturer didn’t go down. Staggering, Terrence choked on his own blood, but he refused to die. As he lurched away, the sword-hilt was yanked from Ryan’s hand. Dropping his cleaver, the torturer fumbled blindly behind his back, gripping the sword hilt, and actually tried to pull the blade loose.

“Nope,” Ryan shook his head, fear and disgust running through him.

With a pull of focus from the demonfyre harmonic, Ryan sent a blast of black flames into the sword-blade protruding from his neck. The black fire surged up the blade of the sword like a lightning rod. As black flames spurted from every hole in his head, the half-ogre poured smoke like a chimney and finally toppled over dead, still smoking, to shake the ground and rattle the torture implements in their racks.

A shiver of life force went into his body, from the dead torturer. Ryan realized he was spattered in blood and angrily wiped it off his face. Looking down at Ellsbat the girl was on her knees, head bowed and arms across her stomach. Shit! Was she hurt? Ryan jumped down and was by her side in a moment.

“Did it hurt you?” he demanded, stomach clenching in dread.

She slowly shook her head. Lifting her chin she looked away, embarrassed. “I peed.”

***

“Take your time to catch your breath, no rush,” Ryan knelt beside the girl.

“No,” she whispered, brushing tears away with the back of her hand. “No, let’s go. I want to be out of here. Now, please.”

“You’re doing great. We’re almost done here, I promise.”

The redhead nodded and took his hand to let him pull her to standing. There was one more scarred, wooden door at the back of the torture chamber; the one Terry had come through. He needed to put a boot on the corpse’s smoking head to haul the sword out of the body. Wiping it clean he led the way to the back room, wand held overhead to light the way. A commotion of something thumping hard, along with the inhuman cries of something not from a human throat could be heard.

“There’s someone back there,” Ellsbat said, practically riding his back.

“Nothing human,” he told her.

It was a hallway with a row of sturdy cell doors. Ryan went to the first and looked through the small window inset and covered with a grate of riveted iron. A small chamber barely big enough to lie down in. It was empty and unlocked, and so were all but the rest except the last two.

The second to last door shook and rattled against the bolt as something heavy threw itself against it from the inside. Animal howls came from inside the cell.

Keeping his distance, Ryan shone the light into the locked cell by the window. Suddenly clawed fingers were at the grate, scrabbling to tear it loose and the screeching sound doubled.

He knew this room, of course. The cell held a pair of albino war apes. Nasty fuckers. Ryan wouldn’t want to fight a single one, let alone a pair. They were smaller than man-size but had fangs and a single curved rhino horn in their foreheads. And luckily this pair was locked up; throwing themselves at the door in a fury to get at him and tear him apart. Even Terry had the good sense to keep them locked up.

“Nice pets. Not at all what a psychopath would keep.”

Ryan considered a moment then set his jaw and opened a harmonic to focus the demonfyre. Best to put them out of their misery.

The black flames poured through the small window of the door and their howls went frantic as the magic flames consumed them. It took three more blasts for the room to fall quiet. Then with a shiver of mana entering his body, Ryan felt the life energy of the dead creatures absorbed into his own. Looked like even shooting albino apes in a barrel was enough to reward you with the gain of mana.

The last cell at the end of the row was the cell for a creature far worse: Terry’s filthy hovel. It had crude shelves filled with gruesome trophies the torturer had collected from victims: lockets, braids of hair, dolls, an earring with the ear attached. Ryan was beginning to wonder if serial killers existed on every world. None of it interested him, though. He knelt down, feeling under the bed. Beneath a loose stone was the box of the monster’s treasure. It took some effort, but he pried it up by moving the bed.

It was rings, jewelry and necklaces – most of them gold. But the torturer had also collected a handful of emeralds and one of them was nearly a quarter of the size of the Emerald Bane. But more valuable was the fancy dagger with an emerald-studded hilt.

“For you,” he gave the narrow blade to the magic-user.

“I thank you, but no. I use magic, not sharp steel. I’d barely know which end to hold,” she protested.

“Its magic; look at the runes in the blade.”

The redhead accepted the blade, examining it then sliding it back into the emerald-studded sheath.

“The sharpness glyph, a big one, And the bullseye enchantment once a day,” she said.

It was a spell that let you automatically score a critical hit.

“No need to get into a fight. Don’t even have to aim. Just throw it at whatever you want to hit,” Ryan said. “You don’t always have to look for a fight for it to find you, and I’d feel better knowing you had that in an emergency.”

She was still unable to make eye-contact with him after the urine-inducing fright she’d got from Terrence. Just nodded and accepted the dagger. He looked her up and down, a filthy vagabond in a stained robe. She was a mess.

One item was left in the hole. Reaching back further inside the hole he groped and discovered a cloth-wrapped bundle that was a minorly enchanted sword. For a moment he examined it. It didn’t glow or have a shine like chrome or even a gem in the hilt. The only way you could tell it was enchanted was the SHUH s-shaped rune carved in the base of the blade. It was just like the game; it was enchanted with the sharpness glyph that meant it would be eternally sharp. It was about the most common magical enchantment you could find.

“Can we leave now?” the girl asked.

He held up a finger to quiet her. Closing his eyes, he looked inward into the magic harmonic of the blade and just like the teacup, he wrung the mana from the enchantment out of the sword so it fell into his palm in the form of a blue crystal. He pocketed the glowing blue crystal for later use.

“Now we can go.”

***
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Chapter 12   : In Hot Water

They exited the castle donjon quickly, happy to leave the sickening mess behind. Even the dank air of the tunnels below the castle was like a spring meadow compared to the stink of rotting flesh in Terry’s playroom. Retracing their path out of the dungeon full of corpses, Ryan collected the cat and jade statue as they went and returned to the main corridor. Once there he kept them to the tunnels that branched left. The place was a maze, but there were fewer traps in the leftward chambers. A few steps down the tunnel they reached a T branch in the corridor. He paused, shining the light down each branch.

“Are we lost?” the girl asked.

“Not lost,” he snapped, insulted. “Just thinking.”

The quickest way out of the dungeon was past the fake damsels in distress which was down the right-hand corridor. But one look at the magic-user told him she was barely standing. Ellsbat needed refreshing before they exited the dungeon and went tromping through the wilderness. Instead of leading them to the short-cut he took the detour.

“What do we hope to find down here?” she asked nervously. “If it is a quest for more treasure, then I’d prefer we don’t go out of our way simply for that.”

“You’ll see.”

“Does that mean we are looking for more treasure?”

“Kindof, yeah.”

She gave an angry noise that would have been perfectly at home in either this world or his old one. His last ex-girlfriend was an expert at it.

He was fairly certain he knew the way to the baths but all the corridors began to look the same after a while. So when he smelled the tang of mineral salts and felt the dampness in the air he breathed a sigh of relief. Down a few steps they arrived at a tiled antechamber. A few of the glazed clay squares were missing or damaged, but it was much more finely finished than the rest of the dungeons.

When they stepped into the octagonal bathhouse, the magic flashlight shone off green tiles and illuminated the sunken pool of steaming fresh mineral waters. Ellsbat stopped in confusion.

“What’s this?”

The walls of the bathing room were painted with serene scenes of summer meadows and forests. The ceiling and floor had been once polished tiles but now only the ceiling was shiny enough to reflect an upside-down image of them and the room. The oval-shaped bathing pool was big enough to seat twenty, but the marble surfaces were dirty and scuffed. The series of hooks to hold towels and robes had corroded almost black in the dampness of the room. Silver dishes holding the powdery remains of soaps were still lined on a marble platter. Ryan inspected a series of small clay bottles and found all but one broken or empty – it still had a scented bath oil. There was half a broken ivory comb next to it.

At one end of the poolroom was a delicate pedestal and scattered on the floor around it were glass or crystal stones in different colors — red, blue, and yellow.

Right… the key. Where was it? In the game, this room held a key that opened a different secret area of the dungeon. But all these rooms started to blend together in his memories.

Examining the pedestal to one side of the room he looked for a hidden compartment but no luck. He picked up the colored stones scattered around the base and tried to remember what combination of the pattern would activate the magic in the pool. He’d never like puzzles and tended to look up cheats for them, and the combination needed for the pool completely eluded him. He was starting to sweat as Ellsbat watched him expectantly. Fuck… of course she expected him to know everything. Finally, he just guessed; after seven tries he found the combination. With a rush of bubbling water, the pool started churning like hot jacuzzi bubbles. The murky water began to clear immediately, and the air began to fill with steaming mist.

“W-why are we here?” the magic-user asked hesitantly.

Ryan collected some more-or-less intact towels from where they were scattered at the back of the room and tossed them to her before turning his back. “I thought you might want to get cleaned up,” he said.

“Oh? This hardly seems like the time or place…”

“It’s a long way to civilization from here. And you’re not going to make it like that… you need to be rested and prepared. I’ll watch the door.”

“I… see… then thank you. I can’t say I will not feel better for it.”

He turned his back and waited patiently. His imagination provided a few details as he heard her clothes hitting the floor until he heard her splash as she climbed into the water. For a minute or so she splashed around in the water.

“Rineskull?” she asked hesitantly.

“Hmmmm?” he asked, keeping an eye on the entrance.

“Are you really sent from Dagonestra?”

“Uh-huh.”

“And you… spoke to her?”

More than spoke, he chuckled inwardly. “Yes. Trust me, I was more surprised than you are. In my world we don’t have all this stuff; no magic, no Dagonestra, no castles.”

“No magic?” she gasped. “How do you live?’

“Mostly on the internet, actually.”

“The what?”

“Nevermind. Point is, I’d never heard of Dagonestra before she brought me here.”

She paused. “But you agreed to help. Why?”

That was an excellent question. Sure, he’d liked the idea of a new life, and magical powers, and maybe even being what some people might call a hero. But even without all those things he probably would have said yes.

“The truth is… the truth is that I didn’t have anything left for me in my world. No close friends or family. Not even my job was a challenge anymore. I dunno… I guess I just wanted to start over and do something that mattered.”

“I’m sorry, Rineskull,” Ellsbat said softly.

“For what?”

“I’m sorry you had no family.”

“Meh, no big deal.”

“How is it not? Every man should have family. Women should care for him and he should have children to adore, and who adore him,” she said passionately.

The words gave him a chill. Had he sacrificed too much for his old life? He thought he’d got used to it years ago, but the way Ellsbat spoke about it with such heart, he felt a pang of loss and regret. He clenched his jaw, lost in thought about the past girlfriends who had got away. How with each passing year his idea of what he wanted in a relationship got thinner and thinner until recently he had convinced himself he was better off without a wife and instead tried to succeed at an increasingly unsatisfying job.

“Rineskull?” she said quietly.

“Hmm,” he grunted, shaking off thoughts of a life he’d never see again.

“You know… you could… I think you should wash all the blood off you. I won’t have my servant looking like a butcher.”

Ryan grinned a bit. “Well, if that’s a command,” he said, trying to keep a straight face. “You’re up, Bruce; keep watch,” he told the jade statue and it positioned itself in the doorway.

“No, put down the chest first. And take this,” he handed it the recently disenchanted sword.

Satisfied they had an armed guard, he turned to the water and set aside the emerald sword and wand. In a few moments he’d stripped off the dead bandit’s clothes. Glancing over his shoulder he saw Ellsbat sunk in the water to her chin, eyes looking away. Leaving his gear with the wolf cloak and tossing the rest of his stained bandit clothes into the steaming hot water he turned to face her. She gasped, quickly turning away. When her red tail popped up out of the water she squeaked and grabbed it, hiding it under the surface again.

The cat climbed on top of the fur and the crystal statue stood still as a… statue staring into the dark of the hallway. For a moment he caught a glimpse of himself in the polished mirror of the ceiling and paused, staring. Saw his new body for the first time.

Holy shit!

When he’d asked Dagonestra for a body that was handsome, he hadn’t expected this. He didn’t look ‘as handsome as Brad Pitt’… he looked ‘exactly’ like Brad Pitt. The young blonde cowboy beefcake model from that movie about the two housewives who went on a crime spree in the desert. The only thing different was the slightly pointed ears and yellow eyes of his half-demon heritage.

And that wasn’t the only thing he caught in the mirror; Ellsbat was peeking over her shoulder at his naked body in full glory – her eyes wide with wonder and raw lust. The horns popped out on her forehead and she wrapped a towel over them in a panic. Waiting for her to finish he turned back to the tub and climbed over the rim.

He slid into the water on the far side of the bath from her and welcomed the almost too-hot temperature, dunking under and scrubbing the dungeon’s grime off himself. When he’d cleaned himself up, he grabbed his clothes, wrung them out and laid them out to dry, he sat back in the steaming pool, arms resting on the tiled rim.

He heard the slight splashing in the water as Ellsbat swam to sit next to him. She kept herself submerged to the chin and looked straight ahead, pretending not to steal glances at him. Ryan didn’t stare but didn’t bother hiding the way he peered through the water for a look at the perfect naked body in the pool next to him. Her arms were crossed over her chest in a futile attempt to conceal the ample gift from the gods.

“Rineskull?” she asked.

“Yes?”

“My hair will be tangled.”

“That’s a shame.”

“I command you to comb it for me.”

Handing him the broken ivory comb she turned her back to him and sat up. Ryan studied the back of the girl with amusement and shrugged. Taking the comb he gently worked the tangles out of the long, red hair. She winced and turned to glare at him as he hit a snag. He mumbled an apology and proceeded more carefully. The girl was the most puzzling thing about this new world. Everything else he knew, or could anticipate, but Ellsbat? He had no idea what she was thinking.

Well… besides the obvious. She seemed to be finding excuses to be near him. If this was his old life he’d assume she was trying to get him to make the first move. But he was getting serious over-educated liberal arts college feminist vibes. Which was twice as hard to fathom given they were coming from a smoking hot succubus.

“Tell me something, Ellsbat, You seem well-read. What type of books do you enjoy?”

She seemed surprised but pleased by the question. “Oh! Mainly treatises on magic. Or alchemy. I also like to keep up to date on the latest research on exploration of the elemental forces but that’s more of a hobby.”

“I mean what do you read for fun?” he clarified with a smile.

“Fun?”

“Yes, recreation. And I don’t mean the hyper-tromic, whatsit-speculums of elemental ding-dongs.”

“Oh… well… Old Empire poetry. Some of the Melodist epics are… interesting,” she said evasively.

“Which ones?”

“There’s so many… I don’t um… know if I could possibly choose just one…”

“What’s the first one that springs to mind?” he said, refusing to let it drop.

“Well… the last one I read was the Silken Veils of Twilight’s Embrace…”

“Huh. Tell me more about it.”

“More?” she blushed. Her fangs popped out. She didn’t seem to notice.

“Yeah, what’s it about?”

“Wellll… it’s about a maiden named Arradiln who um… spends her days studying the celestial movements and… ummm… finds a star that falls to the ground in a ball of fire.”

“Oh, is it magic?”

“N-no… it’s a man. A star-man and she falls in love with him.”

“What then.”

“Oh, well… not much. Its pretty boring really. They mostly pledge their love and… frolick… and stuff.”

“Frolick?”

Her talons grew longer and she tried hiding them under her armpits.

“Yes, ummm… in a waterfall, and um, his chambers, and… one time in the back of a carriage… You know. Romantic… stuff.”

Ryan smiled. If he didn’t know better, he’d say Ellsbat was reading this world’s equivalent to racy erotic novels. There’s another thing the game never mentioned: the illuminated volumes of porn.

“Maybe you could show me some… poetry… sometime,” he suggested.

She gulped. Nodded nervously. With an eruption of water her wings formed on her back and she was entirely transformed into her succubus form. With a cry of fear, she submerged entirely under the water to hide her natural… form. Ryan sat there with a small grin, wondering how long she could hold her breath. He counted to one-hundred before she surfaced in a fountain of water, coughing and thrashing limbs as she whooped air into her lungs.

“Excuse me!” she blurted, hacking water out of her lungs and leapt out of the pool, diving for cover behind the raised pool, scrambling to drape scraps of motheaten towels over her body. She slipped and fell, perfect round ass in the air, tail waving, before hiding herself.

He tried not to laugh and finished scrubbing the blood off his body before submerging to rinse off. If he didn’t know better he’d say there was a red-blooded sex-machine under that prim exterior. Ah well… he had more important things to do than tease the sexually frustrated succubus. Surfacing from the water Ryan climbed out of the tub while Ellsbat was still cowering under towels behind the hot bath.

“All yours,” he said, turning his back.

There was a scrabbling and splash and when he looked back, she was submerged up to her nose in the water. She was doing a poor job of hiding the fact she was checking him out while crossing her arms to cover her own body under the water.

“Do we need to move on soon?” she asked.

“Take your time,” he said and went to the pile of towels on the far side of the room.

A few had been turned into a mouse’s nest, but most of them were still intact and when he pulled out a stack of cloths a brass key clattered to the tiled floor. Ah! That’s where it was.

“Cool, I was looking for this! I’ll be right back,” he said.

“W-where are you going?” she demanded, alarmed.

“Relax, I’ll leave Bruce and the kitty to protect you and be back before you know it.”

“This is irresponsible,” she muttered, but he ignored her.

Talk about irresponsible! She was the one too busy getting hot and bothered to go to work. She wasn’t going to get out of the water and reveal her naked body while he was there anyway, so it seemed like the polite thing to do to give her room. Or did she want him to be scoping out her naked body? The redhead was clearly struggling with her demonic urges… succubi were not known for their – uh – chastity. It wasn’t like he was about to jump her in the middle of a dungeon crawl anyway.

Wrapping a towel around his waist he went exploring the surrounding rooms. Amused with memory of her near-perfect body. Granted the wings and the tail were a bit much, but they only accented the curvy beauty.

Put it out of your head… you’ve got a job to do, remember?

Now… what order did he have to use the keys? Like a lot of games from the same era of Eldwick, the dungeons always had a series of locked doors or hidden passages that you needed color-coded keys to open in order. Basically, a way to force you into the encounter areas and explore more of the map. He knew the brass key would open the base of the statue in the trapped room full of glowing dust a few chambers over so he headed there with the Fos wand to light his way. He avoided the pressure plate that dropped a shower of magical glitter and used the key to unlock the pedestal of yet another statue.

This one was a valiant demonic warrior woman, muscles taut and sinewy, her chiseled face fixed with determination, horns glinting, wearing impractical bikini armor that accented the loving detail to her curves and huge breasts. The figure held her sword overhead, as if forever prepared to strike down any intruder. It was a subtle bit of foreshadowing put into the game.

“Don’t mind if I stick this in you and take your coins, eh hot stuff?” Ryan patted the statue on the arm. The figure had been the back cover illustration of the game guide, despite having almost nothing to do with the game. “If I had a nickel for every time I spanked it to your tits as a kid.”

Ah well, enough nostalgia.

The key opened a secret compartment in the base of the statue, and he removed the collection of hexagonal brass coins in the hidden recess. Each coin was stamped with a dragon image, not as a form of coin, but as a token for use within the ancient cult of Nightmare King that had been secretly worshipped in the castle. Invidia’s brothers weren’t just your average murderers, the lore said they were part of the Nightmare cult. A secret society of sorts that some of the game’s later quests were based on.

Castle Telizart was only the starter dungeon after all. A place to gain experience and level up before you went out into the wider world. The main dungeon for the early part of the campaign was in the Weeping Valley. You could wander around the sandbox a bit, but ultimately all quest lines dragged you into the valley and that ended with a raid on the hidden temple of the Nightmare King. Part of what made the game great was the timed encounters that kicked in after certain events or experience milestones. Even if all you did was hide in the starter town of Verbinnec, the cult had agents posing as normal priests in the village.

He’d have to remember that for later assuming he headed there.

That made him pause a moment and he turned to the hot demon warrior statue, thinking out loud.

“Shit… I honestly hadn’t given much thought on what to do next. Survive the palace, sure, but what then? If I’m being honest with you baby, I’m still not sure all this is even real.”

He wiped some cobwebs off her stone face and boob armor. “I mean, face it. A whole world based on a game I loved as a kid… seems more than a coincidence. Maybe I’m dead and this is the last few moments of consciousness in my brain before I’m done for good.”

“It is more than a coincidence, you idiot,” the statue spoke to him.

“Fuck me!” he stumbled back, almost tripping and falling. The stone face of the warrior had changed, and now it was the beautiful face of Dagonestra who frowned back at him. The mother of demons shook her head. “You were hand picked for this task, remember?”

“Dagonestra? That really you?” he blurted.

“No, it is I, the sacred virgin of Storm Bull!” she said theatrically. “Of course it’s me!”

He grinned. “Dawww, you’re keeping an eye on me aren’t you? Does this mean you care about me?“

She snorted. “As if! When I gave you this task I wasn’t expecting I must ride a bitch’s back like a wizard on a halfling. I’m here to keep you on task. Apparently, you need it.”

“Hey, you’re not the boots on the ground, getting bit by snakes and learning how magic works in the real world. You might have given me a couple lessons first.”

The statue shrugged. “I must admit, you have done… passably well… given your rushed delivery. So far. Barely. But I sense your resolve wavering.”

Fucksakes. All he needed was a micro-manager. “Just uncertain where I’m supposed to be going next, is all.”

“And? What have you decided?”

“Verbinnec?” he mumbled.

“Are you asking or telling?”

“Fine! Yes, Verbinnec village. It’s the logical next step. It’s what passes for civilization in a fantasy world. And it’s better than wandering in a monster-filled wilderness.”

“A wise choice. See that you make more allies.”

“I’m on it.”

“And take steps to save the demons of this world. So far you’ve not even rescued one!”

“Uh, excuse me, I rescued Ellsbat didn’t I?”

“You call that rescuing? That poor succubus is so repressed she can’t even touch herself!”

“How is that my problem?”

“That’s the whole point! I don’t mean rescue them from danger, I mean rescue them from their virginity!”

Ryan was at an actual loss for words. He stood with his mouth open a long moment, mind stuttering. “W-what did you just say?”

“You made a demonic pact with someone called the Mother of Demons, that requires you to make lots more little demons for me!”

“Fuck off…” he said in disbelief.

“No! Get your fuck on,” she yelled. The statue slowly froze back in place, but Dagonestra’s voice was still clear. “Or I might have to recall some of your gifts.”

“Nag, nag, nag. You want to make an omelette, you need to break a few eggs.”

“Stop breaking eggs and start fertilizing them.” The demon lord’s voice was distant now. “Would it have killed you to lay some seed into these fertile valleys? Those mongrel girls were practically offering it up on a platter! I swear, if you don’t get to work making me the mother of more demons there will be—”

But Ryan never found out what there would be. Her voice faded with each word and was finally gone.

“She can’t be serious,” he told himself. “Can she?”

The arm of the statue holding the sword overhead suddenly snapped off and the stone blade tumbled to land point first in the ground at his feet, narrowly missing his dick.

“All right, serious enough!” he told himself.

So, he would head for Verbinnec. The decision made him feel a little excited. He’d spent many happy hours reselling dungeon loot to the village shops, buying potions, picking up quest drops in the Shy Sphinx tavern or hiring followers from the local mercenary’s guild. He’d never been one for political questlines but his own need to complete every adventure in the game had taken him into Hellhound Keep and the baroness’ grip on the town.

He tried to recall all the main quests: the deal with the evil baroness, the tower of the Sorcerer in Yellow, and the Conspiracy of the Beast. Any character of sufficiently advanced experience automatically triggered those quests. He sighed. Fucking tiresome. Maybe if he didn’t stick around in town long enough he could just use it to resupply and move on?

Unlikely. He sighed and gathered the hexagonal coins into a folded towel and from there he moved down the tunnel to the chapel.

“Yeah… but move on to where?” he asked himself. He’d need a home base eventually. “Suppose I could always just follow the quest that deposes the baroness and take over… but who needs the hassle of running a kingdom?”

As an adventurer he’d always declined the barony quest, preferring to stay rootless and move from one adventure to the next. Kept his treasure portable in gems and never needed a home base. Never had a reason to settle down. How different could this version of Eldwick be?

His feet had led him to the next stop. You had to open a secret door, designed to blend in to the stone of the dungeon wall to get inside the chapel of the Nightmare King. It took him a few tries but he knew where it was supposed to be and eventually, he located a torch bracket that formed a lever to unlatch the hidden portal. Shining the Fos wand inside he double-checked for monsters… you could never be too careful. It was empty except for a bare stone altar with the faded pattern of the crowned skull where it had once been painted in the surface. And on the top of the altar was a hexagonal-shaped depression, just the size for one of the coins.

Inserting a hexagonal token, the secret compartment in the altar popped open. That gave him an ornate dagger that was actually a key to yet another secret compartment with a magic item. It was almost pointlessly complicated but designed to reward players who carefully explored the entire dungeon instead of killing first and asking questions later.

He yawned. Time to get back to Ellsbat before she started to worry… or…

Or he could go grab some more treasure and soak up some more mana on his own without the magic-user nagging him. Nah… she’d get pissed if he was gone too long.

Unless… unless he found the false maidens in distress and grabbed their gear before he headed back to the bath. Ellsbat might not fuss so much if he bought her new clothes…

Yeah, why not? It was time to go shopping.

***


Chapter 13   : Some Days the Bear Eats You

Ryan's paused a moment before entering the bear cave. It was as good a place as any to start, but was he really going to just go looking for trouble?

Who was he kidding, of course he was.

The finished stone walls of the tunnel gave way to the shallow slope of a natural cave with crude steps cut into it. It had been the castle kennel, at one time, but since then the new inhabitants had made it cozier. There were still rusted iron chains pinned directly into the walls but, surprisingly, the space was clean and dry. Transformed into a crude yet functional abode. A few oil lamps cast a dim glow, barely illuminating the surroundings.

The cave didn’t really have what he’d call modern amenities but was refreshingly homey compared to the rest of the castle. Graphics in the game hadn’t been all that great and there was no way it could have rendered a cave like this. He took a step closer, wondering if the real-world version of the cave had any other differences.

Like, for example, where was the bear cub?

The place was supposed to have a bear cub… with a tiny chance of the bear’s mother – a full-grown cave bear – would show up every time you went there. It was a two-edged sword – you got a great loot dump if the mom was there, only assuming you survived the rampaging monster.

He whistled. “Here beary beary bear,” he made a clicking sound with his tongue. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

A sound. Movement nearby. His eyes scanned the cave, expecting a wild animal, but instead a timid voice broke the silence.

"Hello," it whispered, barely audible.

Ryan's senses sharpened, focusing on the figure emerging from the shadows. A young woman stood before him her gaze filled with caution.

Ryan's eyes settled on her as she stepped into the light. Damn. She was cute. Had what some people called a ‘raw beauty’, which was another way of saying she looked great without being painted in make-up. And she looked… strong. Taller and fitter than an average woman. Broad shoulders and a muscular build suggested a life lived with hard labor. Ryan couldn't help but admire her imposing presence; something about her reminded him of untamed wilderness. She didn’t wear more than a homespun smock of a sack dress, tied with a cracked leather belt, but she didn’t need any fancy dress to look great.

But who was she? Another rando NPC?

Her eyes, deep and piercing, held a glimmer of curiosity and intelligence. A cascade of lustrous chestnut hair framed her face, framing features that were both delicate and bold.

Ryan cautiously stepped closer, his eyes scanning the dimly lit surroundings. But his attention was quickly drawn back to the girl. She was also circling him like a wary dog, her eyes staring at him in fascination.

"Uh, hello," Ryan said, in a voice he reserved for talking to old people and children. "You're very… interesting... aren’t you?”

“You think I’m… interesting?” the girl said in wonder.

“I just didn’t expect to meet anyone like you here. I don't suppose you come her often?"

The girl tilted her head, her voice echoing with a touch of wonder. "You speak strange words, mister.”

He took a step forward and she quickly backed up until he held up his hands to show they were empty. He was, after all, wearing nothing but a towel with a small bag.

“Mister… are you… you Golden-locks? Like in the story.” She was staring at his blond hair.

“My name’s Ryan Scully, what’s yours?”

She pondered it a moment. “Tylene,” she said shyly. “But my momma calls me Tilly.”

“Nice to meet you Tylene.”

“Are you here… for my skin?” she asked suddenly.

“Your… what? No! I’m not here for anybody’s skin. Just passing through, exploring the tunnels under the castle, you know."

Tylene's gaze sharpened, her eyes flickering with a primal instinct. "Exploring... You smell different. Like outsiders."

Ryan couldn't help but chuckle at her straightforwardness. "Well, Tylene, you've got a keen nose. I am definitely not from around here. Came here looking for a little adventure, but I wasn't expecting to stumble upon such a fascinating creature like you."

Tylene's curiosity grew, her voice carrying a note of innocence. "Creature? I’m just Tilly. Just a girl.”

“How old are you?”

“I’m gonna be twenty-one next summer… that’s what momma says. Then I’ll be full grown and I can go out on my own.”

“Out on your own? What do you mean?”

“I mean… then I can go out in the world for the first time.”

“You’ve been here… your entire life?” he asked carefully.

The girl’s face broke into a laugh, and she shook her head. “Of course not. We moved as lot when I was young, since there were always bad outsiders. Then momma found this nice safe place. I go out at night, when no one will see me.”

Ryan’s alarm bells were going off. What kindof weird backwoods hillbillies were these? You didn’t hide your kids in a cave like the inbred mutants of the Hills Have Eyes…

“Tilly… can I call you Tilly? Tell me your mother doesn’t keep you trapped in here?”

“Trapped, no!” she chuckled. “She protects me in here.”

“Oh… right. From people who want your skin.”

She nodded gravely. He eyed the exit.

Ryan looked around cautiously before posing his question. "So, Tilly, have you come across any unusual creatures or monsters in these parts?"

Tylene furrowed her brow, her eyes reflecting genuine confusion. "Monsters? No, no monsters here. Just me and momma. We hide from the outsiders. They don't understand."

Ryan nodded, trying not to look nervous. "Ah, I see. Well, it's always good to have a safe place to hide. But, you know, I should probably get going. Got some important business to attend to, you know how it is." …like not being skinned and eaten by cave hillbillies.

Tylene's eyes widened with a mix disappointment. "Oh, please, stay a little longer. I've never had anyone visit before.”

“No really, I should get a move on…”

“But… but you’re a guest! I'll prepare some food for you, make you feel at home."

And with that the girl moved to some wooden cupboards and began rattling around in jars and produced a bowl scavenged from the castle dining hall.

Ryan hesitated, trying to find an excuse. "Well, that's very kind of you, Tilly, but I'm not quite sure cave food is my cup of tea. I'm more of a burger-and-fries kind of guy."

Tylene's face lit up with excitement. "Oh, I know just the thing! Wait right here, Rineskullee. I'll surprise you."

Why did no one get his name right? As Tylene scurried off to gather her makeshift ingredients, Ryan wondered what the odds were he was going to end up the next meal in her pantry. Then he caught sight of Tilly’s bare legs as she bent over at the waist and her shapeless smock rode up to hug her taut backside.

Worst case scenario he could always use his Mind’s Eye powers to escape… right?

Tylene returned with a small wooden tray, carefully placing it in front of Ryan as if it were a grand feast so he took a seat at the crude table, placing herself opposite him so she could continue to stare at him. The table, like the rest of the furniture in the cave home, looked scavenged from the castle.

He turned to his meal; the assortment of grubs, mushrooms, and centipede meat stared back at him, and he struggled to maintain his composure.

"Well, Tilly, this is certainly... unique," Ryan remarked, mustering his best attempt at enthusiasm. "You really went all out with this cave cuisine."

Tylene beamed with pride, oblivious to the forced compliment. "Oh, I'm glad you like it, Rineskullee! It's all I know how to make. Mama taught me, and we've been eating like this for as long as I can remember. Sometimes we get some juicy rats or venison when mama goes out hunting at night."

Ryan cautiously took a bite, attempting to hide his discomfort. The taste was earthy and strange, but no worse than the bizarre deconstructed boodog – marmot meat cooked in a skin with hot rocks – at that trendy Mongolian fusion restaurant last month. He forced a smile, trying to be polite.

“Tell me more about growing up in a cave,” he asked, hoping to divert her.

As Tylene rambled on about her secluded life, her voice meek and full of innocence, Ryan couldn't help but be captivated by her genuine curiosity and warmth. Despite the awkwardness of the situation, there was an undeniable charm to her childlike excitement.

Then it was her turn to ask questions. Tylene's innocent eyes sparkled with curiosity as she bombarded Ryan with questions about the outside world. Her voice remained timid, yet there was an underlying eagerness that couldn't be ignored.

"Ryan, have you ever encountered mystical creatures like unicorns or dragons? Do they truly exist outside the tales I've heard?" Tylene asked, her gaze fixed on him on the edge of her seat..

Ryan smiled, appreciating Tylene's fascination with mythical beings. "Well, Tylene, I’ve certainly never seen one myself, but I have it on good authority they are real as rain."

“You haven’t seen a single one?”

“Well… this morning a fought a giant snake with magical powers… would that do?”

Tylene's face lit up with delight. "You did? What happened!”

He gave the fight against the bellsnake a few embellishments to make it seem more heroic. He surprised himself wanting to entertain this girl. There was definitely something… different about her. More of a girl-next-door vibe than cannibalistic humanoid underground dweller.

“Oh, how I would dearly love to witness something so heroic as that!” she enthused, starstruck by his adventures. “And what of enchanted forests and magical spells? Are they as wondrous as they seem?"

Ryan nodded; poor kid, locked in a cave with nothing but stories. "Uh, yeah, they sure are. Enchanted forests filled with werewolves, giant spiders, highwaymen and mad hermits. And magic, like this."

He produced a handful of black flames and she giggled and clapped. In awe.

As the conversation continued, Tylene's behavior subtly shifted. She leaned forward, unconsciously drawn towards him, until her breasts were resting on the tabletop. She breathed deeply, eyes fluttering in pleasure. Ryan couldn’t help but notice the cleavage spilling out of her sack dress but wasn’t about to comment on it. There was something unnatural about all this. But… a girl this cute, this into him was hard to ignore.

“So Tilly… are you happy here?” he finally asked.

“Sometimes… but I got no choice. It’s like momma always says. She says, ‘Tilly, don’t trust outsiders you gullible idiot’… but you’re an outsider, and you seem….” She took a deep breath and sighed, eyes half closed. “…just about as nice as anything.”

“Do you not have, family? Someone else you could live with?” Ryan asked, feeling sympathetic towards this captive girl.

“Nah, momma says skinwalkers are mostly solitary. Mostly.”

Ryan's eyes widened as the conversation suddenly took a sharp left turn. Skinwalker? That was a rare type of demon that could change shape completely into an animal. Ferocious and deadly, even to other demons.

Oh… shit…

Now it made sense. A terrible sense. The young cave bear you found here in the game… it was Tilly. On the upper level in the west wing – where he’d avoided because there wasn’t much treasure – there was an encounter with a shapeshifter… a skinwalker bear to be precise. And it was implied she had a lair in the castle but never detailed where.

Because ‘where’ was right ‘here’. Tylene and her mother were demon shapeshifters. He shifted uneasily, trying to maintain a calm facade despite the rising tension in the air.

"Uh, Tylene, I really should be going. It's getting late, and I have... things to attend to," Ryan stammered, attempting to back away slowly.

But before he could make his escape, Tylene's eyes, now gleaming with an otherworldly golden hue, locked onto his. Her voice, once meek and innocent, now dripped with desire.

“Leaving so soon, Rineskullee?" she purred, her words laced with a potent mix of hungers. "I find your presence... intriguing…”

“That’s great, but…”

“Your body,” her eyes roved over his half-naked form. “Your eyes,” she said leaning over the table and staring deep into his gaze. “Your scent…. Mmmmpph!” she finished, taking a deep breath and shivering.

Ryan felt a shiver run down his spine too, but probably for a different reason. It’s not like skinwalkers in Eldwick were lycanthropes, they didn’t change shape on the full moon or suffer from a disease. They were just a race of demons that could magically transform, usually into a single type of animal. As Tylene's true nature began to express itself, the submissive shyness was rapidly melting away. Replaced by a captivating and potentially perilous sexual aggressiveness. He weighed his options; reject her and incur her scorned wrath, or not reject her and potentially get put in a mating press by this she-bear in a girl’s form.

“Um, you’re a charming girl, Tilly,” he started, leaning back.

The girl climbed on top of the table on all fours, crawling towards him.

“Really, I’m flattered… and… a little curious. But we can’t…”

She had reached him, leaning her face next to his and sniffing as her long hair bristled slightly.

“This can’t…” he tried to repeat.

She let out a soft growl.

“There’s no way we can…” he tried one last time.

The girl jumped him.

They went over backwards onto the floor with the weight of the girl momentarily driving the air from his lungs. As he lay paralyzed, trying to breathe, she straddled his body, hands pinning his shoulders down and as her lips peeled back on white, strong teeth he had the sudden knowledge she was about to bite his jugular and kill him.

But instead, her cheek and nose nuzzled his neck. He could hear her snuffling, feel her warm breath on his neck, then the first, tentative touch of her tongue. She tasted him. Then again. Then with more confidence she let out a low growl and was licking him from earlobe to the hollow of his neck, making satisfied grunting sounds.

Then they were face to face, inches apart, and she stared into his eyes. Well… he either committed or killed her. And killing such a beautiful creature seemed like such a waste.

He closed the gap between them and kissed her.

She froze in shock as his lips touched hers. Then as he plied her with more firm caresses to her lips, she let out a long, high-pitched moan of pleasure that was almost an animal whine. She kissed him back, clumsy at first, then cupping her cheeks in his hands he taught her how to kiss by example, teasing her lips, schooling her mouth.

She panted, flushed and her back arched as she unconsciously started squeezing her thighs around him, rocking back and forth. Fuck… it was making him hard.

Then her head came up and she sniffed. Following her nose she crawled off him, and searching around her eyes closed to half slits. “What smells… so good?” she breathed huskily.

Then her nose was pressed to his body, snuffling from hair to neck and chest. She paused at his armpits, breathing deeply, then continued south until she reached the towel knotted around his waist and as she took a deep whiff of his manhood she shuddered, a little bit of saliva falling from her lip, and let out a moaning ‘oooof’ sound.

Then she tore the towel away and her eyes went wide, trying to understand what she was looking at. She touched his cock with one finger and as it jumped so did she. She growled.

Fucksakes… she was going to bite it off if he didn’t stop this.

Ryan rolled on top of her, catching the girl off guard and putting her on her back. She was startled by the move but when he kissed her again she relaxed in his arms. The sack cloth-dress had ridden up, exposing her thighs, and Ryan stroked her legs slowly with one hand, making her shiver.

“That feels nice,” she said. Then, “What was that horn?”

He smiled between kisses. “It’s not a horn… it’s… well you know how baby animals are made, don’t you?”

She blinked at him with dawning comprehension. “B-but why’s it smell so good I wanna taste it?” she asked.

Pheromones, probably, Ryan told himself. Tilly was half animal, and a bear’s sense of smell was incredible; a bloodhound smelled 200 times better than a human… a bear could smell 2000 times better. Her loneliness-starved brain was probably going into overdrive being this close to a man for the first time. Not that he could explain any of this to Tilly.

“Well… when a man and a woman are interested in each other… smell can be a very, uh, powerful signal.”

“Like when wolves piss on trees to mark their territory?” she asked.

“Not exactly,” he said. “It’s a signal you feel down here.”

He let his hand drift up her thigh until he was under the hem of her skirt and Tilly went stiff, bit her lip, and then with a whimper, parted her thighs for him. She was already feverish and wet, her furry patch damp and as he gently touched the soft smile of her mound she tremored violently.

“W-what are ya doing?” she exclaimed.

“Did you want me to stop?”

“N-no.”

“Are you sure?”

“Don’t stop,” she said.

He began slowly. Circling the area until she squirmed for more. Then pressing slow circles on her outer lips until she was practically gushing. As she trembled in his arms he kissed her and the combination made her wriggle and squirm against him, groaning and panting until she hiked up her dress to reveal more chestnut curls between her legs and grabbed him by the wrist, forcibly moving his hand faster and firmer until her cunt lips parted and he was tracing the slippery folds and bean of her tenderest spot, making her moan with abandon.

He swore… he never meant to go inside her.

But as Tilly urged him to stroke her more and more forcibly his hand slipped and the next thing he knew he was three knuckles deep inside her burning, tight body with his two middle fingers.

Her eyes flew open, completely replaced by the golden-yellow eyes of a bear and she let out a cry so loud it might have been a roar. Ryan was preparing to die when Tilly wrapped her arms around him, nails digging into his back and kissed him fiercely.

He had a sudden memory of an old saying; something to the effect of ‘once you have the tiger by the ears, you can’t let go’. There should be a similar saying about once you started fingerbanging a shapeshifter shebear.

Ryan tried to be gentle but she wasn’t having it. In moments he was finger pounding her as she growled for more, faster and he curled his fingers for her g-spot, hoping to finish it before she went completely feral. It worked. As the girl took a vigorous pounding, she began a rising series of cries before she arched her back, rigid as a barrel hoop, and let out a rising series of cries as she gushed around his fingers.

Then she collapsed. Unconscious.

Ryan studied her a moment and made the snap decision to get out while he could. But as he extracted his fingers from her clamping internal muscles they were stuck so firmly he had to yank them out. Her eyes flew open with a whimper of dissatisfaction.

“Rine…” she said, breathily.

“How, um, are you?” he asked, stroking her hair.

“Rine… you man… make Tilly moan,” her voice had changed. Slower. Less human.

“Listen, in my defense, you took my hand…”

“You man… Tilly want…”

And with that the powerfully-built girl pounced on him. Knocking him to the ground, her mouth kissed him everywhere in a frenzy. Then tearing the towel aside she began licking him. Long, wet strokes of her tongue from the root of his balls and up the shaft. She lapped up every taste of his hard dick, tongue wrapping around the shaft and head to get every last drop. Until with a ‘mmmmmmrrpph!’ of pleasure, she took his cock in her mouth.

She was like a wild woman, panting, drooling and gagging on him as she tried to suck every inch of his cock into her mouth. The more she did, the more his cock leaked slippery fluid and the more she moaned, redoubling her efforts. Ryan couldn’t force her off him if he tried, and in an effort to distract her he reached with one hand to her exposed backside as she leaned over him, and sank his fingers back inside her.

Big. Mistake.

She gobbled and slurped up his cock faster and faster, and Ryan found himself in a competition to make her come before she went too far and chomped his dick off. He fingerbanged her harder and faster until she began to shake and finally spasmed.

As she tremored and gave a loud series of moans around the cock in her mouth he couldn’t hold back. His dick pumped an endless stream of thick white, his whole body releasing with a yell. Either because she was caught in the tremors of his fingers making her come, or she just didn’t know what else to do, Tilly took his entire load, swallowing it without a single sound. Her eyes rolled back as she took him all in – in either end – and he felt her body gushing wetly around his hand as she went tense a long moment then her arms and legs gave way and she collapsed to lay on top of him.

His cock slid wetly out of her mouth to lay throbbing on his stomach as she collapsed next to it, her cheek pressed to him as she gasped for breath.

When they broke apart a few minutes later her eyes were closed and she seemed almost in a trance.

“Isn’t anyone ever touched me like that before,” she whispered with a smile.

“That was your first kiss?”

She nodded. Then shrugged. “Unless you count Narv.”

“Who’s Narv?”

“He’s a statue I found… Sometimes a talk to him and then,,, I practised kissing on him.”

“Does Narv… talk back?” he asked carefully.

“Don’t be silly,” she punched him playfully. “Statues aren’t alive.”

“Right…”

“Mama always says men are cold but, Golden-locks,” she panted. “Your man-porridge is just right.”

She crawled upwards to kiss him. As Tilly's lips pressed against his, Ryan's attempt to politely decline her advances was met with a passionate embrace. Oh man… she wanted round two. Her body twined against his in an urgent way, and he had just decided to go for it, when a series of heavy footsteps could be heard as they approached the entrance of the cave, shattering the moment.

Tylene abruptly sat up, her eyes widening in panic. She quickly whispered to Ryan, her voice filled with fear and desperation, "It's momma! If she finds you here, she'll kill you!"

The intensity of their embrace vanished in an instant, replaced by a frantic scramble to gather their wits. The weight of the situation settled on Ryan’s preoccupied brain, sobering him immediately. His mind raced, his body now caught between the lingering erection and the impending danger of being mauled to death by Tilly’s angry mother.

He desperately scrambled to find his towels, his mind stupid with panic. Tylene's warnings hissed at him as she tried to tidy up the plate she’d used to feed him, urging him to move faster. He could hear the heavy footsteps drawing closer, fueling his adrenaline.

“Go, back there!” she hissed and Ryan finally found his towel of hexagonal coins and sprinted to dive behind a boulder near the back of the cave. Safely hidden, he heard the footsteps approaching and a gruff woman’s voice.

“Tilly! Get yer skinny ass out here before I give you a wuppin.”

“Yes momma,” Tylene’s voice had shifted from seductive to timid.

“I can smell im! Where is he?” Tilly’s mother yelled. The sound of her mother's stern tone sent shivers down Ryan's spine, the gravity of the situation sinking in.

“What? There’s nobody here, momma,” she pleaded with her mother in a hushed voice.

“You got a man here?” she demanded. There was a smack of a hand on flesh.

"I didn't bring anyone here, Mother," Tylene protested, her voice trembling. "I promise, I didn't bring him!"

Ryan, now partially clothed with a towel around his waist and crouched behind a boulder, strained to listen, cringing. Shit… the poor kid was catching hell.

"You can't hide the scent of a man, Tylene," her mother growled. "Don't test my patience. Tell me the truth, or there will be consequences."

Her footsteps thumped back and forth and he could hear her sniffing for him. Ryan's heart raced as he squeezed himself smaller into the shadow of the boulder. He held his breath, straining to hear the approaching footsteps growing louder and nearer.

"What was that noise, Tylene? I heard someone!" her mother's voice boomed, causing the walls to tremble.

Tylene stammered, her voice trembling with fear, "I-I don't know, Mother. Maybe it was just a rat?"

Then suddenly her footsteps were thundering right for him and Ryan’s fear-addled brain finally remembered he could escape all this. Reaching into the Mind’s Eye he fed energy into the red ember.

And vanished.

A moment later a seven-foot-tall wild woman, long hair in braids, wearing animal skins and with a bone through her nose leaned over the boulder. Tylene's mother, towering over her daughter with a fierce glare. She looked a bit like a viking crossed with a bulldozer. Arms as big around as his thighs. Yellow eyes glowing.

The terrifying mother growled in frustration, her gaze sweeping across the room. "I didn't raise you to be a slut, you humping little bitch in heat!"

There was a rising series of yells and sobs. He felt bad, but Ryan took his chance to get the hell out of that cave. As Ryan made his invisible escape, the echoes of momma bear's scolding voice faded into the distance. He took a moment to catch his breath at the cave entrance.

That was fucking close!

He felt bad about leaving the girl behind to her fate. She wasn’t a bad kid really, despite nearly eating his dick… literally.

“Let’s keep some perspective,” he told himself. “What part of ‘stick to the quest for the mother of demons’ isn’t clear for you? You gotta quit these distractions…”

But somewhere he felt like Dagonestra was grinning at him.

It was gonna be hard to explain why he’d been so delayed when he got back. He hardly believed it himself.

What was that about not stopping to bang in the middle of a dungeon crawl? His own guilty conscience reminded him.

Not like he’d planned it or anything… But the fact remained, objectively it wasn’t much of an excuse. And how did he get the feeling Ellsbat was going to be pissed when she found out? That made him pause and grumble in his head. Since when was he worried about what that uptight excuse for a sorceress thought of him?

Almost to prove a point he suddenly changed course and instead of going back to the baths, he headed back to finish collecting the magic sword.

***


Chapter 14   : Damsels

The thing about retrieving the magic sword was that it required a bit of a cheat. Also some luck, since you needed a randomly generated encounter with wolf bandits. So, Ryan went to the intersection of four tunnels on the edge of the cave section of the map and waited in the dark, leaning against the wall. Eventually they would come by.

He stepped into the Ghost World every time he heard someone – or something – coming so he could assess them safely. In the first 30 minutes he saw, in order, a lone voremouse which was kindof a bipedal rat scavenger, a quivering pile of orange slime that slithered by like a snail but with the speed of a snake, and a pair of undead skeletons straight out of one of those old stop-motion Ray Harryhausen movies from the last century.

It was the skeletons that fascinated him. Everything else he’d witnessed since arriving in Eldwick made a certain kind of sense; yes it was weird seeing a giant snake that could magically charm you, or an upright walking dog-man or even the mongrels being physically transformed in front of his eyes… but those were organic forms of life that breathed and bled.

The animated skeletal remains staggering down the hall wearing scraps of rusted chainmail and corroded swords freaked him out entirely. How did they walk with no muscles? See with no eyes? Did they have consciousness? If it was magic, where did the mana come from?

He watched the animated bleached bones of two human corpses approach from up the corridor and the hairs on his neck stood up. They were… talking…

One of the skeletons leaned in, grinning to its companion, "Why did the skeleton go to the ball by himself? Because it had nobody to dance with! Get it? No body?"

“Would ya shut the fuck up,” the other skeleton grumbled, staring straight ahead. “I can’t believe a necromancer raised my dry bones from the grave to walk the earth as an undead servant… and somehow it got even worse when I met ya.”

The first skeleton gave a chilling, hollow laugh. "Hey… hey, why don't skeletons fight each other? Because they don't have the guts!"

“I’ll fuckin rip off your jawbone iffen ya don’t stop these stupid jokes,” the second one growled.

Ryan watched them totter down the hall, heading who-knew-where. The first skeleton continuing to goad the other one. But it wasn’t long after that he heard the footfalls of a larger group and the now-familiar foul banter of strygs.

About fuckin time…

He hung invisibly in the dungeon corridor, watching the brutish stryg bandits advance with the grace of a herd of drunk gorillas. The orc-like features of the disgruntled brutes frozen in angry sneers, guttural voices grumbling.

"Where them bumbling arse-lickers?" the biggest one of them grumbled, his yellow eyes darting back and forth in the flickering torchlight.

Another snorted in response, "Prolly slobberin each others bums, them sods. Better not have gotten themselves kilt."

There was maybe a dozen of them, dressed and kitted like the other wolf bandits he’d killed in the tower.

"Gotta find 'em before the boss blows er top. She'll skin us alive if they bin skragged," a third one growled, fingers tightening around the hilt of a curved blade.

“Boss er too busy sittin on Blackmane’s face…”

“Don’t let er hear that. She’ll be shittin in yer mouth instead.”

Strygs weren’t exactly the world’s greatest thinkers… which would make his job easier. Ryan waited for just the right moment. Strygs were dangerous in a fight, even for him, and he knew better than to confront them head-on. Besides, he needed them alive.

Still complaining, the strygs pressed on, oblivious to the presence of a warlock hiding in the corridor. As soon as all but one of them had passed, he put one step back in the real world and appeared before the bandit like an angry spirit.

“Hey, asshole,” he shouted.

There was barely a moment’s hesitation before the bandit swung a heavy metal-studded club that passed right through his head. “Piss off ghost!”

“Fuck your mother!” Ryan jeered at the rest of the bandits as they turned to see what the fuss was about.

Then he fled down the corridor.

It wasn’t in the nature of strygs to avoid confrontation. In the game, Ryan had always just assumed the game engine had the aggro turned up way to high, but after having met them in real life, Ryan figured it was a feature, not a bug. Strygs were bloody-minded, aggressive and brutal. Even knowing better, they couldn’t help but chase him.

Now for his next trick, Ryan had to get the false damsels.

He led the strygs on a merry chase, making sure the light of their torches never fell too far behind, then lured them back to the chambers constructed under the castle. Sure that they’d catch up in a moment, he slid completely into the Ghost World and drifted through the doorway into the old barracks.

What the actual fuck?

In the game the room was a mostly-empty, former guard barracks beneath one of the towers in the ruined castle above. A collection of warped and slanting wooden bunkbeds with a few other sticks of furniture and broken-open footlockers filled most of it and aside from the two false-damsels it mentioned there were a group of dead bodies.

Hanging invisibly, he watched, as a woman and a child were finishing hacking the heads off a half-dozen wolf bandits. Unbeknownst to the two busy decapitators, he approached almost right behind them as they set about their gruesome job, unaware of his presence.

"Oi, Nellie, ain't this a right mess we got ourselves into?" grumbled the child, adjusting her bonnet with a scowl and taking a grip on an axe to hack the head of a bandit free. "These bastard crypts ain't as lucrative as they used to be."

Nellie, apparently the child’s burly mother, was finishing setting another severed stryg head up on a shelf, leaving a trail of gore to run down the wall and spatter on the ground. "Yeah, tell me about it, Pimms. Every fookin grave's been picked clean. Thass the problem with a free market economy – too much competition."

Pimms nodded, her face etched with determination. "Right you are, Nellie. Nothin' like a good ol' pile of bodies to keep 'em tomb robbers at bay. Can't resist a bit of fear and superstition, can they?"

Ryan looked closely from his position in the ghost world and saw that the ‘child’ was actually a full-grown imp. Her horns concealed beneath the bonnet and tail poking out from under her dress. And her ‘mother’ was actually a burly human accomplice. The game might have implied that the two false-damsels were responsible for whatever untimely end the bandits had met, but to see it in real life was a shock.

“You finished bogging on that last noggin or what?” Nellie asked.

“Listen 'ere, I’m half the size of ya, you blitherin' dolt! You're thick as two planks and twice as useful!" the imp woman sneered. “Next time you lop the buckets off the dead bodies. You’re supposed to be tha muscle, you pillock.”

“Oi, you pint-sized pipsqueak! Did someone mistake you for a dwarf and forget to chisel you out of the stone? You can’t half reach the shelf, tiny!”

The tomb-robbers both shared a friendly chuckle. Ryan studied the imp. Every fantasy-world game had some race of pint-sized people for players to choose from: gnomes, halflings what-have-yous as standins for Tolkien’s little folks. In Eldwick there were pixys – if you wanted fey heritage – and imps if you were playing one of the demonic species. Imps were a race of demons around three feet tall and ranged in temperament from devious with a touch of whimsy all the way to larcenous with a touch of murder-for-hire. They didn’t have the stunted limbs and enlarged heads associated with dwarfism, but rather were perfectly formed people just done at half the scale. They had little nubs for horns and tails, and sometimes glowing eyes, but other than that they could almost pass for human.

He had to admit, posing as a mother and child was a nice bit of stagecraft to fool the unwary.

Nellie flicked open a knife, twirling it between her fingers. "Once these rotters see what we've set up 'ere, they'll run faster than a rat in a burning building."

Pimms the imp cracked a grin, displaying a missing tooth. "That's the spirit, Nellie! We'll have 'em beggin' for mercy. No one messes with us, the damsels of the crypts!"

Before they could elaborate more, Ryan stepped out of the ghost world, appearing to just step out of the shadows. His voice echoed through the chamber. "Ladies, I believe your plans may need some adjustment."

Startled, the two tomb robbers spun around, their expressions shifting from confidence to feigned vulnerability. The imp’s eyes widened, her voice quivering with exaggerated childlike distress. "Oh, sir! We didn't expect anyone to be here! We're just poor, defenseless damsels in distress, you see."

The taller woman, adopting a similar guise, joined in with a shaky voice. "Please, kind sir, help us! These men were going to abuse and sell us. Me, a widow with a wee babe to care for! We were only trying to protect ourselves from those wicked bandits."

This was part of their whole routine. They pretended to be helpless female adventurers who needed rescue, then when you let your guard down they stabbed you in the back… literally. Ryan raised an eyebrow, almost impressed by their commitment to the role. "Is that so? Well, I have to tell you, your choice of self-defence methods is pretty hardcore.”

“The bad men scared me!” the imp said.

“You cut their heads off," Ryan pointed out.

The imp whimpered, casting a quick glance at her companion. "We... we were desperate, sir. We had to do something to scare them away. Please, have mercy!"

Ryan shrugged, hearing the approach of the strygs who’d been chasing him. “I’d like to help, but you’ve got other problems.”

And it was at that moment the pursuing band of wolf bandits caught up, bursting into the room and spreading out, staring in appalled horror at the bloody carnage in the room. The imp casually dropped the axe she was holding and kicked it across the floor to stop at Ryan’s feet.

“It was him!” both false damsels said at the same time, pointing at Ryan.

Bitches!

***

Nellie narrowed her eyes, her voice low and menacing but pitched so only Ryan and the imp could hear. "I'll knock your bloomin' lights out, I will! You're a proper halfwit, ain't ya?"

"Aye, you're about as sharp as a rusty nail, you daft wazzock!" Pimms added, her voice betraying a touch of fear. “They’ll snuff our cobbs the moment you show them where the treasure is.”

If Ryan could have shrugged he would have. “We’ll see.”

The three of them were tied up while the bandits debated whether they should slit their throats on the spot or believe Ryan’s story. It had taken Ryan all of two minutes to convince the bandits he knew where a secret treasure was located inside the dungeons. The dagger and hexagonal coins helped sell the story. In fact, every word of it was the truth: he did know where the treasure was and he did have the magic key to unlock it.

What he didn’t tell them was that the traps surrounding the treasure were entirely unfair. They’d been built as easter eggs by the designers, never expecting anyone to actually be able to breach them, since unlike other traps in the game the ones you had to overcome here were a series of one-hit-kill murder-gauntlets.

But just like the rest of the game, Ryan had played it over and over again until he found a cheat that could beat the traps.

“On yer feet, bloodrags…” the big leader of the strygs ordered them, apparently having decided to believe Ryan’s story. “Yer fetchin us some shiny!”

For a second there, Ryan was beginning to worry.

He led them through the corridors to a stretch of rooms near the caves. First stop was the blue key. It was in a broken-down pantry with a drainage pipe in one corner of the floor that held the key… and also a pit viper.

“What dis?” the stryg boss asked.

“The key we need is in that hole,” Ryan pointed.

“Fetch!” the boss shoved him.

At the hole Ryan partially dissolved his body so his arm was in the ghost world while the rest of him stayed in the normal dimension. Squeezing his hand down the pipe he pretended it was stuck.

“I can’t reach it,” Ryan said, retrieving his arm and returning to the normal dimension. “The hole is too small.”

The strygs debated. Tried jamming a spearshaft down the hole. Fucking idiots. Ryan coughed hard to get their attention standing directly beside the tiny imp and one of the bandits finally had a lightbulb moment.

“Hey, I gotz the smarts!” the stryg declared. “Why not use the little bits to reach in?”

“Dick,” Pimms glared at Ryan, seeing exactly what he had done.

A minute later and one of the strygs was holding Pimms up by the ankles so he could dangle her over the hole.

“It’s too scary,” she said in a baby voice, refusing to reach inside.

“Stick yer mitt in the hole or your momma gets a new hole,” the bandit leader snarled, pointing a dagger at Nettie’s side.

“Mama won’t make her liddle baby do something scary!” Pimms said.

“Comon Pimms…” Nettie said, not quite breaking character. “Do it for mommy, hey? Be a brave girl!”

“You got a choice,” the bandit snarled in the imp’s face. “Mitt in tha hole or I snip yer fingies off!”

Furious, the imp nodded and gingerly reached down into the empty hole. She yelped, eyes wide and Ryan winced. Ouch!

Sorry, better you than me.

But when she yanked her hand free, the imp had the blue-colored key in hand, unhurt. Fuck. The difficulty rating for the trap was rated at 100%, meaning her reflexes were so fast she had a greater than 100% chance of defeating traps.

She proved it the next moment when the snake came shooting out after her and she twisted aside just in time for it to miss and sink its fangs into the nutsack of the stryg holding her. The bandit howled, spinning in circles, trying to yank the tail of the snake, but it stuck fast. He slammed into the wall and went down, his screams getting weaker, until one of the bandits used a dagger to slice the viper in half.

It was too late. The bandit spasmed, foamed at the mouth, and died.

“That was unfortunate! I had no idea that was in there!” Ryan said, hiking up his towel.

“Yes,” Pimms said, scowling. “Unfortunate.”

One certain-death trap down, two more to go.

***

The next trap was a standard hidden pit with a few twists that made it unbeatable for a single-player. It was a hinged counterweight cover, so once you stepped past a certain point, your weight made the cover of the pit swing up, dropping you into the pit below… which was filled with a magical fire blaster that would incinerate you instantly.

Ryan watched the stryg scout moving ahead, waiting for the inevitable. He knew the trap was ahead somewhere, but where exactly he had no real idea. The bandit edged a step at a time, ready to leap back at the slightest danger. It didn’t help.

The trap didn’t spring until he was already so far across no amount of jumping could save him. One moment he was there, the next the lid of the pit pivoted, tilting up to block their view of the bandit being swallowed. The lid slammed shut and the muffled roar of flames, a short scream and then wisps of smoke came up from the hidden trap.

Then silence.

“Grompsakes!” the bandit leader cried. It had all happened so fast no one even had a chance to move.

The lead stryg wracked his brain and finally turned to the prisoners. Again, he pointed to Pimms.

“Youz the puny-est. You go!”

“Fuck that!” Pimms said.

The bandits levelled their spears and sword tips at her.

“You right bastards,” Pimms swore.

Then, crouching down in a sprinter’s stance, the tiny imp woman bolted ahead as fast as her little legs could carry her. The lid of the pit shifted and tilted slightly, but with her small size, she didn’t weigh enough to tip it. Arriving on the far side she gave a rude three-finger gesture.

“Happy now?” the imp yelled.

“Go git treasure!” the bandit yelled.

“How? I’m too small to carry anything.”

This took the bandits a while to discuss. Then they turned to the other two prisoners. “You goes too!”

Ryan frowned. Shit. In the real world, bandits were smarter than the game. He’d beaten this trap in the game by luring random monsters to chase him here, then their weight acted like a counterbalance holding the lid closed while he crossed. Once they tried to follow they dropped right in. It had been worth a try.

He sighed. “Stand here,” he told the bandit.

“No!”

“Stand here and it will hold the pit closed.”

“Wut?”

It took him a full five minutes of using a stick, rocks and an old bone to make a model that could explain it to them. But once the bandit understood he got two of his heaviest bandits to stand on the safe part of the lid while Ryan crossed over. Nellie kissed a holy symbol of Nocsis she wore around her neck and dashed across, arriving beside them.

The bandit threw them the sack with the blue key from the drain and the red key in the shape of a dagger he’d brought with him. “Bring back, get booty!”

When Ryan reached for it, Nellie snatched it up. “Nah-ah, muttonhead!” she scolded him. "You're a right slippery eel, ya are! You won't be nickin' this from under me hooter, no way!"

After a couple turns the hallways deposited them in the final room. Of all the traps this was the hardest to beat. He’d figured a way to use Ghost Step to avoid the pressure plate that sprung the trap, but springing the trap was the only way to get the treasure. You had to kill yourself to get it. In the game he got monsters to chase him around the room until they tripped it by mistake.

It was a hexagonal room, a clue that it had something to do with the hexagonal coins you needed to get the red key. Mosaic tiles covered the entire room, the walls, the floor and ceiling; a mesmerizing display of vibrant colors that danced and shimmered in the dim light.

The intricate mosaic artwork made detailed scenes, each telling a story or capturing a moment frozen in time. One section portrayed a fierce dragon soaring through the clouds, its scales glinting with gold and silver fragments that caught the eye. Its jaws opened wide, revealing sharp fangs and a fiery breath frozen in mid-air. In another corner, a group of valiant knights engaged in a fierce battle, their swords clashing against gleaming armor. The mosaic captured each knight's determined expression almost as if each one represented a real person. Another mosaic was just delicate flowers and intricate vines, blooming with a riot of colors.

But it was towards the center an enchanting scene unfolded—a mythical mermaid gracefully gliding through the azure depths of an underwater world. The mosaic somehow captured her elegance, with shimmering tiles creating the illusion of sunlight filtering through the water, casting realistic reflections on her tail and body.

“Now what?” Pimms asked.

“There’s a keyhole in the mermaid. Give me the dagger and it fits the hole, I’ll open the vault.”

"Don't think you can pull the wool over me eyes, ya sly fox! I'll be 'angin' onto this like a terrier with a bone!" Nellie held the bag away from him.

Ryan grabbed the bag and they began playing tug of war over it.

“Give it!”

“Git yer mitts off!”

Finally, after putting on a good show, Ryan fell back, letting the tomb robber have it.

“Ha! Get arsed ye crafty bugger!”

The woman went to the center of the room and as Ryan followed her she pushed him back. “Keep yer distance.”

“Oi, Nellie,” the imp said, her brows furrowed in thought. “Think twice before ye go gambolin' inta danger, eh? No use rushin' headlong inta a trap, lest ye fancy meetin' an early demise!"

"Don't be a bleedin' nancy, ya daft git! That's 'is little game, innit? 'E wants ya all rattled and shakin' like a scaredy cat. Keep yer wits about ya, mate, and show 'im you ain't no pushover!"

Approaching the mermaid the tomb robber felt the wall until she discovered the keyhole located at the mermaids bellybutton that was just the right size to accept the red dagger blade. Sliding the blade in it snicked tight and with a slight twist the wall opened inwards, revealing an empty cavity.

“We've 'it the jackpot and we're swimmin' in the cream!” Nellie yelled happily. “Time to celebrate like proper kings of the cobbled streets!"

And the next moment a giant stone block dropped from the ceiling and crushed her.

Unlike the game – which was pretty tame on gore – the results of a giant stone block landing on a soft organic living creature was… horrifyingly explicit. Her body exploded, body crushed like Wile E Coyote, collapsing like an accordion so only her legs stuck out – pointing opposite directions – as her internal organs were squeezed out of her body like a tube of toothpaste they shot out everywhere, splattering up his legs to knee height and coating Pimms from tits to toes.

“What the fuck?” Ryan shrieked. There were bits of her dripping from his shins!

“W-what in b-blazes 'appened?” the imp said, stunned. Then using her hands to scoop her friend out of her eyes she glared up at Ryan “You've done 'er in, you blighted bastard!”

Correctly assuming he had used them as human land-mine detectors, she drew a tiny blade from where she’d concealed in somewhere in her pinafore dress and stabbed him in the kidneys.

“Fuck you, you crazy bitch!” he howled before he collapsed.

The blow felt like an icicle had just been impaled through his body. The pain was… shocking. Too much to comprehend. It overloaded his brain and he dropped to his knees in agony, not even able to draw a breath. He’d never been stabbed before…

“You’ll pay for this!” the tiny tomb robber said coldly as she stepped in front of him and levelled her blade to his neck.

Shit! His mind raced as he stared at her anger-blinded blue eyes. He was going to get murdered by a low-level honeypot! At worst the encounter was supposed to end with you robbed and tied up. Not executed gangland style!

Reaching into the demonfyre harmonic of mana to Dagonestra, he touched the focus and let it loose. Before her blade could slit his throat Ryan sent a blast of black demon flames into the diminutive bandit’s hand.

She gave a high-pitched shriek and dropped to her knees, clutching her burned hand.

Ryan reached the green mote in the Mind’s Eye and healed the stab wound in his back. As the energy coursed through the hole the blade had made there was a sharp stinging pain and in moments it faded to a dull throb. Feeling blindly he wiped the blood away and felt only the faintest trace of a scar.

The imp watched the whole thing with murder in her eyes. "Mark my words, you dirty sewer mange! I'll give you what for, I will! You've crossed the line, I'll make you regret the day you were born, you blighted maggot!”

Ryan crouched down to be closer to her eye height and tried to sound apologetic. “Sorry. Listen, my plan was to let the bandits get killed, but things don’t always work out like we want, do they?”

“You toasted my mitt and killed Nellie, you sniveling gutter snipe!"

“No hard feelings, just business. I tried to warn your friend, but she got greedy. You knew it too.”

“Nellie were a good kid! Not exactly honest with divvying the loot, I admit, but there’s worse character flaws, like being a black-hearted blaggard butcher of souls like you!”

“For what’s it’s worth, I really am sorry,” he told her.

He left her fuming and burned, then approached the mermaid mosaic. Ignoring the newly opened secret hollow in the wall he used the real blue key from the snake-hole and instead opened the secret compartment in the giant block of stone that had crushed Nellie. Just like it should be, there it was – a magic sword. He grabbed the hidden weapon, feeling the mana surge into him. It wasn’t as good as the sword of Xerxia but it wasn’t bad. Then, as a last thought, pulled the boots off Nellie’s body where they protruded from beneath the massive stone block. They looked like Ellsbat’s size.

He paused where the tiny thief and backstabber lay on the floor. He actually felt sorry for the cut-throat.

“Probably regret this,” he muttered, then knelt down and held his hand over her burned and blistered arm.

With the recent increase in his mana from solving the curse of the Emerald Palace his other powers had increased a lot… the Mind’s Eye powers included. He had already passed the threshold that would allow him to use the Mind’s Eye healing power – psychic surgery – to work on others instead of just himself. Reaching for the green mote he sent the power out of his palm into Pimm’s body. The tiny creature gasped as the skin went from blackened to grey to blistering red, and finally a ruddy pink. He had to stop, feeling a little dizzy.

“You… you've gone and done the impossible, haven't ya? Blimey, you've only gone and mended me like a bloomin' miracle worker!”

“That’s as much of an apology as you’re going to get,” he told her. “Are we even?”

“I can't believe it, mate! You've turned me from a broken-down wreck into a right as rain specimen. 'Ere's to ya, you mystical mender, you! I reckon this makes us square."

“So, I’ll give you a choice,” Ryan told her. “Lay here suffering in your pissy pants, wishing me dead, or help me kill off the rest of the bandits and you can take whatever you want off them.”

“Sharesies?” she considered.

“All I wanted was the sword… and the boots. Everything else is yours.”

The tiny woman narrowed her eyes at him. “Why don’t I trust ya?”

“Because you’re a bad person,” he told her.

“Ha! That’s the right of it!” The tiny robber got up and gingerly flexed her fingers. "Alright, I'll be yer mate for now, but listen 'ere, ya sneaky demon. No more shenanigans or I'll stick ya proper, right up the arse.”

“Seems fair,” he nodded.

“So what’s yer plan?”

“What do you know about bears?” he asked.

“Eh?”

He filled her in on the details he’d come up with.

"Blimey, that's a right wicked scheme, that is! Cunning as a fox and vicious as a pack o' wolves! I 'ave to give it to ya, mate, yer mind's sharper than a razor. Let's give 'em a taste o' our own medicine!"

***

When they returned to the far side of the pit trap the strygs shot to their feet from where they’d been lounging and sticking fingers in various orifices.

“What’s im gotz?” one yelled.

“Pay up!” another laughed while more of the bandits grumbled. They’d obviously been betting on how many of them would die.

“Shut yer gawps! You there, pretty boy, toss me that shiny sticker!”

“Before I do, I better let you know this isn’t the treasure. It’s the key to get the real treasure.”

“Tell me where dat?”

“Oh no… if I tell you now you leave us here on this side of the pit and get the huge treasure all for yourself! No deal.”

The bandits grumbled but the boss had his men hold down the far side of the pit so Ryan and the imp could cross safely. That was part one of the plan done. Surrounded by the armed bandits, Ryan handed over the sword while they awed at the shiny blade. The boss slapped hands away from it and kept it sheathed through his belt.

“Now… where real treasure?”

There’s a cave nearby,” Ryan said. “And if you trade the sword to an old hag who lives there, she’ll give it to you.”

“That it?”

“No… you have to say a special password.”

“What dat?”

“You sly dog, you,” Ryan smiled at the stryg. “Trying to get me to give away the secret that keeps me alive, aren’t you? I’ll tell you what it is as soon as we get there. Then you let me go. Deal?”

The boss scowled as some of his men chuckled seeing him outsmarted. But he barked orders and had Ryan lead the way to the cave. As they went, the tiny Imp kept close to his side, forced to skip and run every three steps just to keep up, grumbling about his long legs.

As Ryan approached the mouth to the bear cave he slowed and carefully peered inside. No sign of Tilly’s mother.

“Dis is it?”

“This is the place,” Ryan nodded, stepping back.

“After yoos.”

“Go in? No way. You let me go—”

“Us go!” the imp spoke up.

“Whatever… and once I’m safe—”

“We’re safe…” Pimms piped up.

“Whatever… I yell the password at you.”

“Fuk dat! Yoos comin!” the stryg boss growled.

Ryan made a mental shrug. Oh well. Looks like he was going to see first hand what was going to happen next. With the bandits huddled behind him, weapons at the ready, he and Pimms slowly walked down into the cave, rounding the corner to see Tilly’s little home lit by a pair of candles, the rest of the place full of shadows.

“Now wut?” the stryg called.

“Now shout for the old lady,” Ryan said quietly so only the strygs could hear him. “And say you’ll trade the sword for Tilly.”

“What dat?”

“Tilly is the name for the treasure.”

The bandit thought it over then drew the sword, holding it over his head. The soft glow from the blade lit up a pool of light around them. “Old woman!” the stryg shouted. “We’re here for the treasure!”

Nothing.

“You didn’t say Tilly,” Ryan whispered.

“Huh? Oh yah, old woman, we give you dis sword for da Tilly. Hand Tilly over and take the sword!”

Bingo… any second now the cave bear would tear into these assholes to protect her daughter.

But before that could happen he was startled by a shout from the mouth of the cave behind them.

“That’s enough!” a woman shouted.

Ryan had a sinking feeling. Looking back he saw Ellsbat standing at the top of the steps, Fos wand in one hand and the magic dagger in the other, wearing nothing but a towel.

Awww…fuck.

The strygs did exactly what he’d expect. Most of them forgot about the sword and the treasure and turned towards Ellsbat, arguing over what order they got to use which of her holes.

“One more step and I’ll use magic!” Ellsbat yelled at them. “And destroy you where you stand!”

For a moment Ryan almost believed her. But the strygs weren’t known for complex reasoning and didn’t lack for guts. They paused one moment then kept walking towards her.

Just like that Ellsbat threw the dagger. It was a terrible throw, and would have missed an entire wall of strygs, but the one-shot magic activated and it glowed with a pink outline before curving through the air and sinking up to the hilt in the throat of the bandit in the front. He staggered, hands pawing at his throat. Finding the knife he gurgled, trying to pull it loose and only managing to fumble on the blood-slippery hilt. A moment later he dropped over dead as most of his blood pumped down his chest onto the floor.

That got the bandits to stop. “Buggerin slops! She kilt Unger!”

“That’s right, and I’ll kill all of you unless you free that man!” Ellsbat said.

Oh shit… she was trying to rescue him. She was going to ruin everything!

“What are you doing?” Ryan hissed at her. “Get out of here!”

“Not without you,” the redhead said, voice calm, but visibly shaking.

“And me!” the imp spoke up.

“And the little girl!” Ellsbat added loudly.

Geezus wept… she was going to get herself murdered. “Ellsbat! Go! I got this! Okay?”

“Just walk towards me,” Ellsbat said, not taking her eyes off the bandits. “We’re leaving.”

“Yoos lapstrake hole-stuffers!” the boss bandit yelled at his men. “One bitch and she’s unarmed! Get her!”

Had the strygs charged her. Ellsbat wouldn’t even have had time to unfold the three spells he’d found for her, let alone read them and understand the magic it described. She was completely defenseless. For a moment he hoped against hope it was a ruse. That she’d brought the guardian cat or Bruce the statue. But as he watched, she gave a scream and turned to run. They tackled her in a few steps and before he knew it the strygs were dragging her naked form back to the boss while she screamed and kicked.

“Lookz like we get a bonus, lads,” the boss chuckled, gripping Ellsbat by the chin to turn her face towards him. She spat but he jammed a finger in her mouth and checked her teeth. “She got all her chompers… but we can knock em out.”

Then Tilly’s mom bit his head clean off.

The bear was eight feet tall, big as a car. While no one was paying attention she’d crept up in the dark and with a single snap of her huge maw she crunched straight through his neck with a sound like a car door slamming shut. Bone and blood splattered, then the ursine beast pulled and the head tore free and arced through the air as she tossed it aside. Blood showered down across the room, the boss’ neck stump pouring directly it onto Ellsbat’s naked body as his headless corpse slumped forward on top of her.

And the moment he died and the sword slid from his fingers, the magic light went out, plunging the cave into darkness.

Ryan had never experienced terror quite like it before. Blind, exposed, while all around him bandits screamed in terror and a monster roared until he felt the sound in his chest, making his heart skip. A bass growl, the sound of something heavy whistling through the air and then a gurgling scream of bottomless horror. Hot blood splashed over Ryan’s skin as the stryg right next to him was torn apart. He was knocked down, stepped on by a sandalled boot, kneed in the side of the head and someone fell overtop of him as the bandits panicked and slammed into him and each other trying to escape certain death.

Ryan gritted his teeth against the pain. He searched inside for the red spark, diving towards it and the safety of entering the Ghost World. He’d be untouchable. Safe.

And he stopped himself.

“Rineskull!” Ellsbat yelled from nearby. “Follow my voice! I’ll get us out of here.”

“Stop shouting!” he yelled at her.

Fuck. She thought he was the one in danger. How could she be so fucking stupid? He crawled towards her voice. Encountering a sandalled foot he sent a blast of demonfyre into it, torching the bandit and shoving so he fell away. The black flames gave no light but a faint violet flicker. The only naked, voluptuous female in the room would be Ellsbat and all he had to do was feel until he found her. But to do it he couldn’t use the Mind’s Eye to escape. In the Ghost Flesh he wouldn’t be able to feel the normal dimension.

Something furry and heavy as a boulder slammed into his side and sent him through the air. He lost all sense of up or down in the dark, and it was a surprise when the ground was suddenly there to meet him. But the pain of his back and shoulder slamming into the ground was nothing compared to the ragged, raw agony of the parallel tears through the flesh of his leg where the bear had swatted him. He was shocked by the amount of power in the blow. She’d hit like a falling log. Like a truck.

The screams and roars seemed dim, somehow. He was going numb. Reaching deep for the green spark, Ryan channeled as much energy into the Mind’s Eye as he could without draining it completely. Bit by bit the wound healed and the dullness faded. The sound and feel of the cave coming back into full, terrifying crispness.

He was about to risk something truly stupid and call out to Ellsbat when light flooded the room, dazzling his eyes and making everyone go quiet.

Kneeling on the floor at the center of the light was Ellsbat, red hair against pale skin, the hilt of the magic sword in one hand, the blade shedding a bright, cold white light. For a moment the room was a frozen scene. Like something had hit a magical pause button. The strygs – what was left of them – crouched or lay or stood, staring, blinking. The tiny imp, curled under the headless body of the boss peeked out from her hiding spot. And the she-bear, paws dripping blood and open maw a soaking, gory hole covered in red, hung open as she squeezed her eyes shut against the harsh brightness.

Then Ryan was running, not towards the steps directly behind him, now revealed by the light, but towards the bloody crowd where Ellsbat was kneeling.

The girl had come after him, assuming he was in danger. Had followed him into danger. Had come up with a plan to rescue him and put herself in mortal danger from either the blind stabbing blades of the bandits or the deadly killing force of the bear’s claws and teeth. She had done it because…

The words of Dagonestra came back to him; they’d been standing on the sulphurous black beach, looking at the body of a hero who could have run but didn’t: ‘…you might learn someday that life isn’t a solo game.’

All this time he hadn’t really believed people were real. Even after he’d accepted he was really in the real-world version of Eldwick, he hadn’t truly believed the people in it were anything more than NPCs: non-player characters. Pre-programmed fakes put there to amuse or support or challenge him.

No… not just since you arrived in Eldwick. Face it… you’ve thought that your entire life. Even before he’d been reborn, the world had seemed inhabited by fake people. Cardboard cutouts. That the only real person was… him.

And it was only in this moment that Ellsbat had risked her life to save him that he suddenly knew how wrong he’d been. That he knew she was as real as he was. That she had hopes and dreams and feelings. And she was risking it all for him.

He shoulder-checked the first stryg in his way, sending the bandit sprawling towards the feet of the bear. Then snatching up a spear he swung it behind the knees of another, the sharp crack reverberating up the wooden shaft to hurt his palms. Then the last hurdle between him and Ellsbat was gone, and he tackled her to the ground. In the moment before they hit the hard surface of the cave he drew them both into the Ghost World.

For a long moment they floated in the air over the floor, her bare flesh crushed against his. She blinked, shivering, as she looked around.

“W-where are we?”

“The ghost world,” he said, trying to get up. He had to concentrate to make his body touch the ground. This was draining him fast. He felt like he’d just run a marathon without a drop of liquid. His body emptying in ghost sweat.

Somehow the light of the magic sword was still shining in the normal dimension. As he and the magic-user vanished the frozen cave suddenly started moving again. Strygs stabbed and hacked at the bear, the huge beast roaring and snapping at the sharp points in its side.

“Hurry,” he told the stunned redhead, pulling her after him. “I can’t keep this up much longer.”

Every step felt like he was carrying a fifty-pound sack of wet sand on his back. But he made it to the steps and pulled Ellsbat with him. At the top of the stairs he had to slow and stop. What would happen if he ran out of fuel to power the Mind’s Eye? He might be trapped in the ghost world forever. Taking a deep breath he forced himself to keep going, one hand gripping Ellsbat’s. Only when they’d turned a corner in the tunnel did he reach down and start to smother the red spark.

It wouldn’t go out.

It took three more tries. Each one dampening down the red ember. And finally it went out, dropping both of them back into the normal world.

“Lean on me,” Ellsbat said.

She was suddenly holding him up, arm over her shoulders, soft body pressed to his. He tried to shake her off and walk on his own, but after a single step found he couldn’t stand without her help. He didn’t have the strength to say anything. Focussed all his energy on putting one foot in front of the other as she half-carried him down the tunnel beck towards the baths. It was just as well; he wasn’t sure what he could say to apologise to her.

***
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Chapter 15   : A Quiet Place

“Here, stop here,” Ryan managed weakly, unable to even lift his hand to point.

This part of the underground chambers of castle Telizart had some daylight. They were just below the ground level and in some places the original builders had made light wells or air holes. It was just enough to leave small puddles of illumination, and with eyes adjusted to the dark it was easy to navigate.

Ryan recognised the double-doors since there were only a few like it on this level. Ellsbat grunted in effort trying to support his weight and push the doors open but the mossy oak portal creaked loudly as it eventually opened just wide enough for the two of them to stagger inside.

The hall beyond was long, with a brick-arched ceiling and carved buttresses to help support the weight of the castle above. A series of half-circle windows near the ceiling let in six slanting shafts of daylight, making the room bright enough that Ryan had to squint his eyes a moment. It was the lower dining hall – and the only intact one in the castle since the above-ground hall directly above it was in ruins and mostly filled with rubble from the collapsing floors above. Even one of the big wooden tables was still intact, and a smoldering fire was still alive in one of the three fireplaces, surrounded by bedrolls, camp gear, pots, bowls and food garbage from the stryg bandits. This had been one of their main campsites.

“Is it safe?” Ellsbat asked him.

“Don’t go near the broken table at the far end, there’s a tentacle snail under it. And don’t touch the food in the pantry, especially the water butts; they’re full of fungus, mold, bad stuff. Poisonous gas if you disturb them.”

“I understand,” she said and helped lower him to one of the bandit bedrolls on the floor. The fact that she didn’t question his knowledge of the dungeon meant she might finally be starting to trust him.

The bandit’s food was tasteless and consisted mostly of peas and porridge, but it was edible. Setting him up with a bowl of the stuff and some fresh water, Ellsbat headed out to get their things she’d left behind at the baths. Even in his present state, he had a hard time not admiring the generous curves of the pale redhead. The way her nipples hardened in the chill of the underground room and the dimples at the small of her back were almost too distracting.

“Put this on first,” he told her, and threw one of the crude bandit tunics at her. It was filthy and it stank, but with only a wrinkle of her nose she pulled it over her head.

She was ripe enough a target without flashing her parts to all the world.

As he recovered beside the fire, he studied the bandit graffiti that had been scratched into the wall. It was about what you’d expect from strygs:

‘Zrok was 'ere. Zrok smash!’

‘Bad humans make good stew!’

‘Zob'tar loves Zruktilda. Hearts and skulls forever!’

It felt like nearly an hour later when Ellsbat returned; he was recovered enough he was almost ready to go after her.

She returned with a small smile, followed by the cat and Bruce, carrying the trunk and all their things. She’d changed back into the robe he’d taken off Klestril and a pair of boot sandals, and after leaving the cat to guard the door she handed Ryan his clothes with barely a blush.

“I was thinking we should camp here for the night,” Ryan told her.

“Here?” she looked around distastefully. “Why would you consider that?”

“Well, not to surprise you or anything, red, but I’m exhausted. And the bandits already did most of the work to make this place safe; it has natural light, two doors in case we need to get out and the doors are sturdy enough to barricade. It’s got firewood and food and… what is that face for?”

The girl had slowly become more and more disgusted by the idea until finally he had to stop and ask.

“I’d really rather not wallow in the pigsty the strygs made.”

“Well I’d really rather not wander until we are too exhausted and wind up sleeping in a ditch where some monster comes along and skullfucks me in the night.”

She shuddered a little at the image.

“Listen… it’s not so bad. Hang up the blankets to air them out… sweep the garbage and dirt into a corner… the food looks like stuff they stole from humans so it’s edible…” Nothing he was saying seemed to be making an impact. “Okay, what?” he demanded.

“I… I’m not accustomed to… such arrangements.”

“Oh fer… I’m sorry if it isn’t clean and comfortable as your feather bed in your fancy academy… but what the hell did you expect? You’re on a quest… not a holiday,” he snapped. Some people…

“Oh please, I’m not that helpless,” she glared at him. “I did manage to make my way here all by myself, after all. Do you think I’m incapable of even a small amount of discomfort?”

Back on his world in the Middle Ages, large parts of the population would travel fairly frequently, on pilgrimages; a fact that had surprised Ryan when he discovered it. They needed an excuse to break from the daily grind and see new places, so a thriving religious tourist trade had developed, with plenty of folks walking on established footpaths across the countryside, camping out at waypoints as often as in villages. Surely the people of Eldwick would be just as used to ‘roughing it’.

“Then what?” he almost shouted.

“The arrangements I speak of are… privacy!” she snapped. Then quietly, avoiding eye contact she continued. “I… I am not accustomed to this amount of intimacy with… a man.”

For a moment he just stared at her, mouth open. A shy succubus? Dagonestra had been right… she was wound up tighter than a nun’s backside.

In the end he’d convinced her by stringing up a rope across one corner of the room to make a privacy curtain for her with some blankets. At least partly satisfied they’d set the cat and Bruce up as guards, wedged the doors shut, and made some food. The food and drink started their job to restore him. Much like in the game, you could recover mana by eating.

As the shafts of light from the windows slanted steeply across the room in the late day, Ellsbat had sat and studied the three spells he’d found her, and Ryan sorted through the bandit’s gear for anything they could use, gathering food and supplies and stuffing them into two packs.

While she was focussed on magic her entire demeanor changed. Gone was the uptight and distant librarian, and in her place was someone with almost girlish enthusiasm. She tied her hair up, unselfconsciously hunched over the parchment sheets, muttering to herself, chewing a strand of hair and making the occasional happy sound like: ‘Ah… of course… enervation of the equilibrium nexus would need to go through the aetheric flux convergence…’ or ‘…but how do they solve arcane node reduction…’ or the enigmatic ‘luminal chalice catalyst?’.

During the time she’d been gone, he’d had a chance to think over what had happened in the bear cave. He’d replayed the events in his head. Ellsbat... she had shattered his belief that everyone around him was just a background character in his own personal game. The way she had acted, so fiercely independent, so full of genuine concern for his well-being, it couldn't be scripted. And now this… she wasn’t just a cardboard cutout, there were actual facets to her personality.

He’d been acting as if he was the only real person in this world, that everyone else was just programmed to follow a set path. But Ellsbat... she was different. She had defied his expectations, gone off-script, and risked her own life to save him from that man-eating bear.

Looking at her now, he couldn't deny it any longer. Ellsbat was more real than anyone he had known in his old life. Her courage, fascination with magic, her unwavering determination... even the way she blushed about spending the night with a man… they were all too vivid to be mere figments of imagination. She had proven that this world was not just a simulation. It was filled with living, breathing people. People with their own desires, fears, and choices.

A wave of gratitude washed over him. Sitting in his self-imposed isolation, she had reached out to take his hand.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Ellsbat said, jolting him out of his thoughts. He’d been staring at her, smiling like an idiot.

“It’s not a game,” he told her.

“I should say not; this ruin has nearly been the death of us.”

“No… I mean… sure maybe I dismissed everything as nothing but a game. But it’s more than that…”

“I don’t understand,” she shook her head, pausing. Genuinely confused.

“Eldwick… it’s more than that. It’s… authentic. More than my old… more than I’ve ever felt before...” He was babbling. “Just trying to say thank you, I guess. I won’t forget what you did.”

Instead of answering, she blushed and went back to her papers.

When the last of the light was gone, they sat around the tiny fire for a short while until Ryan’s eyes began closing by themselves. He rallied long enough to crawl into his bedroll and mumble, “Get some sleep.”

He was vaguely aware of her lighting a stub of a candle and bringing it with her into the tiny, enclosed space she’d made behind a crude wall of blankets. The flickering candle sitting on the floor cast a tall, flickering shadow of the girl and he blinked with mild curiosity as he watched the giant silhouette strip out of her robe then sprout wings, tail and horns as she stretched before vanishing to roll into her bed.

Huh… must be tiring to conceal her natural form all the time… he thought muzzily before he went out like a light.

He had no idea how late it was when he woke up next, but the moon had set, and the fire was nothing but glowing embers. He heard Ellsbat’s voice and for a moment he thought someone else was in the room. His tensed for a fight, feeling a trickle of mana harmonize around the demonfyre focus.

And then just as quickly he relaxed. The redhead was only talking to herself.

“No… no stop…” she moaned.

Or was she? Ryan silently rolled out of the bedroll, summoning a palm full of demonfyre. The black flames cast only a dim, violet light but it was enough to see the room. Bruce and the cat were still at their posts, door secured. Had something come in from a window?

He crept towards the blanket divider, body tensed for a fight, but reaching the barrier he froze again, listening to her voice.

“…how can I… how can I ever repay you?” she whispered huskily to herself. “What? You want that? No… no… I couldn’t possibly… it wouldn’t be right…” There was a pause and a rhythmic rustling of fabric. “Mmmmm… if you – ah! – insist….”

Was she….

Risking a single glance through a gap in the blanket wall he saw the succubus had rolled onto her stomach, hips in the air, wings shivering with one hand busily engaged underneath her body. Her horns were full-sized and her fanged teeth bit her plump lips. As she moaned her tail appeared, popping out from her tailbone and waving in the air. He suppressed laughter. It would be a disaster if she knew he’d caught her… flicking the bean, and a nightmare if he laughed at her.

He quickly backed off, silently moving back to his own bed. Biting his cheek to keep from chuckling.

She didn’t stop. Sometimes loudly moaning her desires. Ryan tried to tune out the noise, but it was impossible. What man alive could sleep through that kind of distraction? He listened to her soft sounds of pleasuring herself and tried not to feel like a pervert. As it went on, longer and longer, the effort became harder, and so did his cock. His suspicions she was not entirely as proper as she let on were being proven.

“…Rineskull… mmmm, yes… do it harder…” he heard her gasp in a whisper.

The sounds of Ellsbat muffling her own cries of pleasure were like an electric shock in his loins. Damn!

Shortly after that she gave a satisfied sigh and was asleep. Great. All well and good for her to poke the pocket like a lullaby that put her to sleep, but what was he supposed to do now?

Well, what was good for the magic-user was good for the warlock, right?

He sighed. Forget it. The odds were 100% she’d wake up if he started, and she’d never let it drop. Somehow sleep found him again, and in his dream Ellsbat was taking a bath in the nude, frustrating him even in his slumber.

***

The next morning the magic-user was bright eyed and bushy-tailed. Not literally… she was fully human again with brown eyes and no tail… or horn or wings for that matter. But she seemed refreshed and pleasant. So much so that she made a simple breakfast for him with a smile.

Wel at least one of them had woke up… satisfied.

Ryan greeted the new day stiff and with a raging erection that he couldn’t satisfy. Man… was it pheromones? Did the musk from an aroused succubus magically make men turned on? Either way it was an urgent throbbing he couldn’t entirely make go away. Like being a teenager again… hard at the slightest suggestion of something erotic. The crude stryg stick figure graffiti of a lady-stryg with giant boobs was enough to set it off.

“I have to explore one of the underground chambers before we leave the castle,” he announced.

She looked at him blankly.

“There’s some treasure located under the east wing that we might need,” he told her, unprompted.

“Is that wise?”

“Yeah yeah… it’s mostly simple traps, I know how to avoid them… beginner stuff. Stay here with the statue and the cat and study your magic… I’ll be back soon.”

“Bring me back ink and parchment if you find any,” she nodded absently, nose already in her papers.

Truth was, he needed a bit of privacy to take care of his problem… but she didn’t need to know that. He took the emerald-bladed sword and a few empty sacks anyway, just to be prepared. Back at the main tunnel he listened for any activity then set off down one of the side corridors that led to the east wing. The air was immediately damper, and the tunnels angled downward slightly, leading to a different set of chambers. He’d have to be careful – avoid the gas from the orange moss – but otherwise the area was unpopulated and safe… even if it was a bit gross.

The chambers under the east wing seemed cruder, more roughly built, like an older part of the castle. The supports blocky and square, carved from the rock, with rusted ironwork in a simple, plain style. Even the flagstones of the floor looked smoother and more timeworn.

The east wing could only be accessed by water-filled areas of the cistern level – the castle’s emergency water supply in case of siege. There were two ways past the cistern: one through the water cave that was dripping with orange moss that released a hallucinatory gas, and the other through the cistern itself which was inhabited by this kind of floating jellyfish that paralyzed and drowned you. Ryan chose the moss.

Rather than waste energy for the Mind’s Eye, he used demonfyre – which was powered by the direct channel to Dagonestra as part of his demon pact – and torched the walls and floors, incinerating the moss. It took a little longer, but it was cleaner. From there he climbed the stairs to the basement level under the east wing.

Originally, he’d only been looking for some privacy, but somewhere along the trip he’d decided to pick up some ink and pens from the wreckage of the forgotten library. To get there you had to go through the hall of mirrors.

Ryan paused in the doorway to the dusty room. It was lit by a single magical stone remaining in the cobweb-covered iron chandelier and had once been some sort of ballroom. Or maybe just where those old-timey kings and queens had their secret society trials or orgies or summoned mushroom aliens from another dimension. The walls weren’t mirrors so much as they were polished black marble, and the dusty, termite-eaten chairs arranged in a circle in the middle of the room were reflected a hundred times into infinity.

Two of the chairs had dusty skeletons propped up in them.

The trick to finding the secret door was with the two skeletons in the chairs. One was wearing the rotted remains of a servant’s livery and had a silver chalice gripped in one skeletal hand. The other hand was joined with the bony grip of a skeleton in the dress of a fancy court lady. No explanation had ever been given in the game; Ryan’s personal opinion was that there had been a doomed romance between a peasant and a noble, and they’d decided to drink poison rather than face a world that wouldn’t accept their love. In his head he’s named them Bobby Bones and Suzy Skeleton when he was a kid.

Ryan approached the couple and looked at the desiccated remains.

“Bob… Suzy,” he nodded to them. “You don’t mind if I hang onto these, do you?”

Ryan pried the silver cup out of Bob’s hand and the movement caused his bony skull to snap off and land face-first in the lady’s lap.

From the lady’s bony hand, he took a carved ring of green jade; it was formed in the shape of a two-headed wolf, one of the earliest signs of the old kingdom.

“You’re welcome,” he patted Bob’s hand and walked to the nearest mirror.

In all but one of the polished marble slabs along the walls, the silver chalice didn’t cast any reflection. Finding the only one that did cast a reflection of the cup, Ryan pushed and prodded the slab until it pivoted, revealing the secret passage behind it.

The forgotten library at the other end of the short hall was a complete wreck. The desks and tables had been piled in one corner, the floor was covered in scraps of parchment, faded scrolls and loose pages from books, and the bare shelves themselves were badly rotten and leaning crazily together. There was a small hole in the ceiling that showed daylight and you could, theoretically, reach the surface by wriggling through. But the shelves were a trap that would collapse on anyone of human-size who tried to climb them to reach the hole.

Ryan heard the squeaking from beneath the pile of furniture. Oh… and it was home to a small den of voremice.

“Allright… let’s get it over with,” Ryan called out.

Nothing.

What did a guy have to do to provoke an ambush? Approaching the pile of furniture he kicked it and quickly stepped back, causing the entire pile to shift and creak. Outraged squeaks came from inside. That did it!

A half-dozen voremice came out. Three feet tall, the rodents walked on their hind legs and had clever little hands. They were cunning, and nasty. Only fighting if they outnumbered you at least three to one. They dressed in little coats and dresses and pants, like medieval peasants, and were armed with little child-sized spears, pitchforks and axes. In the game they were cute talking mice like those Redhall stories, but in real life they looked a lot more like murderous ratmen. All six charged him at the same time.

He let a blast of demonfyre loose, hitting one and instantly turning it into a cloud of greasy ash. The next he stabbed through the chest with the Xerxia blade, killing it instantly, but wasn’t able to shake it off the blade, and had to keep fighting with the lifeless ragdoll impaled on his sword. Splattering blood everywhere as he parried and dodged the attacks from the other four.

A pencil-sized crossbow bolt narrowly missed him after a flat ‘twang’ of a bow and Ryan turned to see one of the ratmen desperately trying to reload his crossbow.

“You little bastard…” Ryan grumbled, and kicked him in a high arc, straight into one of the bookshelves.

The whole rotten piece of furniture gave a loud groan before it collapsed, dust blowing everywhere, and slowly tumbled straight out like a falling tree. Two of the ratmen saw it coming and tried to run but couldn’t escape the collapse. There was a sickening double-crunch and squeak! of pain as they were crushed.

The last voremouse, seeing his companions slaughtered in moments, glared furious rat-eyes at Ryan. It squared up, drew a tiny dagger in one hand, gave a high-pitched war-cry past its buck teeth and shook its spear at him.

“Bring it, Tobermory, you little rat-fuck!” Ryan beckoned him.

The voremouse screamed and charged. Ryan blasted him down to the charred skeleton with demonfyre.

After scraping the dead ratman off his sword with the heel of his boot, Ryan scoured the litter on the library floor, rescuing several reed pens and ink pots with enough dry residue inside it could be reconstituted with a bit of water. The parchment sheets were worthless, but several of them were blank or faded enough they’d be useful as scrap paper, so he took those too. Maybe that would keep Ellsbat off his case if she got pissy again.

Retracing his steps to the hall of mirrors, Ryan was about to find a quiet spot for a quick session of jackin it when he heard the distant sound of female screams from deeper in the east wing.

What now? With his luck it was Ellsbat and she had wandered off into trouble and he’d have to rescue her again. His mind tallied the remaining creatures in the area, and he had a sudden moment of annoyed worry; still unaccounted for in the other rooms beneath the east wing was the blob and the frogwoman.

Both of which would eat Ellsbat for breakfast, lunch and dinner.

He took the opposite hallway from the safe passage of the cistern and instead headed at a jog into the deeper chambers below the east wing. There was light up ahead, enough to see his way along the corridor by using one hand on the wall, and he emerged into the dim glow of the living fountain.

It was a fair-sized chamber, but most of it was taken up by the basin of a fountain with a low, square stone retaining wall. The light came from the sculpture of the fountain itself, imbedded in the wall. It was a fancifully carved alcove with a crude, two-headed dog cast from bronze, each mouth spilling water into the basin below. The water glowed with a faint purple light, filling the pool with a glow that reflected on the walls and ceiling in wavy patterns.

All of that was what Ryan expected; the fountain glow wasn’t the water, but the bioluminescence of a blob-like creature that lived in the bottom of the fountain. It would paralyze and dissolve anyone dumb enough to fall in. What he didn’t expect to see was a crude club, some rough sacks and a few drops of fresh blood.

Drawing the emerald sword, Ryan took a quick scan of the room but didn’t find anything else. That left the lair of the frogwoman. Picking up speed as he went, Ryan went through the arched doorway into the next chamber.

It was a high-ceilinged stone room, pillars supporting the walls and a pair of magically burning iron candelabras hanging from chains. There was a tall, faded tapestry of a saintly-looking woman flanked by a dog on each side. An arched recess with a table covered in candles lit he place, but the main feature of the room was a big stone-lined pit in the center of the room. A faint mist rose from the pit, catching in the light of the magic lamps and candles.

And slumped together, eyes wide with fear, were two of the cave-girl hotties that he’d transformed from mongrelmen. They were tied up and gagged, and at least one of them had a bloody injury. They were definitely not supposed to be here…

The girls were struggling, trying to get loose and one was shaking her head.

Too late, Ryan checked behind him.

“Heads up, bro,” the voice behind the big viking roundshield said before it slammed him forward and he was propelled into the misty pit.

Ryan didn’t have time to focus is thoughts on the Mind’s Eye. He was already hitting the water in the bottom of the pit before he could dissolve into the Ghost World. He came up, spluttering for breath, and scanned the pit for the frog lady. The pit was a natural cave formation at least ten or fifteen feet deep with two feet of stagnant, murky water at the bottom. The walls were slippery with moisture and slime, covered in moss (the regular green variety) and very difficult to climb. The vegetation concealed a number of cracks and crevasses and small openings in the walls, and one of them would be where the voydyanoy was hiding.

Ryan moved to the middle of the pit, splashing through the water, to put as much distance between him and the walls as possible.

“Bro… you are dogwater, floating in dumpster juice,” the same voice said from above.

What? Whatever magical effect was translating the local languages into something he could understand was sure getting weird…

Ryan looked up and saw a big, blond-bearded viking standing at the top of the pit, smiling down at him. He had a mass of yellow hair and braids in his beard, carried a big axe in his free hand and was shirtless, covered in Nordic tattoos.

Sitting on his head was a big, horned helmet.

“Are you serious with that pussy-ass hat?” Ryan asked.

The guy looked confused. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Well, not that I expect you to know this but they never wore fucking horns like that, pal. You look like a twelve-year old dressed up for trick-or treating.”

“T-they did too!”

“Sure they did… Just curious, are you a ninja-pirate too?”

“Ha-ha, fuck you! You’re the one in the pit!”

Juts then there was a splashing of water and a creaky voice echoed from someplace unseen that made the hair on his arms stand up. “Ah, the weary travelers have stumbled upon my humble dwelling. You must be tired and hungry. Come, come, my precious ones. Let me be your refuge.”

“You little bitch,” Ryan sighed.

“Slow down, big guy… game just started. You on meth or what?”

Ripples fanned out into the water. Parting the curtain of moss from a shadowed opening in the pit wall, an old hag’s face appeared. She had patchy, stringy hair, grey skin that sagged off the bones of her face, and bloodshot green eyes. The mouth was full of carnivore teeth. The overall impression was a frog woman.

It was the voydyanoy.

“Yes! Dinner and a movie! I’m gonna watch your noob as get wrecked, son!” the viking laughed.

The curtain of moss parted and emerging from the hole was a six-legged monstrosity. Each limb ending in three claws, the emaciated body suspended above the water as it crab-walked towards Ryan, sending up splashes of puke-water.

“Ah, young souls,” the creature spoke again. “Lost in the labyrinth. You must be famished after your wanderings. Come, sit on mother’s knee, and let me offer you a taste of my secret recipe—mouthwatering cookies dipped in a creamy, frothy milk.”

“Mmmmm, sounds good, bro. You think you have to suck that milk out of her saggy titties or her big granny man-dick?” the viking shouted.

“I get outa here in a minute, I’m gonna fuck you up!” Ryan snarled, not taking his eyes from the monster.

The griefer just laughed down at him. “Now who’s the pussy-ass bitch? She’s gonna wipe her ass with you!”

The frogwoman spared one roving, bloodshot eye for the viking and he went silent. In that brief distraction Ryan melted into the Ghost Step, partly there, partly not. He unleashed a heavy blast of demonfyre from both hands, right into the saggy-breasted chest of the voydyanoy so it reared up, legs spasming and clawing the air as he blasted a hole clear through it. The monster staggered back and forth, trying to stay on its feet before it gave a wheezing squawk and dropped lifelessly into the water, sending up a cloud of steam. The eyes rolled up in the head, tongue lolling over jagged teeth, and it stopped moving.

“What the fuck?” the viking said.

Ryan floated into the air towards him, weightless in the ghost world.

“What the fuck?” he repeated. He backed up a few steps, then ran for his life.

Didn’t see that coming, did you pal? Ryan took the short-cut, straight through the solid wall, and emerged in the fountain room ahead of the viking. As the man ran headlong into the chamber, Ryan rematerialized, stuck out a foot, and tripped him.

Straight into the fountain basin.

For a moment the viking splashed and clawed at the purple liquid, then began to slow down, limbs reduced to twitching and finally he lay still, submerged up to the neck. Paralyzed by the blob.

“Yeah…” Ryan hissed, wincing. “That’s gonna hurt,” he told the viking.

The man managed a whimper and gurgle, but he couldn’t move. Beneath the water Ryan could see his skin already blistering and starting to dissolve.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Ryan said casually, propping one foot on the edge of the fountain. “’How fucked am I?’ Well, the answer is very fucked. You’re stuck in a slime monster that’s going to slowly dissolve you.”

Ryan picked up the stupid viking helmet with the horns from where it had fallen on the floor and threw it in the fountain before turning back to rescue the cave-girls.

***

The girls stared at him with huge green eyes when he returned to the pit room. Up close he recognised them as the two daughters of the matriarch he’d met earlier. They were wearing nothing but crude leather skirts and he had a hard time not being distracted by the tanned, sleek swimsuit-bodies of the newly-transformed hotties of the castle. Untying the gags, he cut the ties that the viking had used on them.

As he freed them and helped them stand the girls looked up, their eyes wide, before breaking into grateful smiles.

“Boss-daddy Rhine!” one of them blurted. “We’re so happy to have found you!”

"Rhine!" the other exclaimed, joyfully. "We knew you'd come for us."

“He’s Boss-daddy Rhine, Mara!” the first girl scolded the other.

“Don’t,” he interrupted. “I don’t want to be called boss-daddy…”

Both girls bowed their heads and nodded.

“Your name is Mara?” he asked the second girl.

She nodded. “And my sister, Thora.”

Thora, the respectful one, was slightly taller and Mara, the excitable one, was slightly bustier, but otherwise they were near-identical sexpots, like two gorgeous Brazilian girls had just stepped off a topless beach.

“Okay, start talking; what are you doing here?”

Both girls started talking excitedly over each other.

“ – you found us—”

“ – we couldn't just wait—”

“ – we were foolish—”

“ – we went looking for you—”

“ – and this horned man captured us—”

“ – he was horrible —”

“ – we wanted to be strong—”

“ – and smelled funny —”

“ – like you —”

“ – no, no, no… you don’t smell funny —”

“ – we didn’t want to be helpless —”

“ – we wanted to be strong, like you —”

“Okay, stop! Enough!” Ryan waved his hands until they were quiet. They were exhausting, but he couldn’t help but feel a little bit of pride as he looked at the two brave women. “Well, you’re safe now, we should just get you back to your people...”

"Thank you for saving us, Rhine. We owe you our lives.”

Mara nodded in agreement. "We'll never forget what you've done for us.”

Ryan was flattered, but the last thing he wanted was girls running into danger to find him. He looked at Thora and Mara, weighing his words. “I'm glad you're safe, but you should've stayed with the safety of your mother. Going out on your own was risky.”

Thora and Mara exchanged a glance before Mara spoke up. “We had to… we needed your blessing, Rhine. We couldn't bear the thought of you leaving without it.”

“Blessing?” Ryan repeated, puzzled. “What are you talking about?”

Thora’s cheeks turned slightly pink, but her gaze was unwavering. “Your salty blessing of babies.”

Ryan's eyebrows shot up in surprise. He hadn't expected to become some sort of walking sperm donor, especially not to people he had only just met. “I'm… I’m not able to stay with you girls… as tempting as it sounds. I have an important quest. I’ll be leaving castle Telizart today…”

Thora's eyes sparkled. “But you saved us from the curse… and now this beast. You've shown us kindness and courage. You're our boss-daddy now.”

Mara nodded in agreement. “We saw the fire in your eyes when you looked at us the day we met… the same way you look at us now...”

Oh goddammit… they were not making this easy. “I uh… I admit, you two are hotter than fire… But it wouldn’t be right.” He wasn’t about to knock up two girls and walk out. “I can’t just… give you a… salty blessing and run out. What if you got pregnant?”

Thora laid a hand on his arm, her touch warm and reassuring. “That would mean more to us than you could possibly know! You'd give us hope, Rhine. And we need your blessing to know we're on the right path.”

“You can’t be serious!”

“But we are! Do you think we’d risk death for no reason?”

“What would your mother say if… if I… if you had babies?”

“That her prayers had been answered,” Thora said earnestly.

As he looked at the determined faces of Thora and Mara, he realized that their worship of his liberating them from the curse ran deeper than he had anticipated. He might have stumbled into a role he hadn't bargained for, but he couldn't deny the desire that he was feeling. The girls, sensing his reluctance, were starting to look worried.

“Is there… something wrong with us?” Mara asked.

“What?”

“I… I know we are old hags…” Thora said, eyes downcast. “Our duties as attendants to our mother, the shaman of the tribe, forbade is from becoming mothers until we are now nearly twenty summers old and have not known a man! But we’d hoped you still find us pleasing…”

Shit! Twenty was a spinster already? He felt a phantom squeeze on the base of his cock and felt a presence that could only be Dagonestra… there was always that too. His demonic patron had made her feelings clear on his duty to repopulate the demon races in Eldwick.

With a sigh and a small smile, he nodded. “All right, then. You can have my blessing. But not here. Stay close to me, and we'll go someplace a bit more romantic.”

Thora and Mara beamed with gratitude, their eyes shining. In that moment, as they stood on the edge of a pit with a dead frogwoman Ryan understood his journey wasn’t just about survival. It was about companionship, trust, and the sacred duty to knock up as many girls as he could in the name of a six-armed serpent goddess.

He grabbed the bottom of the faded green tapestry off the wall and tore it down, wrapping the heavy fabric around both girls’ shoulders and waved for them to follow him. They made a pit stop in an old storage room that still had a few sealed clay bottles of wine, then located the most comfortable room in the east wing. It was some kind of auditorium, with a raised wooden platform at one end, and some benches around it. The game called it the Whispering Gallery, like it was for musical performances, but judging by the rusted iron rings driven into the walls Ryan had the sudden suspicion it might have been for slave auctions in the time of the old kingdom.

Laying the tapestry down on the stage, Ryan used the silver arrowhead he’d picked up as a good luck charm to pick the hard wax seal from around the lid of the urn and sniffed the contents; the wine smelled like it had a hint of vinegar but wiping the chalice clean he poured a cup and decided it was still very drinkable. He offered some to the girls and after making a pinched face they happily drained the cup between them; apparently even the mongrelmen had a taste for alcohol, and he absently wondered what kind of toilet-wine they’d been used to.

A few drinks later and both girls looked flushed and relaxed. Ryan did too; his body was brand new, with zero tolerance for alcohol. The few sips of wine were loosening him up fast. Before he knew it the bold Mara was sitting on his lap playfully and the next time she turned towards him he was kissing her. She gave a startled noise and pulled back until he held her closer. But within a few moments she got the idea and despite it being a strange new custom she leaned into it. Making little greedy noises the more he kissed her. Until when he pulled away she chased his mouth, disappointed it was over.

Ryan turned to Thora’s wide-eyed startled expression, smiled at her and pulled her in. She sat still as a statue for a long moment, then bit by bit loosened up until she too was opening her mouth to him and even kissing back. When he finally broke away Thora had a glazed look in her eyes, swaying slightly, like waking up from a dream.

“Yummmm,” she sighed.

“Isn’t he wonderful?” Mara sighed.

“More?” he asked. Both girls nodded enthusiastically.

He sat with one on either side of him, taking turns kissing one, then returning to the other before she could start to feel left out. Almost without knowing it he found himself sucking Thora’s small, dark nipples into his mouth, one after the other, while she gasped and squirmed.

“Rhine!” Mara said, slightly shocked. “You haven’t even filled our bellies with babies yet and you’re trying to nurse?”

Then seeing Thora’s look of shocked ecstasy, the younger girl paused. “Does it… does it please you sister?” she asked.

“Ohh… yesss…” she sighed.

“Rhine!” Mara said, tugging his arm. “Why do you not suckle my breast like a piglet as well!”

Ryan soon discovered a drink and a little bit of foreplay went a long way with the primitive hotties. Pulling off his tunic and pushing both of them down side-by-side the girls giggled and moaned and gasped as he kissed and stroked and occasionally bit the two receptive beauties. When they both started groaning and yelping in unison he found that he had one hand under each of their skirts, stroking their absolutely soaking pussies at the same time.

Damn… his new body was ambidextrous…

“Rhine… Rhine,” Mara moaned. “I cannot stand it any longer. I want you horn inside me until you bless me!”

“Yes,” Thora gasped. “Bless us now. Bless us hard!”

Ryan hesitated, looking at Thora and Mara waiting for him. Now that it came down to it, he couldn’t take it lightly. They were asking him for his spunk as a blessing, which, sure, sounded fun. But there wasn’t a small chance he’d knock them up, a tie that would connect them for the next 18 years.

What was the deal with child support in Eldwick anyway?

He glanced at the two ridiculously hot and ready girls he’d rescued. Their yearning faces convinced him that he couldn't back down now.

“All right,” he finally agreed. “I'll give you my blessing. Who goes first?”

Thora and Mara exchanged excited glances, their eyes shimmering with gratitude. Rhine took a deep breath, steadying himself for the task ahead. He gestured for them to lay on the improvised bed he’d made on the stage, his fingers brushing against their faces gently, then caressing their bodies so both girls shivered with excitement.

Thora decided she would be first, her body shaking. Untying her leather skirt it dropped to the ground, revealing an ass like a peach. She lay down on the tapestry, knees tight together for a moment before she opened them, exposing her pale loins and the soft dark curls between her legs. All-natural, but just the right amount.

Ryan’s cock was throbbing to his heartbeat as he knelt between her legs and guided his demon rocket to the wet notch between her legs. She shivered uncontrollably and even Mara gasped at the first touch of his cock met Thora's skin, knowing she was next, and Ryan gave her a reassuring smile. “Ready?”

“I want it so badly,” she moaned. “I can’t wait another moment.”

Ryan moved forward, watching her face for a reaction. Her eyes went round as he began to enter her, then her mouth opened in a silent scream as he gently pushed past the tight resistance and was inside her. He gave her a moment to recover as he soaked inside her and the dark-haired girl gripped his arm with one hand, biting the other between her teeth. But when Ryan used one thumb to circle and tease her clit she gave a long gasp and moaned, eyes rolling up. A minute like that and she was panting and rocking her hips back and forth, encouraging him.

“Ahhhhh-yiiii, boss-daddy,” she moaned as he tuned her hot pocket inside and out.

Ryan felt a surge in the root of his cock at the moan in her voice and began thrusting into her. Thora’s moans went up in pitch and started coming twice as fast as he drove into her slick cunt while working her button. She shook in ways that made Ryan start to lose control and fuck her harder, but that only drove her to higher altitudes of pleasure, and she screamed and moaned for the ‘boss-daddy’ to give her more. The feedback loop escalated quickly until he was thrusting into her, pounding her and she shook and cried out, a hot wet wave soaking his cock as she came around him.

Ryan couldn’t hold back. He emptied his balls in her without a second thought, caught in the moment, only able to chase that body-deep urge to bury his juice as deep inside her as he could. Some part of his fuzzy brain registered what he’d just done, but in the clinging arms of the girl underneath him he gave in to the long, sweet wave of release and how good it felt.

Holy fuck had he ever needed that…

It wasn’t until then that he noticed Mara, almost forgotten, crouching beside them. Her expression was almost pained, her cheeks bright red, and her eyes glossy with desire. Without a word, the girl impulsively threw herself between them, straddling Thora’s stomach and bending over to present her round, jiggling behind to him.

“Give that to me,” she demanded. “Bless me with your horn!”

He was too come-drunk to be weirded out. Their primitive tribe must have some… looser customs… than he was used to. He was about to object, to maybe suggest a quick break and a drink to recharge, but to his shock he realized his cock was still fully hard. Not only that, he was tingling and ready for more, not satisfied after that short but intense match with Thora.

“Put it in her belly too,” Thora moaned adding to her sister’s demand. “Hurry!”

Well… if they were going to insist…

Ryan slowly drew out of Thora, her pulsing insides gripping him the entire time and she gave a sharp cry as he left her empty. Then, still slick with their juices, he put a hand on Mara’s ass to push her into position and rested his cock against her opening.

“I’m going to put it inside now,” he told her.

Mara nodded, her voice catching as she whispered, “Yes.”

His rock-hard cock gently stretched her as he slid forward, and a sharp gasp escaped her lips. His heart clenched at the sound, his body momentarily pausing. “Are you all right?”

Mara's teeth clenched, her eyes glistening with tears, but she met Ryan’s. “Don't stop. I can do this.”

Thora, despite her own dazed state, reached out and took Mara's hand, offering silent support.

“It will be wonderful,” she assured her sister.

Ryan resumed his deflowering, his touch as gentle as he could manage. Mara was even tighter than her sister and it was a long, slow process to rock his way into her, tantalizing millimeter by millimeter. Until suddenly Mara began to relax and moan, gasping and shivering.

He went with it, feeling Mara relax enough that suddenly he was all the way inside her, balls deep and both of them gasped at the feeling. Taking her hips in hand, he slowly eased in and out, careful to read what she could take. As the seconds passed, he felt the tension and pain begin to ebb for the girl, and began building his pace inside her, inch by inch.

The room echoed with the sounds of stifled cries and slow, measured breaths. Ryan pumped in her tight cunt methodically. He glanced down at Mara, who was biting her lip, her grip on Thora's hand almost painful. “Mara, should I slow down?”

Mara's eyes met his, her determination unwavering. “No, Rhine. I can handle it.”

Thora's voice joined in, her grip on Mara's hand equally tight. “Keep going, please. We want this.”

Ryan nodded, his desire growing with each passing moment as Mara began to moan slightly under him. Making encouraging noises as he changed his angle and found her g-spot.

“Uuuunggggh-haaaa, wh-what?” she gasped, eyes rolling up. “Yes! Do that more!”

Ryan grinned, taking her perfect hips in his hands and rocking into her so her knees began to shake. Thora’s eyes went wide, and she stared at Ryan with her mouth open. Mara began making wordless moans, then cries, them screams as she came energetically, thrusting back against him for more. Ryan’s brain was gone, replaced by a raw primitive with one goal: shoot inside her. He grabbed her by the hair, forcing her chin up, and Mara climaxed again as he pounded her. He chased the climax like he was riding a race horse, and as he lost control, thrusting like a machine in a blur, he finally got there, jetting white waves into her as she let out a final, unbelieving cry of orgasm and collapsed limply.

He followed her down, pinning both girls as his cock throbbed the last of its juice into Mara.

He couldn’t move. Exhausted. Pillowed on the soft bodies of the two women. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, Ryan drew back, cock still half-hard, and collapsed beside them, a tangle of limbs as they caught their breath, recovering. He looked at Thora and Mara, both ecstatic and flushed from the experience. Glowing. They were rough and imperfect, literally cave-women, and probably thought thunder was the sky-god getting angry, but they had other redeeming qualities. They were innocent and honest, brave and determined. And if the future of their people depended on them he suspected they’d be in good hands.

"You did it," Ryan said softly, his voice filled with pride. "You have my blessing."

Thora and Mara exchanged a tired yet triumphant smile, tears mingling with their sweat. Despite the pain and discomfort, they had risen through ecstasy and found their reward.

“Thank you,” Thora said, hugging him tight.

“We know you must leave, but we will cherish this for the rest of our lives,” Mara added, clinging to him on the other side.

He considered a long moment then sat up, reaching for his satchel. He handed Thora the silver cup and Mara the jade ring. “Take these, so you can remember me every time you wear it, or drink,” he told them.

He wanted to tell them he’d come back some day to help them but had no idea if that would ever be possible, and he refused to lie to them. The girls babbled and cried and hugged him some more, and Ryan knew he had to get moving or he’d begin to change his mind about leaving them.

***

Returning to the strygs camp, he slipped back inside the feast hall to find Ellsbat still with her nose buried in her spells, and the camp exactly as he’d left it. She could have at least packed their gear while she was waiting.

“You’d never believe this letter I found among the bandit’s possessions,” Ellsbat said, holding up a scrap of parchment. “It claims that—”

“—Ragnar Blackmane is a descendant of the rightful heir of castle Telizart, yeah… I know.”

She looked upset that he’d ruined the surprise and balled up the parchment, tossing it aside. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d lost your way,” she said cooly. But did Ryan see a hint of worry in her eyes?

“Sorry, I ran into some bastard who threw me into a voydyanoy pit. Had to take care of both of them.”

“A voydyanoy?” she said, ears perking up. “Here? They’re rare.”

“If you say so.”

“I might like to inspect the remains, if that’s possible,” the magic-user said. “For my research.”

“Yeah, I don’t think so. You don’t want to go back there. Listen… help me pack and I’ll tell you all about it as we head out.”

She ‘hmphed’ and went back to her pages. “Surely you are capable of such a menial task.”

Ryan wasn’t sure if she was punishing him or was just the laziest person he’d ever met. He began gathering everything they could scavenge from the strygs, making some quick decisions on what to leave behind so they could travel light. He was halfway done when he remembered the things from the library.

“Here,” he handed the bag to Ellsbat.

The redhead searched the bag and after finding the pens, ink and parchment in the bottom her expression softened. She helped him pack the rest of the gear after that, and he saw a bit of a satisfied smile on her face.

***


Chapter 16   : Suck My Balls

Ryan navigated them on the safest path to exit the underground chambers of the palace. There were still a maze of tunnels that dead-ended, or led to the smothering purple moss, or strangling jellyfish, and he avoided them all, bringing them to one of the two rusted iron portcullises that blocked the entrance tunnels to the underground. He needed the help of the green statue to lift it up while Ellsbat dragged their things to the far side, then the two of them lowered the iron grate. It got away from them, dropping with a clanging smash that echoed into the tunnels. But he didn’t care. They were outside, and free.

Emerging from the labyrinth of underground dungeons, he squinted as his eyes adjusted to the bright daylight that enveloped them. The stale air replaced by a gentle breeze carrying with it the sweet scent of wildflowers and the earthy aroma of old stone in the sun. Before him stood the remnants of the once majestic castle Telizart, now a crumbling sentinel overtaken by nature.

The castle, with its walls weathered and crumbling, felt like a tombstone of a bygone era. Towering turrets, now shadows of their former glory, their crumbled tops covered in vines and saplings growing from the cracks until they started to blend with the surrounding forest. Trees and ivy had begun to reclaim the decaying walls and courtyards, burying the ruins.

Making their way from the tunnel entrance towards the castle’s main gate, the courtyard lay strewn with moss-covered debris and fractured statues. Once-imposing doorways stood empty, open to wild creatures seeking shelter. The rhythmic chirping of birds nested in the wall and the rustle of leaves were the only sounds that disturbed the silence. Like the castle was breathing slow and deep in its sleep.

“I came in by the main gate,” Ellsbat said. “It’s over that way.”

“I know which way it is,” Ryan answered softly. How many times had he come here…

Zero. Zero times. That was the game… this was real.

Relief washed over him as they crossed the sunlight courtyard for the gate. The weight of the underground darkness lifted from his shoulders. It was the open air of the castle that felt like shelter, and the underground that was the dangerously exposed. As he wandered through the overgrown paths and mossy archways, he examined the bushes and trees that had grown up between the stones. He was no botanist, but none of them looked familiar. It was a reminder that even if it felt familiar, Eldwick was nothing he’d ever experienced before.

With each step he took, game lore of forgotten kings and queens, of battles, monsters, magic and curses flooded his brain. Eldwick was so much more than this starter adventure. A whole world was out there. And everything to this point was just a tutorial.

He took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the air of a new world. The weight of the underground dungeons vanished. As they ventured out of the shadow of the castle gate and left the walls for the wild, forested land outside it, an electric charge of anticipation made him feel drunk. The journey ahead, in all it’s glory of forgotten realms, fallen kings, beastmen invasions, evil cults and monster lairs held was waiting to be discovered… or re-discovered in a way. He glanced at Ellsbat, staring at the same things. They had something on common: both of them knew about the world without ever having been in it – her through her books and him through the game. It felt… comforting… having someone to share it.

***

It wasn’t until he left the shelter of the Emerald Palace behind that he began to miss it. Standing on the wooded slope below the castle walls and faced with nothing but wilderness, it struck him for the first time that he was in an alien world… in a completely different universe for all he knew. A creeping sense of danger began to climb up his spine.

The ruins were dangerous, sure… they had traps and monsters and curses… but it was a known quantity. It was familiar. He’d spent so many hours there in-game it almost felt like home.

But out here? Out here he was on his own.

He shook it off. Punching a fist against his leg until the pain broke through the mental freeze. Snap out of it… if this was Eldwick then the whole place was familiar. He didn’t just know the dungeon like the back of his hand, he knew the entire world around it. Had traversed hundreds of miles in-game. Knew the villages and people and wilderness encounters as well as he had known his own home.

Try as he might to rationalize it… the emotional part of his brain wouldn’t stop feeling uneasy.

Look, there had to be a way to get used to the real-life version of Eldwick, right? He’d just… keep on doing what he knew. Easy.

He scanned the path down the hillside towards the treeline. Where the rocky hill ended and the trees began was an old, burned-out guard tower. It was meant to be a beginner encounter; the tutorial for the tutorial. A quick stop to test your character before entering the real dungeon. But it had a bunch of rewards for lucky or skilled players who could uncover the secret areas. He could start there… remind himself the rest of the world was just like the palace.

“One last stop before we hit the road,” he told Ellsbat. Pointed to the tower. “There’s a few things in there to pick up. You don’t have to come.”

“If you’re going, then I am too,” she replied.

“Suit yourself, it won’t be very exciting.”

Ryan stepped through the archway in the lead and Ellsbat followed. Stepping through the charred doorway, he stepped on the carpet of dead leaves in the scorched remains of what once stood proud as a guard tower. The air hung heavy with the scent of ash, mingling with the faint hint of ancient stone. Their footsteps echoing through the hollow chamber.

Ryan paused and stepped back to shout out the door at the statue and the cat. “Stay. Guard.”

The ground floor revealed little more than broken fragments of what once served as the bustling living quarters of tower garrison. Scattered remnants of wooden furniture lay in disarray, reduced to nothing more than charcoal and splinters. Ryan's eyes scanned the scene. Something was wrong... At first it felt like just the weirdness of seeing it in real life, but it grew into more than that.

He’d cleaned every inch of the place at age 11. It had two secret areas with hidden loot drops that he’d spent hours trying to find. Ascending the winding stone staircase, their path illuminated only by the occasional flickering rays of sunlight that pierced through the cracks, they reached the upper chambers. Here, the devastation was more profound. Blackened walls as skeletal remains, the former sturdy beams reduced to a crumbling mess. The remnants of tapestries, once vibrant, now hung in tattered shreds, whatever story they’d once told was gone, turned into the linings of nests for a hundred speckled birds the size of sparrows that went berserk as they entered, screeching in a storm before exiting through the holes in the ceiling.

As they explored, their steps echoing through the hollow emptiness, Ryan's eyes caught glimmers of forgotten artifacts amidst the ruins. An old spoon lay discarded on a dusty windowsill. Nearby, a tarnished belt buckle glinted faintly.

Wait… both those items were supposed to be found in a footlocker. He searched around and spotted the broken remains of an old chest. The wood showed white where it had recently been broken.

Ellsbat could sense he was off. “What’s wrong?”

Ryan shrugged, put a smile on his face. “Nothing. The real treasure is in the secret areas downstairs.”

He had a bad feeling… like he’d arrived too late. With a gesture, Ryan turned to Ellsbat, directing her back towards the stairs.

Oh shit… he’d almost forgot.

“Waitasecond,” he stopped.

Going back to the room he moved some of the crates into a stack, making crude steps, and could now reach the hatch in the roof. Climbing up, he forced his way through the cracked hatch cover and once on the slanted roof carefully balanced over the crest. On the far side, caught on a roof tile near the edge, was a corroded sextant. It was weirdly apocryphal in this world, but Ryan grinned to himself. Aiming it at the horizon, due south, he spotted something glinting in the treetops.

He noted the direction and carefully climbed back down.

“What was that about?” she asked.

“Just a test. I’ll tell you about it later.”

Despite the minor changes the tower remained the same desolate ruin. He felt a strange shiver seeing the echo of the rooms from the game beneath the real-life version of Eldwick. CG rendered objects were now real. Somone had carved the door handle. Someone had eaten with that spoon, buckled their pants with that belt. Whispers of forgotten lives haunted everything he looked at.

There was a hidden catch above the fireplace and pushing it in, there was a click, a rattle of chains and a counterweight inside the wall was released, lowering a stone block in the floor on a hinge. Ryan examined the edges of the hole and found scuff marks in the soot. Recent marks.

“Let me go first,” he said.

Stepping into the Ghost World, he jumped in.

Except for the shaft of daylight from above, the caverns below were nearly pitch black. He drew the glass and metal tube of the Fos wand and holding it up the light blazed around the room. It was the octagon. The main chamber had eight sides, with an eight-sided table in the middle. There were supposed to be a few odd items worth taking, some coins, and a throwing knife, but those things were missing, and there were footprints in the dust.

Shit!

He stepped back into the normal dimension and called Ellsbat. She managed the climb down the ladder built into the wall with her long robe tucked up into her belt, exposing long, pale legs. When she stood next to him, he began exploring, holding the light high. There were three doors, two of them stood open, the last closed. But it was the recently painted graffiti on the wall that caught his attention.

DEATHBREAKER WAS HERE

SUCK MY BALLS

Try as he might, he couldn’t remember that from the game.

He poked in each of the doors, the stench of rotting corpse filling his nose. The bedroom was looted, the bed broken, and the zombie corpse of the ‘courtesan’ beheaded messily. Same for the kitchen and pantry, with the two corpse-renders chopped up and dead… dead again since they technically had been animated with black mana – a necrotic energy. It was the third room – the game room – behind a closed door where a seated figure slouched at the table. A corpse with a handful of bone dice and the other covering a pot of gold coins and gems.

“What is this place?” Ellsbat asked as he carefully entered the games room.

“Before the curse took the castle, it was the secret hideout of a local bunch of thieves,” he told her and slowly drew the green blade of Xerxia. He approached the table, keeping his distance from the last zombie. It wouldn’t move, not until he tried to take the money from under its hand anyway. “There are some dresses and underthings in the bedroom wardrobe; used to belong to the courtesan of the leader. Go ahead and grab as much as you can carry.”

“I’m not going in there! It’s disgusting!”

“Fine, give me a moment.”

Using the tip of the sword he prodded the hand hiding the coins and the zombie’s rheumy eyes snapped open; it made a awkward grab with clawed bony hands that grated along the length of the blade.

Ellsbat shrieked.

Zombies were slow. So slow Ryan had the time to step forward while it was still trying to rise from the chair, sink the length of the blade through the decaying ribcage and out the back. Then he used the blade as a lightning rod to direct a current of black demonfyre inside the zombie’s chest.

It exploded. Dust, rotting flesh, bones and all. The steaming stump of the torso was missing from the hips up and one of the arms struck Ellsbat before falling limp to the ground.

“You said nothing would happen here!” Ellsbat almost shrieked, stumbling away from the mess of the corpse.

“No, I said it wouldn’t be exciting. Zombies aren’t exciting… they’re super-boring. They can only move or attack, not both. Gives newbs plenty of time to get their shit together without getting hurt, and once you do it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. Gross, decaying fish.”

He joined her in the bedroom. While Ellsbat threw a sheet over the headless rotting corpse of the courtesan, her booted sandal sent something tinkling across the floor. Picking it up, Ryan saw it was a potion vial. Tipping it over he saw a single drop spill out. It was freshly used. And one of the magical loot items you were supposed to find here was a double-strength health potion. It only added to the mystery. Why wasn’t this like it had been in the game?

Worry later. Act now.

He yanked yards of silk and linen out of the clothes press, handing them to Ellsbat. No doubt they’d be a tight fit across the chest, not many women were as well-endowed as the magic-user, but they were better than bandit robes if the two of them were heading into Verbinnec. Once the dresses were cleaned out of the wardrobe, he knocked on the wooden back and heard the hollow sound.

“You better stay out here, in fact, go back to the games room and shut all the doors. If you smell gas, hold your breath and get back to the surface.”

“You treat me like a student who fails her lessons,” Ellsbat complained, but she did what he said.

The second secret area was behind the false back of the wardrobe. A series of trapped caves with some treasure and infested with animal guardians. He shooed the redhead out of the bedroom with her new clothes and found the latch to the secret door. Pulling the clothes hook the door swung inward and he stepped into the dank of the tunnels beyond.

They were dry, and stony, and the floors irregular, and they were full of vermin nests. The giant naked mole rats were a foot long at the small end, with the dominant males being twice that size with inch-long incisors. They sniffed him out immediately and within moment he was hearing the squeal as the nest aroused. He hurried across the first room, looking for the treasure cave, but the passages all looked alike. He stumbled into rat nests, disturbing hissing females and dozens of tiny young, backtracked, saw ten or more of the big males waddling towards him and started to regret the plan. He jumped over the nearest male and tried the next branch corridor the whole chittering pack closed on his heels. He was about to give up and enter the Ghost World to escape the rodents when he finally found the treasure cave, blocked by a boulder. Taking the rusted iron bar left there by the thieves, he jammed it behind the stone and threw his weight against it. It barely budged.

The mole rats were gathering a few feet away, hissing and snapping, their repulsive warty skins rasping against each other as the dominant males climbed over the others to get to him. Ryan put all his weight on the iron bar, pressed his feet to the cave wall and shoved with all his might.

The rats charged.

Just as he was about to give up the rock shifted, and tumbled loose. Before he could fall to the floor Ryan found the red ember of the Mind’s Eye and vanished into the Ghost World.

Just in time.

The boiling vat of mole rats seemed to fill the tunnel almost to the top. And as the fleshy wall collapsed on top of where he’d been standing the trap he’d released by moving the stone broke the glass vial of poison gas and a yellowy fog bank filled the corridor.

The gas spread quickly. Faster than the mole rats could run, and in moments most of the tunnels had filled with toxic air. The rats were fumigated. Gassed and suffocated, they died by the dozens. A few of the lucky ones under the piles of dead squeaked free, and a couple of the largest males seemed hardy enough to survive the first whiff of gas, but that just made them targets for Ryan. Still standing with one foot in the Ghost World, he shot fingers of demonfyre into them, incinerating the repulsive rodents one by one, until the entire den was dead or fled the warren. The tiny trickle of mana he gathered from eliminating them all was hardly worth it.

The gas cleared out in a few minutes; fresh air from the burrow exits removing most of the toxic clouds. And when it looked clear Ryan stepped back into the normal world and fished the items out of the treasure cave.

There were two small bags – one with fifty gold coins, the other with the same in silver, but it was the wooden box he really wanted. Flipping it open he breathed a sigh of relief. They were still there, where they should be.

There was a ring and a round talisman on a necklace. It was a kite ring and a spell sink; the first would let you glide like a kite if you jumped off a tall object, and the second absorbed the mana from low-level spells targeted at you.

Taking everything, Ryan returned to the thieves’ lair, boots squelching on dead mole bodies the entire way. Back in the main room he found Ellsbat had bundled half of the clothes into a sheet that she’d tied over one shoulder.

“For you,” he gave her the two bits of jewelry.

She studied them briefly. “These are enchanted.”

He gave her the quick description of what they were and she stared at him, mouth open. “You would give them to me?” she asked, dumbfounded.

Both items were redundant for him. The kite ring was less useful that becoming ghost flesh, and with the energy absorption gift he could absorb most types of magical energies used in spells designed to cause harm in combat. It actually made his life easier if Ellsbat had the items since he wouldn’t need to constantly be guarding her from danger.

“They are my gifts to you,” he said.

The redhead blushed. She got even more red when he slipped the necklace over her head and ring on her finger. She busied herself tightening the bundle of clothes to avoid making eye contact but couldn’t conceal the horns and tail that popped up. He ignored them and waved her towards the stairs.

It wasn’t until they were on their way out, ready to climb the ladder back up to the ground floor, that Ellsbat paused, staring at the bloody words painted on the wall.

“Such strange runes, I wonder what they say?”

Ryan was confused a moment, then snapped his attention back to them. “You can’t read this?” he asked urgently.

“It is not a language I am familiar with,” the said, slightly stung that her fancy education had failed her.

“Can you read demonic? Celestialis?” he asked urgently.

“Of course… not well, but enough to recognise it.”

Those were the only two bonus languages he got from being a half-demon warlock. It wasn’t in common mantongue, since Ellsbat could read and speak it as well. That left the only other language he knew that she didn’t:

English.

The words were written by someone who knew English.

***

There was only one trail leading to and from the palace, what had once been a road. Ryan knew it would lead them back to civilization, so he didn’t bother looking for other landmarks, just followed it. Ellsbat didn’t strike him as much of an outdoorsy type of girl; she complained about sore feet, how tired her back was humping the pack of bandit’s supplies and her pale skin looked easily sunburned. He could have kept walking for a few more hours but he took mercy on her, halting the march to make camp when there were still a few more hours of daylight.

The entire time they’d been walking, Ryan turned the mystery of the ball-sucking graffiti over and over in his head. More than that, he began to wonder about some other weird things he’d discovered since arriving in the real-world version of Eldwick. Like that weird viking-wannabe griefer who’d captured Thora and Mara. Or even the guy who’d tried to cut his head off the moment Ryan had arrived before throwing him out the window. They definitely seemed related, if only because they didn’t belong.

With the gear taken from the bandits Ryan set up an oilskin tarp as a shelter between two trees and had a small smokeless cookfire in a Dakota fire hole to warm up their meal. Ellsbat sat quietly with a cloak wrapped around her shoulders against the chill, watching, until he handed her a small bowl with beans and pan-fried bread. The black cat curled up at her feet and the living crystal statue stood guard just out of the firelight.

“You seem very comfortable in the wilderness,” the magic-ser said between bites. “No doubt the result of your blessings from the Herald of Dagon.”

Ryan sat cross-legged and poured a cup of watered wine. “Boy scouts, actually,” he said, taking a sip.

He’d min-maxed so many character perks to make his new self an unstoppable badass that he’d neglected almost the entire remaining skill tree. If he hadn’t spent his summers being forced to go camping so he’d be out of his parent’s hair, he’d be lost right now. Back then he’d had mixed feelings about it; on one hand he escaped the constant fights of his parents and his dad’s drunken criticisms, but then on the other he was away from his computer for weeks.

But the thoughts of his lack of in-universe skills at anything beyond his Warlock skills made him think, he’d need to recruit some followers to round out his party and make up for his lack of general skills.

It was new territory for him. Eldwick was a solo-player game. Each occupation you could pick gave you a different set of skills and abilities to challenge it, so he knew what skills he was missing, but he’d never had to consider working as a team before…

A warrior and a priestess wouldn’t hurt for starters… and of course a scoundrel. A meatshield, a walking hospital and a lockpicker essentially…

His eyes went to the pale, pretty face of the redhead across the fire from him. Not that magic-users from the old-school rules didn’t have their uses… she could still cast a limited number of spells… even if she was a glass cannon. Too bad this wasn’t the v5 release of the game…

That made him pause. This was the real world. There was no version number. It just… was. Improved magic system rules hadn’t been added until later, but in-universe there was no reason they couldn’t exist. What if… what if he could ‘invent’ the improved magic rules himself? If he could teach Ellsbat the way magic had evolved in later versions of the game, she’d be a real asset. A v5.0 wizard would outclass anything this world’s magic system had to offer.

“Tell me more about this book learning you got,” Ryan asked her. “What did you do, apprentice to a kindly whitebearded wizard who promised to teach you the mysteries of the universe? Or was it locked in a tall tower until you could control your powers?”

“I studied at the Ambrosius Academy for Gifted Prestidigitators,” she said proudly.

“Sounds fancy.”

“It is very prestigious.”

“And they sent you off on your own to do a summoning ritual?”

“Not exactly… In my studies I found the ritual and learned how to manipulate the arcane forces to use it.”

“Wait… you decided to leave your fancy school for gifted magicians and, what? Hike through the wilderness, sneak through a ruined castle full of monsters and bandits on a whim?”

“I had no more obligations to the school. I left… ahead of schedule,” she said evasively.

He studied her face. “You got kicked out, didn’t you?” he laughed. “What happened, get caught after curfew in the boys’ dorm?”

“No!” she almost shouted, losing her temper. “I will have you know it was an all-girls’ school.”

That explained a few things.

“And without me, you never would have been summoned here, so I’d expect a bit more respect!” the succubus said haughtily.

Somehow he doubted that. If anything, he expected Dagonestra might have played a hand in Ellsbat’s academic troubles. There were a thousand ways the demoness could’ve manipulated her into doing the ritual.

“My mistake. So, what did happen?”

The magic-user poked the campfire with a stick for a moment while she considered her answer. “I had an unhealthy interest in magical experiments that were considered dangerous and non-sanctioned.”

Whoa-ho! His little bookworm might be a better candidate for new magic techniques than he had thought.

“Huh. I know a little bit about magic. Did you still use spellbooks at that fancy school?”

“Of course. How would we cast spells without memorizing the words from a magical text? I carried such a tome with all my knowledge… but those… those bandit scum destroyed it… that’s why I was so happy to find the three new spells. With these I can study to unlock their mysteries. Learn to harmonize to the focus for each. Perhaps in three months, or at most six, I should be able to use one of them.”

Yikes. That timetable definitely didn’t work for him.

“How many times a day can you cast a spell?” he asked.

“Twice!” she said proudly. “Perhaps three or four now that my mana has increased so much!”

With her sharing the mana-boost reward for breaking the curse of the Emerald Palace she should be at least tier 4. A magic-user at that level had three spells with maybe a couple bonus spells if they had a high enough Magical Affinity score. Too bad in the real world he couldn’t just look at her character stat block.

“That many, huh?”

“Is that not enough?” she seemed crestfallen.

“Oh, sure. Or… just a suggestion… what if I could show you a way to use all three spells as many times as you have the raw mana.”

“What? But that’s… no magic-user can access the raw mana.”

“Well, I can, and I’m not even a wizard. Before you go deciding its impossible, why don’t you sleep on it; we can talk again in the morning.”

The girl nodded, still looking confused. He ate while she unrolled a bedroll and wool blanket. He was having a hard time keeping his eyes open while he ate; it had been a long-ass day. It wasn’t every Wednesday you died, banged a demon lord, got resurrected and cleared an entire dungeon. She was halfway undressed by the time he noticed she was stripping out of her robe.

“Why are you getting naked?” he blurted out.

“You expect me to get into bed in my filthy travel clothes?” she scoffed, unbuckling her belt so the robe hung open. She quickly wrapped her blanket around herself, hiding her body.

He stared a moment. What was her game?

“Seriously? We’re in the wilderness! This isn’t your fancy magic school dormitory, you should be ready at a moment’s notice if anything happens.”

“Should you not guard my sleep?” Ellsbat asked. “You are my servant, you should be protecting me!”

“The cat will keep guard. That’s what it does, remember?” he said. “And Bruce has orders to protect us if something attacks.”

“Oh. I see,” she said.

Finished, he dropped his bowl, drank what was left of his wine and stretched out on an oilskin tarp with the wolfskin cloak as a blanket. There was a long pause and Ryan was beginning to nod off when the girl spoke again, startling him awake. “I am cold,” she announced.

Oh fer… what did a guy have to do to get some sleep around here? Bunching up the wolfskin cloak he tossed it to her.

“Are you not, perhaps cold?” she said coyly.

He was just guessing, but he suspected she’d never flirted with a guy before. He supposed he should feel flattered that she’d graduated from hating him, to tolerating him to wanting him in a single day. But he wasn’t about to be playing games with a repressed succubus who didn’t know what she wanted.

“I’m fine.”

“Well… how do I know you aren’t going to climb under my blanket next to me in the night. While I’m helpless. Wearing nothing.”

He opened his eyes and looked her up and down. Part of him wanted to see how far she would go… the other part of him disliked her bossy attitude; like she expected him to drop everything just to please her.

“Nope. Not interested. I’m going to catch some sleep.” He lay back down again.

“You’re not… not even a little tempted to take advantage of my unclothed body?” she asked hopefully.

“I would never dream of treating you in such a way. Good night, sweet dreams Ellsbat.”

“Ummm, yes… may your dreams be free of rides on the mare of the night too, Rineskull.”

Glancing out the corner of his eye he took a perverse pleasure in the angry disappointment on her face.

I’ll be nicer to her in the morning, he told himself. But the opportunity came sooner than that.

He’d always been a light sleeper, and that hadn’t changed since arriving in Eldwick. Just like the night before, he was woken up in the middle of the night by someone talking. And just like the previous night, it was only Ellsbat.

This time, though, she was standing in the dark, facing the wilderness, lit only by the low embers of the fire. And she was completely naked.

Ryan blinked groggily, the flickering glow of the campfire casting dancing shadows across the naked curves of the succubus. It did some wonders highlighting what was already a perfect, round ass. He rubbed his eyes and yawned, about to ask her what the deal was when he hesitated. She was just standing there, her eyes half-closed and vacant, swaying slightly as if in a trance.

“Ellsbat?” he asked in a cautious whisper, not wanting to startle her. “What are you doing?”

Ellsbat turned towards him, her gaze unfocused. “The stars are tangled in the vines... can you see them? They're whispering secrets to the moon, secrets only the owls understand.”

Ryan blinked in confusion, trying to process her nonsensical words. He slowly got to his feet and approached her, his movements cautious. “Ellsbat, it's late. You should go back to bed.”

She stared right through him, her voice dreamy. “But the river is singing a lullaby, and the stones are dancing to its tune. Don't you hear them? They're telling stories of forgotten realms.”

Ryan felt a chill up his spine. She wasn’t even awake… she was sleepwalking. He reached out and gently took her arm, guiding her back towards the bedroll. “Uh-huh… that’s okay, I wrote down all the stories… come on, Ellsbat. You need to rest.”

She protested feebly but allowed herself to be led, her steps unsteady. Ryen did his best not to feel like a perv touching the naked woman while she was unconscious.

“But the clouds are quilting tomorrow, and I want to sail on the boat.”

Ryan managed to guide her back onto the bedroll, tucking the blanket around her. “Sure thing, Ellsbat. We’ll get the boat in the morning. Just lie down and sleep.”

She sighed contentedly, her eyes closed, still mumbling. “The stars in your eyes will guard us, and the moon…”

“Sure thing.”

“You’re going to kiss me… when I’m gone…” her voice trailed off, and she was snoring slightly, fast asleep again.

Ryan watched as Ellsbat settled into a more peaceful slumber. He chuckled softly to himself, shaking his head in bemusement and brushed the red hair back from her forehead. “Stars and moon, huh? Well, at least you have the cosmos on your side, Ellsbat.”

He turned to the black cat. “And you, you stupid feline… you’re supposed to be guarding us in our sleep. What if she gets up and sleepwalks around naked in the woods? I’m gonna find her getting an Eiffel tower from a pair of satyrs some night.”

The picture in his head made him irrationally angry. When the teacup cat whistled innocently, he jabbed a finger in its face. “Just do your fucking job!”

In a bad mood, he dropped into his own bedroll and stared up at the stars. It took a long time to find sleep again while the magic-user snored happily.

***

“Why do we stop. I thought we were going to the village of Verbinnec?” Ellsbat asked tiredly.

It was a clear, cool morning and they’d been on the march for a few hours already. Ellsbat had done her best to keep up, but she was clearly a city girl, and the badly fitting boots weren’t helping any. As expected, she didn’t remember their conversation the night before. He didn’t know why she had the right to be so tired; at least she’d slept through the night without being woken up by a naked sorceress.

After a full morning of walking down the narrow trail, they’d reached the old Kingsroad. An overgrown, creepy paved surface left over from the Old Empire days, like old Roman roads that had lasted through the Middle Ages. It was dotted with little cairns of rocks marking roadside graves and mile-marker posts were mostly still intact, although a few had gone missing.

He was stopped at one such marker. Someone had left what looked like a deer skull on this one, with a wreath of dried yellow flowers on it like a crown. He gestured at the skull and Ellsbat just shrugged her shoulders helplessly.

It was a warning left by the Mad Hermit to remind him where a dangerous creature was located in the woods nearby. That crazy old bastard made Terrence look like a choir boy, but he protected the woods like his private domain. In the game you could always find little warnings like this if you needed to steer clear of an encounter; but in the game they told you what level encounter it was.

“The village can wait one more day,” he told the redhead. “There’s something I need to check in the woods out here.”

She’d been sore and grumpy when she woke up, but moderately bossier than ever. He suspected she had the succubus version of blue balls. Either way, Ryan didn’t have time to turn her into girlfriend material… he had something that had been bothering him since the burnt-out guard tower.

Drawing the emerald blade, he began slashing his way through the underbrush, listening to make sure the statue and Ellsbat were following. Despite what he’d found in the ruined castle, the guard tower had shaken his belief that the rest of the world really matched the Eldwick he’d spent so much time in as a game. In the palace it seemed like every single room had been frozen in time, waiting for just the right moment when he would arrive. He was willing to accept the semi-mystical coincidence in there, but something was badly off about the tower. Things had been changed there, almost certainly by someone else. Who that person might be he didn’t want to think about, but it didn’t matter who – only that they had changed the world he was prepared for. It was possible that outside the palace there were so many more variables that chaos theory changed it in at least in minor ways from the game.

It had been bothering him all morning and here, finally, was a chance to confirm it.

What he should find a few dozen yards into the bush was a nest of giant spiders with some treasure in the webs. That was the set piece encounter in the game. He was barely a few yards off the road when he found the first silky filaments strung between trees. They were thicker than the gossamer spiderwebs of a household spider, and a good ten feet long.

So far, so good.

“Keep your eyes up,” he told Ellsbat, pointing into the tree branches.

The next webs he found were in a thick, white sheet, like wet laundry draped over a bush. Insects and small birds hung trapped in the sticky shroud, some of them still twitching. After that the forest became a three-dimensional maze of webs, almost like the opened petals of a rose. Ryan paused, afraid to go any further without getting stuck.

“Be right back,” he told the girl and stepped into the Ghost World.

From the ghost world he could walk through the webs like they weren’t there. Ryan moved closer to the heart of the webs. There, deep in a funnel-like opening of the webs, he spotted something moving. A dark shape that slowly extended what looked like long, dark fingers. A moment later and the spider emerged. It was smaller than he expected – maybe two feet across. Opening a channel to Dagonestra’s mana he pointed at the spider and a thin stream of black demonfyre reached through the veil from the ghost world and consumed the spider in the normal one.

It danced in pain as the flames consumed it, spreading the fire to the surrounding webs. They went up like dry tinder and even inside the grey of the ghost world he could sense the light and heat. He backed up as the smoke spread so he could see what was happening as the webs went up, slowly burning in a wave of embers. Safely out of the maze of webs he reappeared and stood blinking against the smoke, facing Ellsbat. She jumped at his sudden re-appearance.

He was about to speak when a dark shape dropped down from the trees and another scuttled out from the bushes.

Shit! In the game there’d only been one! Or had there? It had been a long time…

But before he could aim a finger and blast it with demonic flames the black cat transformed into a black mountain lion, pouncing on one spider and ripping it to pieces with its claws. The crystal statue intercepted the other as it dropped from above and the stone-hard fist crushed it into a splatter of goo as it closed on the bloated body.

It happened in a moment. Before Ellsbat could even do more than gasp and flinch.

“Did you… did you know that those were there?” she cried.

Oooops! “Oh… yeah I did. I was testing how you’d handle it. Good job.”

He had to be more careful. Eventually he’d slip up and his record of god-like omniscience would be broken. He led her in a retreat from the burning webs to wait by the road. After the low smoldering fire died down, Ryan took them back amongst the scorched tree limbs and burned foliage.

“I know you’re looking for something,” Ellsbat said. “Tell me what it is, and I can help.”

“You won’t like it,” Ryan said.

“I’m not a helpless maiden, tell me what we hope to find.”

“One of the spider’s past victims has some loot. We’re looking for a corpse.”

“Is that all?” She began poking through the scorched bushes with a long stick.

Well… Eldwick was a lot harsher than his world… no reason to think bodies would bother her. Especially not after what they’d both seen in the dungeon of the Emerald Palace.

He looked everywhere but there was no drained corpse. He finally turned his gaze upwards and saw a dark shape wedged among the tree limbs. A short climb later and he was face-to-mummified face with the remains of an unlucky man who’d been sucked dry. Strapped across the corpse’s back was a shield coated in dirt and soot. With only one hand to spare Ryan tried to tug the shield loose but it wouldn’t budge. After a final yank the shield came loose, along with the corpse.

There was a shriek from below and Ryan climbed down to find Ellsbat fuming where the mummy had crashed at her feet.

“Is this the kind of care you take to protect me?” she snapped. “Take your duties more seriously, servant!”

Ryan didn’t say a word. Dragging the shield out from under the dry bag of skin and bones he forced his gaze inward to see the mana pattern. The shield had a minor enchantment to deflect missiles; the three glyphs for ‘iron won’t bite’ engraved on the front. Really not much more than a strengthening enchantment, so the shield wouldn’t break. Using the Disenchantment gift he pulled the fabric of the magic apart and when he opened his eyes found it formed into a glowing blue crystal in his hand.

“Take your clothes off,” he said, standing up to face Ellsbat.

“I beg your pardon?” she said, alarmed.

“I said, take your clothes off.”

“I… w-what do you mean? I c-can’t just t-take off my clothes…”

Not like she had last night? It took him a moment to understand the difference; last night she’d done it as a power move, today it was him with the control. Ryan sighed and yanked open the sash of the robe he’d given her from the bandit leader. As she made token protests, he undid the ties and pulled it off her shoulders. She stood there, fists clenched by her sides, blushing furiously as she refused to meet his gaze. The thin cotton shift she wore underneath was a sleeveless soft garment that barely went to her thighs; it hung even shorter with the way her huge breasts tented out the front.

“Hold still,” he warned her.

Placing the magic crystal to the fabric over her heart she let out a small gasp. As he concentrated on the mana pattern, preparing to unravel and reform it, he could feel her heart beating faster. The curves of her tits were soft and warm against his fingers.

Concentrate, buddy, he told himself.

With a push at the mana crystal, he felt it dissolve and disperse into the garment, moving the magical strengthening enchantment into the fabric. Just like the teacup and the cat, he could transfer the magic. Satisfied the pattern was stable he opened his eyes. The three runes were now on the undershirt.

“I added the protective enchantment to the shirt,” he said. “It’s not bulletproof or anything, but it might turn a knife blade or an arrow at long range.”

She examined the fabric, seeing he’d transferred the runes and sensing the enchantment. “You… you did this… to protect me? T-thank you.”

There was a moment where her expression softened, and he saw the prettiness of her smile turned towards him. That same feeling he felt when he met her began to fill him; of wanting to make her happy. Then her eyes travelled down and he realised his hand was still resting on her chest, firmly wedged between her big tits.

Her horns and fangs popped up and she shrieked, grabbing her clothes and running back to the road., almost knocking Bruce over in the process.

He felt guilty about copping cheap feels but had to stifle laughter. “Ah shit, I shouldn’t find this so funny. Keep it together buddy!” he chuckled to himself.

***


Chapter 17   : New Hires

They made camp just outside the ring of the burned webs. It was unlikely any new predators would move into the spider’s territory so soon, and Ryan figured they’d be safe for the night. He felt secure enough to make a real campfire and by the firelight cooked up a freshly killed partridge that had flown into one of the webs but hadn’t been caught and poisoned by the spiders. They ate in silence for a while but after stripping his half of the bird down to the bones he licked his fingers, sat back and studied the redhead.

She ate carefully with a knife and eating pick, taking dainty bites. Succubi were renowned for their… appetites. What would make a girl like that become so… straight-laced? And why would such a prudish succubus take up the adventuring life? She was pretty and smart, well-educated and clearly used to good clothes and living in a nice house. Why would she be out tromping through the wilderness?

“Can I ask you a question?”

She didn’t meet his eyes. She’d been quiet since the whole boob-fondling incident. “I suppose you may, however I may choose not to answer.”

“Fair enough. So… why you?” he asked.

“I beg your pardon?”

“What’s so important you would risk all this danger? I mean, going solo into Telizart castle isn’t the safest choice.” Or the smartest.

“I told you, I discovered the ancient summoning ritual so I had to attempt it,” she said evenly, going back to her meal.

“Yeah,” he waved that away. “I mean why? Why would you take that risk?”

For a moment her eyes got a far-away look. “The war between demons and humans has gone on too long,” she said. “I lived among them, and they are not so bad. I would have peace between their kind and demons.”

“Oh, I can see why she likes you,” Ryan nodded.

“Who?”

“Dagonestra of course. There’s a reason she picked you.”

Her eyes went big. “Picked me? T-that can’t be so. I do believe in her, but I’m not important. To humans, Dagonestra is nothing but evil. A demon. But I see the other side to her that is never talked about: the peacemaker.”

Peacemaker? In every version of the game Ryan had played there was no major quest line to bring peace. If anything it was the opposite. You killed every monster, gobbled up every treasure and maybe took over as the local Baron if you levelled up enough.

“Well, Dagonestra agrees with you. That’s why she brought me here.”

“I brought you here,” she corrected.

“Right, how could I forget.”

“I do not know. I told you this only a short while ago.”

He grinned at her. “Another long walk tomorrow. Better get some rest.”

“Can we reach Verbinnec village tomorrow?”

“We’re not going to the village yet.”

“Again a delay? Why not?”

The tone wasn’t angry, just the same genuine curiosity she so often expressed. He decided to give her an honest answer.

“Because I’m not sure I can deal with that yet. All those people, all those questions. I’m new to this world, and I’m still getting used to it.”

“You’re… afraid. I didn’t think that a messenger of the demon lord could feel such a thing,” she said softly.

“Fear is healthy. It keeps you alive by warning you when to be careful.” He wasn’t sure why, but her words made him a bit raw. “I keep telling you, I’m just a guy, getting a second chance.”

“Oh? Second chance to do what?”

“Start a society to rescue strays I guess,” he muttered.

Again, he considered the hard truth he’d discovered; he hadn’t just been living his second life like it was a game, he’d lived the first one that way too. His vengeful and petty mother and his drinking, distant father hadn’t raised him with much in the way of a moral compass. He’d spent more hours learning about life in the game than he ever did from his parents. And Eldwick taught you that everyone was out to get you and you were on your own. There was no one keeping track of your morals with a clipboard. You did whatever it took to win. He’d learned that lesson so well he’d been following it ever since.

That was the real question, wasn’t it? How had he lived his life – his first life? Was he a good man? A stupid one? Even an honest one? And now that he had a second chance how was he going to live this one?

He was still chasing it around his head when he dosed off.

***

The first thought that came into his mind was ‘why did the cat let someone get so close without a warning?’, closely followed by focussing mana into the demonfyre, filling his palm full of it and pulling back his arm to lens it into the figure standing over him. All before he was even fully awake. It was only in that last split-second between loosing the magical attack and blinking awareness into his skull that he saw the target was just Ellsbat.

He barely managed to snuff out the black flames and avoid incinerating her, his adrenalin-fueled panic quickly turning to anger. He almost killed her!

“What the fffuuu—” he blurted out, before really seeing her.

The redhead was standing over him, and the tiny flames left in the fire showed her robe was open, baring everything underneath it. A moment later and the clothing seemed to lift in the air and slide off her shoulders on its own, leaving her fully naked as her vestigial wings unfolded, shaking off the last restricting clothing.

“Uhhh…” he managed to change his tone slightly.

Ellsbat’s gaze seemed to bore right through him, seeing into the core of his desire for her in a way she never had before. Head tilted, she ran her hands from her enormous tits, down her stomach and to the fiery patch between her legs where her fingers spread and stoked her pussy. Ryan stared, spellbound, by the display, her succubus curves shifting and snaring his brain as she let out a sigh of pleasure and shivered. Nipples rock hard. Long hair fluttering in the night air where it wasn’t pinned by the dark horns curling from her temples.

Without another word she dropped gracefully onto her knees and flipped his blanket aside. One razor-sharp nail sliced the tie that held his pants up and with a single quick move she’d yanked his trousers off like a magician yanking a tablecloth but leaving the dinnerware undisturbed. One moment his was clothed, the next he was buck-naked.

The succubus leaned close to his cock and, with her glowing red eyes locked on his, she extended her long, pointed tongue and barely touched the tip to him. Ryan let out a strangled moan and went from limp to rock-hard in about ten seconds. So fast it was almost painful. Fuck me… succubus magic. All this time he’d wondered where she was keeping it, now the power over a man’s cock that ran in her species blood suddenly manifested. Power over pussy too, if she was so inclined. Or minotaurs or dragons or living statues for that matter. The stories said a powerful succubus could charm the pants off pretty much anything that didn’t reproduce by asexual budding.

And then all subjects on demon lore vanished from his skull as she wrapped one hand around the base of his cock, gently tugging and squeezing up and down before she guided it to her open mouth. Something like an electric shock went through his body between those soft, plump lips and ran straight from his toes to the top of his skull. Ryan went stiff, back arched, as she gave a satisfied sound and wrapped her tongue and lips around him, working it up and down in her mouth.

“Ohhhh, fuuuuuuu—” he breathed out, unable to line up any thought more coherent than that in his brain. Every short stroke was like a shockwave, every lick a tidal wave, every slurp as she played with him a firestorm in his ballsack as he tried not to come immediately.

“Hnnngh! Ell-Ellsbat… slow… slow down…” he finally managed.

She stopped, raising her head to look him in the eye long enough to say “Shush and enjoy it…”

Then went to work on his balls while a thumb and forefinger tickled the swollen head of his slippery cock. Her tongue was unnaturally long, like a wet snake that could curl in circles from the balls to midway up his shaft. A pink, slippery snake that jerked him off as she grinned and eyed him struggling to maintain his composure. Goddam!

Suddenly her tongue retracted and she placed her open mouth above his cock, hovering just out of reach of his flagpole. “Don’t you want to teach this mouth a lesson?” she asked. “To take this cow by the horns and show her what you want?”

Maybe it was the words… maybe it was succubus magic… maybe it was raging sexual need of his brand-new body built with demon repopulation in mind, but whatever it was short-circuited any part of his brain but the animal side. With a growl, Ryan gripped each of her horns in one hand and forced her open, waiting mouth down onto his cock. He shuddered as the warm, wet softness took him and it was only a few long moments of pleasure later that he realised he’d lost control and pulled her down until he was ball’s deep.

The hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he realised the muffled sounds coming out of her throat were moans of pleasure. She was, seemingly without effort or discomfort, taking his (considerable) length and girth all the way and licking his balls while she did it. Then like his body was on remote control, like he was watching someone else, Ryan held her by the horns and deep-dipped her that way while she moaned encouragement. She took him all the way to the root without gagging, only making hungry eager sounds like eating a gourmet meal. Only when he felt some tiny sliver of self-control return was he able to stop and lift her free. She fought to keep him in her lips at the end, but as he popped free she gave him a dreamy look and her saliva-soaked mouth and chin made a grin.

“… this what you want then?”

And she leaned forward, trapping his cock between her massive, plump tits. He was dripping wet from her mouth and in moments she’d transferred that to her lubed mountains, hands pressing them together so his dragon was buried in the valley. Sliding back and forth against him she expertly wrung his shivering pleasure with those bouncing white mounds.

“Hey… ungh… Ellsbat if you… ohmygod… if you don’t stop… unghhhhh. I’m gonna come…”

“Mmmm-hmmmm,” was all she said.

And unable to stop himself, Ryan felt his balls clamp, like they’d been squeezed, and he felt the hot jet of his white sauce erupt. She let out an excited cry of ecstasy and – somehow – caught the first drops like a dog that leapt in the air and caught a frisbee before clamping her lips around him. So fast that the next hard jet of come was over her tongue and then, as she deftly clamped him all the way to the base, the rest was deftly, magically, down her throat. Dick throbbing at the impossible tight sensation.

When he found his brain again, he had both hands on her horns thrusting as the last drops vanished and he shook like tectonic plates were moving in the ground beneath him.

He lay frozen that way a long time, body rigid as a tent-pole, and finally the last waves of his mind-destroying orgasm faded to mere California earthquake levels. He collapsed, breath coming in ragged gasps as the succubus stayed there gently sucking the last out of him, before pulling back and letting the head of his cock free. She was shuddering and flushed, chest heaving and nipples rock hard.

“Mmmmm, perfect…” she moaned. Then staggering like a drunk she got to her knees and stood up, revealing her thighs were soaking wet where she’d apparently just creamed herself from giving him head.

Ryan was too come-drunk to say a word as she made it to her bedroll and dropped, rolling into her blanket. Her red eyes met his once as she smiled.

“Thank you,” she whispered, and was out like a light.

For a long moment Ryan tried to process what had just happened. His mind and body in two-dozen different directions. If his life had depended on being able to focus his mana in that moment, he’d be a dead man. He felt like he was blackout drunk. Eyes crossing. He knew he was passing out and was powerless to stop it.

If that was the succubus magic from a blowjob, he felt a sudden cold shiver of apprehension at what actually fucking her would do to him.

***

He woke up with the sure knowledge that this time they really weren’t alone.

It was much later. The fire cold. The sky was showing the first hints of grey, and the tree limbs were silhouettes against the sky. Ryan opened his eyes to spot the black cat, staring into the bushes with it’s back arched and tail bristling. Something was definitely out there… but whatever it was it wasn’t dangerous enough for the guardian feline to turn into a monster… yet.

Should he bring the sword of Xerxia? He had his demonfyre, but you never knew. His hand found the hilt under the blanket next to him.

Without moving, Ryan searched for the ember within the Mind’s Eye and entered the Ghost World. The world remained leeched of color, but the edges became crisp and clean, transforming from pre-dawn to pre-color TV. Invisible and untouchable he rose from his blankets and waited a moment. The cat looked right at him. Good to know, it could see into the Ghost World.

In the touchless, tasteless world of the ghost flesh he moved from the camp to slip into the trees. He couldn’t see anyone, but the cat’s gaze had given him a general heading. He circled around behind whoever or whatever was in the trees in that direction.

There.

A moving shape.

As he drew closer, he saw two figures, crouched behind the bushes, watching the camp. One big, one small. Bandits maybe? Or worse, fairies. They had their backs to him, observing the camp from the cover of the trees.

He drew the emerald sword and walked up directly behind them, ready to strike. Only when he had the blade draped across the back of the smaller one’s neck did he pause.

It wasn’t goblins, it was two girls… one of them just a child from the size. Dumb bastards. He could have killed them! Lowering the sword, he circled around until he stood directly in front of them, invisible.

Shit!

They were both immediately recognizable. It was Pimms, the imp, and Tilly the skinwalker bear. Fucksakes…

The girls looked worse for wear, their plain peasant dresses of rough cloth torn, and cloaks ragged. Not to mention the cuts and bruises on both of them. No packs, not even shoes. Crouching down he looked them in the eyes.

The young shapeshifter was too exhausted to have any expression. Face filthy except for old trails where tears had cut through the grime. Up close he could tell the imp was much older than he’d originally estimated. At least ten or fifteen years older than Tilly. That one was razor-focussed on the camp. Eyes hungry and almost angry. Ryan followed her gaze and saw she’d spotted the cat; the imp couldn’t tell what the danger was, but she could sense something. Smart, and cautious. But by the look on her face she was desperate. And desperate people didn’t always have the willpower not to act when they thought it was too dangerous.

Moving behind them again he put the sword away and rematerialized.

“My only question is whether you were planning on slitting our throats before you robbed us,” he said softly.

The skinwalker girl screamed and leapt almost straight up, landing facing him on all fours. Pimms spun around, hissing, and he saw a dagger in one hand; it was the enchanted blade he’d given Ellsbat that she’d left behind during the battle in the bear cave. Her fast reflexes were pointless, though, when the musclebound Tilly knocked her flat by accident.

“Answer the question,” he said. “And think carefully.”

"Well, ain't you a right bloomin' twig in the forest," the tomb robber sneered. "Give 'im a proper bear hug, Tilly!"

Whatever Pimms had been expecting her companion to do, it probably wasn’t what happened. The auburn-haired bear-woman threw herself at him, but only to wrap her arms around Ryan and sob onto his shoulder.

“Rine! We finally found you!”

“Uh… you okay, Tilly?” he patted her awkwardly.

“No! Everything’s been awful! I missed you so much…”

The imp dropped the knife as she sat up, rubbing her head when Tilly had clobbered her.

"Oh, blimey! Looks like we're stuck together like a pair of knackered boots," the tomb robber grumbled. "Alright then, mates it is. But don't think I won't thump ya if ya cross me!"

“What makes you think I’d trust you as far as I could spit you?” Ryan asked.

"Cor, you're a tricky one, ain't ya? Pullin' all the stops just to earn a minge’s favor, eh?" the tiny imp grumbled. "Well, I reckon I'm startin' to warm up to ya, darlin'. But don't go thinkin' I'm some easy mark, 'cause I'll have ya know, I've dealt with tougher bullocks than you! Righto… time to pay for me dinner then…"

She slid the cloak off her shoulders and tugged the neck of her dress lower to expose her cleavage before lifting up her dress to expose the dense curls between her legs. Despite her size she had the development of the middle-aged woman she was.

“Shut up and put your clothes on,” he told her. “You want some food?”

She eyed him suspiciously but finally nodded and dropped her skirt.

“Great, you can make us breakfast.”

***

The two had managed to join forces back in the dungeon, and on exiting decided that they wanted to find Ryan. It all came spilling out of the younger woman, in not so many words, as she chattered to them while the tiny imp made more beans and pan bread, this time with a little beef jerky mixed in. The skinwalking bear demon had followed his trail by scent.

“And why exactly did you want to find me?” Ryan asked, staring at the imp.

“Well, Pimms said you’d for sure be able to look after us. You know, set us up so we could set up on our own two feet.”

“Did she?” Ryan glared at the imp. “What makes you think I’d have that kind of wealth?”

The tiny woman had the good grace to look uncomfortable. "Blimey, you've got some skills tucked away, don't ya?”

“Spit it out,” Ryan stared her down. “Why are you here?”

"Well, ain't you a clever one, catchin' me red-handed! Listen 'ere, mate. It ain't a sob story or a pity party. My last partner met 'er unfortunate end ‘cause of you, and Tilly needed someone with a lick of sense to watch 'er back. So when I saw ya in action, I thought, 'Ere's a bloke worth stickin' around for.' Hitchin' our wagon to ya was the smartest move I made in a long while.”

“Speak plainly, Thimbelina!” Ellsbat spoke up.

As Ryan had returned to the camp with the two visitors, Ellsbat had already thrown some sticks on the fire to make it flare to life. She was fully human, no sign of her previous succubus eroticism, and wrapped in her robe and blanket.

“We want to throw in with ya. Partner up, like.”

Ryan didn’t trust her, but she was so transparent in her shifty nature that he kindof respected her. He shrugged then turned to Tilly. “But what happened to you?”

The burly shapeshifter looked uncomfortable. “Mother found out about you and threw me out!” she snuffled.

“Found out what?” Ellsbat bristled.

Oh great…

“She said she didn’t raise any slatterns who just spread their legs for the first man that came along,” Tilly sniffled.

The redhead shot to her feet, fists balled. “You… you did what?” she yelled. Tilly winced and lowered her head.

“Easy there! You’re scaring the girl!” Ryan warned her.

“I’m not talking to her, I’m asking you!”

“Oh-ho! What a right troublemaker you are!" the imp laughed at Ryan. “A slink in every port, have ya?”

“You stay out of it, shrimp! I have nothing to be ashamed of, and neither does Tilly! You want to slut-shame anybody, start by explaining what you just did!”

“What are you talking about?” Ellsbat snapped.

“Oh now you’re going to act all innocent?” he scoffed.

“Watch your next words carefully,” Ellsbat said, alarmed. “Lest you make some false accusation I cannot forgive!”

For a moment Ryan was about to yell back, but then he saw the expression in her eyes; it wasn’t shame… it was genuine confusion. She didn’t know what he was talking about. He opened his mouth to ask a question and the words froze.

No… couldn’t be…

Could it?

She’d just blown him in her sleep. Just like he’d found her sleepwalking the other night. It seemed impossible that anyone could hold a conversation, eyes open, let alone suckstart his cock like a leafblower in her sleep but… there wasn’t another explanation…

“Well, I’m waiting for you to clarify your accusation!” the redhead said sternly.

Did he tell her? Fuck… there was no way he came out of this without her being pissed at him. Maybe it was the wrong choice, but if she wasn’t able to want to be with him on a conscious level, he wasn’t going to give her a rude awakening.

“Errr… about… about how you were moaning about me in your squishy little wet dreams without my consent!” he finished lamely.

The redhead went beet red, eyes wide as saucers, her entire body shaking. For a moment Ryan was sure she was about to scream back at him but instead she fought back tears. “I’m getting more water!” she shouted, grabbing the little camp pot and turning to stomp off into the dark.

He watched her go and had to count to ten to let go of his frustrated anger. Fucksakes… this was the last thing he needed. Tilly at least looked bright and hopeful. Blinking up at him.

“You don’t think I was… a slut?”

“Of course not,” he told her.

"Trust me, even if the bloke did have a mind, he wouldn't give a rat's arse.” The imp patted the much bigger girl’s hand. “Just remember, I'm no such pushover! Keep yer trout in yer codpiece around me!” she winked at Ryan.

“Very funny.”

Ellsbat returned only a handful of minutes later, fully composed. She ignored Ryan, set the pot to boil in the fire and after heating it up went about scrubbing Tilly’s face clean like a doting mother using one of the towels from the dungeon. Pimms’ eyes never stopped moving, between the cat and Bruce. Probably imagining the treasure that might be inside the treasure chest.

After they all ate from the same pot – the new arrivals taking seconds – Ryan relaxed back against a fallen log they’d used as a bench.

“So, listen. Now you’ve got a full stomach, and I can spare a few days of food to send you off; the bandits I took it from won’t be needing it anymore. But say you take the food and go; what’s your plan after that?” he asked.

“What business is it of yers?” Pimms asked.

“Well, if I were you, I might be asking myself the same question, is all,” Ryan shrugged. “You’re looking at that emerald sheath for Beth’s dagger and wondering what’s in that chest and backpacks. Then maybe you ask yourself ‘will I be hungry in a few days, or would it be worth the risk to try and take something that doesn’t belong to me’.”

“I wouldn’t!” Tilly shook her head, glancing at the living statue. Pimms reluctantly agreed, nodding. She was afraid of the cat and the way he’d snuck up on them too.

“But you have before, haven’t you?” he asked the imp.

She thought it over. “Yes.”

“Know anything about picking pockets?”

“Maybe.”

“What about locks?”

“What about them?”

“Ever opened one without a key?”

“Who hasn’t?”

“Well, I already know you’re stealthy. Even the cat barely caught you until you were right up on us.”

“So?”

“How would you like a job?” he asked.

“Of course!” Tilly blurted before Pimms held her hand up to quiet her.

She was immediately suspicious. “What sorta job? Yer a handsome fella in all, but what the bog yer trustin me?”

“Relax, I mean a job with your clothes on. I need a servant… and she needs a maid,” he nodded to Ellsbat. “But if I did hire someone… I need someone with wits and guts.”

“Oi, you ain't told me why ya trust me yet.”

“I trust her,” Ryan pointed to Tilly. “She hasn’t lied yet. And I trust that you want to keep your own self-interest alive. You know what it feels like to lose once or twice, and that means you know what sortof life you’re looking at. What do you think happens to a couple girls with no money who wander into Verbinnec looking like you? Outsiders… no money… no other job. It sucks but that’s the way of the world… this world and any other one.”

Tilly looked frightened and took her tiny partner’s hand. The imp stared at the ground and when she looked up again she was grinning ruefully.

“Spill the beans 'bout yerself first, mate. Who is ya, really?”

It was Ellsbat who answered. “He’s sent to change the world and make things right,” she said kindly. “And I think you should take the offer. It is a fair one.”

“I’m not so sure,” Pimms said. “Blimey, this 'ole situation seems a bit dodgy... and you, you look right dangerous, you do.”

“I am,” he nodded. “That’s why you’d be better off on my side. Aren’t you tired of getting pushed around by bullies?”

The big shapeshifter gathered her tiny companion to her chest and held her close. “Say yes, Pimms. I want to stay with him, and you do too.”

The imp relented. “Fiiine… I never took you for the sentimental sort, but I suppose even a bloomin' rose can have thorns, can't it? We’ll scarp fer ya, and maybe we'll make a formidable team yet!"

“You aren’t going to ask how much I pay?”

“Nah, mate, does it ruddy well matter?”

“Probably not, but for the record I’ll pay…” he glanced to Ellsbat. The redhead held up five fingers. “Five gold pieces a month, plus room and board.”

The magic-user choked on her food. “A month!” she exclaimed. “I meant a year!”

The tiny imp eagerly took his hand in her tiny one. “Too bleedin' late to start backpedalin' now, innit? We've sealed the deal, mate. You and me, we're in this together, come hell or high water.”

Ryan shrugged. “Well, we’ll stop somewhere on the road before we get to Verbinnec and buy you some better clothes. Can’t have anyone thinking my servants are filthy beggars.”

“B-but we are filthy beggars…” Tilly said.

“Not anymore, you are serving maids in the pay of Lady Ellsbat of Ambrosius Academy, the Red Sorceress.”

***
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Pimms [red imp tier 2 scoundrel]


Chapter 18   : Citrine Egg

They hit the road at first light and took a break midmorning when Tilly found a blackberry patch on the side of the road and stopped to pick some. Pimms joined her foraging and looked to be gathering mushrooms in a handkerchief. Ryan wasn’t in a particular hurry since the spider’s nest; now that he was re-assured his knowledge of the outside world worked the same way it did in the Telizart castle, he felt more confident with the chances of this mission. Picking a spot under a willow tree to take some shade he sat down and put his back to the trunk while Bruce the statue stood nearby with the black cat sleeping wrapped around his shoulders.

He heard angry footsteps coming closer.

Ellsbat's brown eyes blazed as she confronted Ryan beneath the arching boughs of the old willow. Her voice, tinged with fury. “You, Rineskull, are nothing but a shameless philanderer!” she declared. Her voice was oddly scratchy.

“You feeling okay?” Ryan asked her.

“I woke with a sore throat. Perhaps I am coming down with something,” she said. “But don’t attempt to change the course of the conversation! How could you betray me with another, when we were on the precipice of something profound?”

Yeah, Ryan chuckled inwardly. You’re coming down with a severe case of dick in the back of your throat… Ryan shook his head, not prepared for the delayed reaction. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about you spending your seed with… with… that shapeshifting young hussy!”

“Whoa! Hit the hate-breaks! Tilly is not a hussy… she a sweet girl… with healthy appetites.”

Ellsbat fumed, chewing her next words. “Fine! I must admit, she is a kind-hearted soul… But you! You’re a … a betrayer!”

Ryan met her anger with an unwavering stare. This wasn’t happening. How was it that he’d met the only monogamous succubus in the universe? No way was he getting into the role of a jealous lover.

“Easy there, Ellsbat,” he replied, his tone light but with an undertone of iron. "All you’ve ever done is tell me I’m not worthy. Was there something else you meant to tell me that I should know?"

“Don’t you act innocent.”

“Still don’t want to say it out loud? Well, then I guess this conversation is over.”

“I… we… shared things,” she finally managed to find the words.

“Which has nothing to do with what may or may not have happened between me and Tilly.”

“What of the commitment of master and servant! You… you pledged yourself, to me.”

“Yeah… we talked about this whole servant thing. I think of us more as partners… working together for mutual benefit.”

Ellsbat's brow furrowed, the shimmering aura of her magical power flickering slightly as her anger collided with the logic of Ryan's words. She reluctantly considered his point, her voice now tempered with a touch of uncertainty.

“Ah-ha! So you admit we are partners!”

“Oh… I’m sorry,” Ryan pretended ignorance. “Do the terms of our partnership include sexual relations? I’m confused… because you sure never came out and said anything… or asked me… Did you want to have sex with me?”

Ellsbat’s eyes were round as saucers. Confronted with actually voicing her desires, she was obviously panicked. “Well, yes, that may be true,” she conceded, her voice softer but still carrying the traces of lingering resentment. “But it doesn't change the fact that it hurt. I believed we were destined for something extraordinary.”

Ryan's smile was gentle. In a way, he was actually kindof touched. He had to admit… there was something attractive about a succubus that wasn’t a wanton slut… Last night’s mindblowing orgasm notwithstanding. Deep down he’d been a bit reluctant to take her seriously; every succubus in the game had been either a dominatrix, slut, literal whore or courtesan for the bad guy. Just goes to show you that you couldn’t trust every prejudice from a game.

He tried to reply in a reasonable tone. “Ellsbat, listen… destiny is a fickle thing,” he mused. “It fucks you over one day and you win the lottery the next. It’s gonna lead you down unexpected paths. Like how I met you.”

Her voice, softer now, held a tinge of curiosity. “And what, pray tell, is your perspective on love and commitment?” she inquired, a note of vulnerability seeping into her words. “Is it truly possible to traverse this intricate realm of the heart while… while embracing the allure of another woman?”

Ryan, rubbed his temples. Hooboy. He met her gaze steadily and spoke honestly. “I dunno, Ellsbat… my beliefs are that no one person can be all things,” he confessed. “I need a flat tire fixed I don’t go to my dentist. But it doesn’t mean I don’t need both.”

“I know not what these dentists and tires are!” she snapped.

“Right… well… suppose your horse threw a shoe, would you go to the apothecary?”

“Of course not! But you are not slipping your meat horn to both the blacksmith and the alchemist!”

He wasn’t going to win this argument this way… The gap between their worlds seemed too big. He had to find something she’d understand. As the willow tree swayed gently overhead, he suddenly had an idea. The language she understood best was magic…

“Listen, I don’t want to argue with you,” he declared, abruptly shifting the conversation. “I had something important I planned to discuss.”

“Oh?” Ellsbat raised an eyebrow in confusion.

“I have something truly extraordinary to share with you. A new kind of magic.”

Ellsbat's curiosity, mingling with her lingering annoyance, fought for control. Reluctantly, she gave in to her intrigue and gestured for Ryan to continue. “Very well, Rineskull, tell me of this new magic you speak of. What makes it so different from the spells I have known and practiced?”

Ryan's smile widened as he leaned forward, switching to a bit of good old-fashioned 20th-century American sales pitch.

“Picture this, Ellsbat,” he began, painting her a picture. “Imagine a magic that goes beyond the confines of traditional spells, that taps into the very essence of the elemental mana itself. It's a blend of ancient knowledge and modern ingenuity, allowing you to channel your power with newfound potency.”

Ellsbat's eyes widened, a flicker of wonder shining within their depths. Her voice held a touch of caution. “And how, pray tell, would I come to possess such a formidable magic?” she inquired, her curiosity getting the better of her reservations.

In the release 1.0 rules the game mechanic said you had limited spells that got wiped from your inventory once you used them. In-universe the explanation was you had to memorize spells and as you used them the formula wiped from your character’s mind. It had always seemed arbitrary to Ryan. Now that he was actually in the world and had experienced how magic worked firsthand, he could see now that most people using magic in Eldwick were channeling mana through their chakras as an intermediary. That’s why it wiped the spell from memory. It was simpler, and safer. But as a warlock Ryan was drawing mana directly from the pool. That way it didn’t make you forget the spells – once he learned a spell like demonfyre he knew it for life.

You could also theoretically kill yourself by running your mana pool dry… but hey, what was life without a little risk?

Ryan's gaze met hers. He leaned forward, his eyes gleaming. With a flourish of his hand, he conjured a handful of black demonfyre. “How do you think I do this? It’s a spell. Unlike the system you use where magic must imprint with your mana in a single focus, I just know the focus, and call the mana to it. As often as I’d like.”

“Because you’re a warlock, not a magic-user.”

He waved her comment away. “Those are just labels. Magic works the same either way. Ellsbat, your magic system begins with the harmonization of mana, but it binds you to a singular focus. You dedicate yourself to one spell, ignoring every other spell. And once you cast it, it vanishes, and you’ve got nothing. Trapping all that spare mana with no place to go.”

Ellsbat listened intently, he could see the idea evolving in her head, her mind envisioning the limitations of the way she used magic. “You grasp the obvious. These are known limitations of magic use.”

“Exactly. That’s what happens when you commit everything to one ideal; you’re left alone with no other spells, even though you still have a deep well of mana inside you. You can't use that mana for anything else because you went all-in on a single spell. So what if you wanted to access the rest of the mana?”

“But no one can access the raw pool of their mana,” she objected.

Ryan made a ball of demonfyre in his hand. Then dismissed it. Made another, and dismissed it. Again and again. “You mean like this?”

Ellsbat nodded, a look of understanding forming on her face. With any luck the parallels between the old magic system and the limitations of monogamy were becoming clearer with each word. Even if just on a subliminal level.

Ryan leaned in, with an almost mischievous tone “I’m talking about a magic system that unlocks the full potential of your mana. If it’s not bound by commitment to a single spell, you would possess the freedom to channel your magic as your heart desires.”

His hands moved gracefully through the air, conjuring demonfyre.

“With this new magical technique,” Ryan continued, “You can tap mana as fuel for any spell within your repertoire.”

Ellsbat's eyes widened, captivated by the possibilities unfurling before her. “That’s incredible.”

“Isn’t it though?”

“If it wasn’t just a theory,” she frowned. “Prove it.” She looked at him with a satisfied smile on her lips, confident he had nothing.

Shit. This was the hard part. How was he supposed to explain how it worked? In the game they’d just changed the rules between releases so instead of having set numbers of spells at each tier you got a pool of mana points you could burn through. Ryan knew how to do it, but he couldn’t just tell Ellsbat to use the version 5.0 rules…

“I want you to look into your mana… same way you look to measure how much there is. But instead of just looking in, I want you to let it out. Not much! Just a bit.”

He gave her credit for being open-minded. The redhead blinked, taken back by his willingness to start right away. Then she nodded seriously and kneeling down in front of him opened her right palm and brought forth the ball of her mana. He watched her concentrate a few moments and the sphere of light flickered, then went out.

“I tried… I can’t,” she said.

Ryan took both her hands in his. “Try again and I’ll help.”

He felt the girl’s fingers trembling in his and the more flustered she was, the harder a time she had even summoning her mana. Her pointed ears and horns suddenly popped up.

“Relax…” he said. “Close your eyes and picture it,” he said soothingly. “Just breathe slowly.”

She nodded jerkily, closed her eyes and took a deep breath. This time as she dove down and brought the magical light into her hand like he’d seen her do before he went in with her… following her path with his mind. He felt her struggling, trying to force the mana pool open but he brought her into the pool and pushed from the inside. Now the mana opened easily, and a trickle came out.

He let go of her hands and the flow cut off. She opened her eyes grinning at him. “It worked!”

“Now try again, and this time recall one of your new spells.”

She closed her eyes again and a moment later she began to drift upwards from the grass until she was kneeling in mid-air. Opening one eye, she saw her gravity spell was working and beamed down at him. “It really worked!”

“Now the same spell again, on me this time.”

“But…”

“It’ll work. It’ll work over and over again as long as you’ve got mana inside you to burn. The spell isn’t the jug of water that can only hold so much mana… the mana is the jug that can pour out into as many spells as you need.”

She seemed uncertain but tried again and a moment later Ryan rose in the air to float next to her.

“I can use the spell twice!” she exclaimed.

“You can keep using it too. So long as you have mana. Over and over again until you run dry and your heart stops.”

“But that would mean I could use every spell I ever learn, and never lose them!”

“Yeah, that’s the idea.”

“B-but that would change everything! Magic in all the realms would increase in use, all the time!”

“Only if we tell anyone else.”

Her face went from amazement to slack with disbelief. “You mean… I’m the only one you shared this with?”

“Of course you’re the only one. Tilly can’t use magic. She’s a sweet girl, but this thing I’d only share with you. It’s our special thing.”

The girl looked in his eyes and her lip quivered. Then tears in her eyes she threw her arms around his neck and held him close, both of them spinning on a cushion of magical anti-gravity.

“Thank you!” she cried.

And before he knew it, she was kissing him. Clumsy at first, with a fierce passion, but then as he held her and kissed her back, she followed his lead. Receiving his mouth, even his tongue when he parted her lips and she shivered uncontrollably, giving a small cry of overwhelmed pleasure. Score one for his old world: tongue kissing didn’t seem to exist here yet. Her little vestigial wings had popped out and as they flapped happily it sent both of them back and forth in the air.

Pimms cleared her throat from below. She was leaning against the willow tree, waiting patiently. Tilly was staring open-mouthed in wonder. She was probably amazed at the display of magic. He hoped. But was there a touch of curiosity in her face? Well, unlike some games Ryan had played, magic-users were rare in Eldwick. A peasant like her might never see magic in her entire life.

“Rineskull! Where did you find that succubus?” the girl asked.

“Look closer,” Pimms said.

“Oh… Ellsbat is a succubus?”

“Well, looks it, don’t it. Class dismissed, is it? You finished your scandalous bit o teacher-on-student snoggin?” Pimms said, voice dripping with sarcasm, eyes narrowing. "We've got a long bleedin' journey ahead of us to Verbinnec, and if we don't skedaddle sharpish, we won't be makin' it there by nightfall. Time's tickin' and we ain't got all day for yer joining giblets.”

Ellsbat refused to let go, snuggling her cheek against his shoulder and sighing contentedly as her tail swished, so Ryan patted her back awkwardly and spoke over his shoulder.

“There’s no rush, we’re not going to Verbinnec.”

“We’re not?” Ellsbat let go and looked at him.

“Not yet. We have another stop first.”

“Again?”

***

The air reeked of decay and crows flapped away from a caged body hung from cross posts. Alongside it was a half-dozen desiccated corpses. They’d run out of room on the gibbet and some of the rotting remains were hung from tree limbs long either side of the northerly path. It was a grisly sight in the otherwise peaceful travels.

They’d walked a few hours after the magic lesson under the willow tree. Arriving at the fork the bodies were the only greeting, and the only sign anyone had travelled this way in the last weeks. It was the only crossroads on the entire lonely stretch of ancient highway and decades of travellers had cleared a campsite where the two roads met. There were a pair of old firepits, long disused and filled with a mud of ashes and charcoal. And of course, the gibbet.

Ellsbat moved close to examine the bodies, cloak pulled up to cover her nose as she gazed up. Tilly stood behind her, head cocked, but otherwise unconcerned.

“Those two are goblins, that’s a stryg, and… I don’t know what those little dogmen are.”

“Voremice,” Ryan said, at a glance.

They were more of the ratmen that walked upright on two legs. Like the ones he’d killed in the library under Telizart castle. But his attention had already moved on to the man hung up in the cage. He wore what was left of a tattered red surcoat with a two-headed wolf in gold on the chest; the sigil for Hellhound Keep. There was a crude sign around his neck made from a shingle of wood and even more crude writing on it:

DA ZWIFT BLEEDRZ MAKE REDMAN MEET!

Swift Bleeders? He knew that name from somewhere. Whoever they were, they were claiming their territory. Ryan walked a short distance up the north branch of the road and every step he could feel the dark forest closing in. Unease creeping up his spine.

“That’s a soldier from Hellhound keep,” Ellsbat said, pointing at the man with the sign.

“Sure is. A little warning from the Valley of the Weeping I expect.”

“Rineskull,” Tilly called. She’d started copying the way Ellsbat said his name. “This place feels evil. Can we go now?”

“Yeah… Just as soon as we get the egg,” he said.

He stared up at the trees around the crossroads. Which one was it? Ah, yes, there it was.

One of the treetops near the crossroads had a big nest near the top. Normally you could never reach it in the game; you didn’t get access to flying magic until later tiers and even if you did get to the nest it would be empty. Unless…

Unless you’d used the sextant from the top of the old guard tower to spot the orange reflection in the treetops.

“Egg? What egg?”

“That one. See that nest. It has a petrified magic egg in it.”

"’Ow in the blazin' 'ell are ya gonna reach them 'eights up there? Looks like a right tricky business, it does,” the imp squinted up.

“Funny you should ask,” Ryan said, smiling at her.

"Forget that, I ain't bleedin' daft enough to risk me neck for that load of cobblers. Climbin' up there? You must be off yer bloomin' trollop.”

“You’re so small, you’ll barely bend the treetop. And I know I second-story imp when I see one.”

“We'll need a ladder tall as a giraffe's neck and sturdy as an elephant's arse!”

“Listen, Pimms… you want to earn your five gold coins you gotta take a few risks.”

“I've got me limits, and that's pushin' 'em way too far. It's like askin' me to dance with the Nightmare King in a suit of bleedin' armor. No, sir, count me out.”

“Oh, for the pith of Yantel’s Fruit! Here, take this.” Ellsbat squeezed the kite ring off her finger and gave it to the imp. “It’s magic. If you fall, you’ll glide down.”

“For serious?” she said, snatching the ring. “Why ‘incha say so? Up, up, and away we'll go. Buckle up, me old mucker, 'cause yer about to see the climb of a lifetime!"

And with that the tiny woman walked up to the base of the tree, circling it for the best path up. Tilly gave her a boost to the lowest branches, holding her up on one hand and from there the imp went up like a squirrel. Despite her protests, she vanished upwards nimble as a monkey. After vanishing among the boughs, they could only track her progress by the occasional shaking branch, until she merged at the top, right beneath the nest. She vanished from sight a moment as she climbed in the nest then leaned over, swinging an orange light back and forth.

And a moment later she jumped.

The imp’s tiny shape seemed to catch on the wind, like a ragdoll, and instead of falling it swirled and tilted in a spiral, drifting gently to the ground until Pimms was close enough to spot her huge grin as she drifted arms outstretched and came in for a rough landing in the dirt of the road.

“I might jus go agin!” she hooted, picking herself up. “Here’s yer bog,” she tossed the egg to Ryan. "Oi, Tilly, did ya cop an eyeful of that? I was flyin' 'round like a bleedin' bird, I tell ya! Swift as a sparrow with a candle up its arse, I was.”

“That was incredible!” the bear-girl shouted, genuinely amazed.

“Ere, toss me up!” the imp jumped into the big woman’s arms and the skinwalker threw her up in the air to laugh and clap as the imp spiralled overhead twice like a paper airplane before coming in for a landing.

Ryan ignored the two and looked at the egg. The orange shell seemed to reflect light like a mirror. Ellsbat shook her head at their companions and approached Ryan.

“What manner of artifact have you mysteriously acquired now?”

“It doesn’t have a name. Not really, they just call it the citrine egg.”

“I’ve yet to see such a perfectly round egg,” she said.

“It’s not a real egg… it’s an easter egg… forget it, hand me the flashlight will you?”

“The what?”

“Oh, the, uh, Fos wand.”

As she passed the wand to him, he activated it and held it up to the egg. It only worked if you exposed it to magical light or fire. In a moment it absorbed the light and glowed all on its own.

“Done, let’s get going.”

“Going where?”

“Verbinnec.”

“At last!”

Ryan ignored her. “Okay you two, quit playing around, let’s go,” Ryan called to Tilly and Pimms, still whooping it up. Reluctantly the imp settled down on the she-bear’s shoulder and the four set off, Bruce bringing up the rear.

Ryan led them down the west road and it wasn’t until the crossroads had vanished behind them around the bend that Ellsbat spoke up.

“What did you mean, a warning from the Weeping Valley?”

It took him a moment to remember what they’d been talking about before Pimms climbed the tree. Ellsbat was a thinker. Stubborn. Once she got an idea in her head, she chased it around.

“The north road leads to the Weeping Valley. It used to be called the Valley of the Weeping Sisters, or the Seven Sisters. There’s a ring of seven sarsen stones and local legend says they were once seven hill giant sisters who were cursed and turned to stone.”

It was also the main area for exploration in the region. Telizart castle was a starter adventure… you did that to level up a bit before taking on the dozens of adventures in the Valley.

“That’s so sad,” Ellsbat said.

“How’d they get turned to stone?” Tilly asked, listening in with a childlike eagerness.

“Who knows, might not even be true. Point is the valley used to be a paradise. Good farmland, nice little river. There was an abbey and orchards and a couple rich villas and a thorp. Oh! And a wizard’s keep. Then the curse came. Monsters showed up, the undead walked the night. Killed everyone or drove them away. Nobody, not even the soldiers from Hellhound Keep go there. Now it’s just fey and beastmen. Those dead goblins, the stryg, the voremice back there… they got strung up there by a patrol from the Hellhound Keep, but that human body we saw was a warning to the soldiers that it goes both ways.”

Tilly and Pimms looked over their shoulders, worried that whatever had killed the keep guardsman was going to show up, but Ellsbat was deep in thought. Ryan watched her a few long moments and considered that for all the questions she asked him, he had barely asked her anything about herself.

“What are you thinking?” he asked her. “You don’t need to be afraid.”

“Afraid?” she looked confused. “Not at all. I was just thinking, they probably blamed the wizard.”

“Blamed the wizard?”

“For what happened in the valley. Whenever something goes wrong them blame the wizard.”

“Why not? They’re usually right.”

“Not all magic-users are bad!” she insisted.

“I didn’t say that.”

She nodded but seemed deep in thought long after that, even when they were back on the road.

The forest finally thinned as they entered hilly country and beyond those hills the ground dropped away to a river valley floodplain. Further west were more hills and Ryan knew that beyond them they’d find Verbinnec and the Hellhound keep. The southern bank of the river was swampy except where the southern hills surrounded a small lake. The citrine egg was key to getting into a secret level between here and there, north where the ground rose into wooded hills. The question was, did he want to go there now? The Chaos temple was bad news… goddam dangerous, and for what? For the bragging rights to clear a hidden level?

Nah… probably best to just go straight to the village. One more night then a good day’s march would get them there.

When they did find a camping spot for the night, screened from the road by trees, the two newcomers took their jobs seriously and broke out the cooking gear while Ryan prepared the fire. Ellsbat, true to her lazy nature, sat on her folded-up cloak and continued studying her new spells, summoning mana over and over again levitating small rocks and sticks. The skinwalker and imp went out for firewood and when they returned, Tilly was smeared with dirt and had a big double-handful of grubs she’d dug up. Ryan watched the girl happily set them up a meal, boiling porridge until it was thick enough to stand a spoon, then frying up the grubs with a bit of lard and mushrooms Pimms had collected.

The she-bear girl was so proud of herself that Ryan didn’t have the heart to turn it down. He bit into the first crispy grub and the juicy insides burst in his mouth. He hurriedly diluted it with a mouthful of porridge.

Ellsbat stared at her bowl with disgust.

“It’s not bad…” Ryan told her, mixing the mushrooms and grubs into his porridge. If you didn’t think about what it was, the mushrooms made it taste like shitake.

The succubus looked into Tilly’s beaming face then smiled politely and ate. Forcing a smile as she chewed. The girl happily joined them, chewing into it like a homecooked meal mom used to make… which it probably was.

“Pimms?” Tilly asked, offering her the bowl.

“Naw doe, I’m right full for grubs… you enjoy.”

While they ate, the imp brewed a tea with something that looked like lumps of tar.

“It’s a fungus, grows on tree bolls, called chugu,” she explained, pouring a steaming mug for Ellsbat. “It’ll fix up that sore throat ‘a yers, dove, better than fair kindling, afore you get sniffles.”

Elsbat took a sip, winced, and choked back a few more swallows.

“Best yer gob some down since shriving tonsils,” Pimms gave Ryan a cup. “Er you’ll be feverish like a salamander and coughin by mornin.”

He sniffed the contents, took a sip to be polite and winced at the bitter brew. Tasted like old socks.

They ate their meal with the methodical hunger of someone doing hard exercise all day. Tilly finished first and licked her bowl clean.

“When we get to Verbinnec remind me to give you some lessons at table manners,” Ryan told her.

It was only when Ellsbat giggled he took any notice of the weird mood in the camp. The redhead was wobbling where she sat, and the bowl tumbled off her lap. Her eyes were half-closed. Tilly seemed to find it the funniest thing ever and rolled onto her back, laughing and batting her hands and feet in the air, chasing something that wasn’t there.

A chill went down his spine. He went to stand, not sure where he was going to go, only to stumble when the ground seemed spongey and made of taffy under him. He found himself hugging dirt as the camp started to get all bendy.

He managed to sit up and saw Pimms standing on the other side of the fire, staring at him.

“Pimms… I think… we’ve… poison!” he muttered. His mind misfired when he tried to speak. “Mushrooms!” he declared. They’d eaten poison mushrooms!

“The mushroom’s just the fun part,” Pimms said calmly.

Ryan focussed his eyes on her melting shape. Fuck… this wasn’t an accident. He summoned mana but couldn’t get it to channel properly. Misfiring and spluttering as he attempted to pour it into the focus for the demonfyre and burn the backstabbing little bitch to ashes.

“The mushrooms were just dressing up fer the ball, ye see,” Pimms said. “A fair pretty light show.”

She walked up to him without fear and picked up the teacup. Grabbing Ryan by the mouth she forced his jaw open and poured it into his mouth, pinching his nose shut and forcing him to swallow or drown. The burning liquid went down and he spluttered as she let him go.

“Shoulda just drank the tea, there’s a roit real culprit.”

Ryan felt the tea taking his senses away and as his limbs went weak, he saw Ellsbat was already unconscious while Tilly giggled and dogpawed at the night sky. Then he felt slippery darkness pulling him sideways and somewhere there was a dull impact as he went limp.

***
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Chapter 19   : Betrayed!

“Rineskull! Wake up!”

There was a hard slap to the face and Ryan jolted. He blinked against the light and wished he’d kept his eyes closed. His body felt thick, his head felt raw and stuffed with thorns. Tongue glued to the roof of his mouth.

“Water,” he managed to rasp.

The tepid water that tasted like the skin it was carried in was like chilled spring water as it loosened the gunk in his mouth and throat. Splashing a bit on his face he forced himself to sit up. They were still at the campsite. Sitting in front of him, looking like he felt, was the disheveled form of Ellsbat. Her hair in a rat’s nest, eyes with bags under them and looking grim.

“They’re gone!” she snarled.

Every muscle protesting, Ryan got up, surveying the camp. Tilly and the imp were nowhere to be seen. And sitting in the open, lid up, was the chest they’d taken from the emerald palace. It still had a few goods in the bottom, and most of the silver coins. Ryan tossed the dresses and supplies out of it, searching frantically for what he knew wasn’t there.

The Emerald Bane. The fist-sized emerald was gone, along with the gold coins.

“You motherfucker! You… turd-sized cunt of a thief!”

He swore every curse he knew and had started to repeat himself when he abruptly got dizzy and had to sit down.

“What… what happened?” Ellsbat said.

“She fucked up our chakras with the magic mushrooms so we couldn’t use magic, then drugged us unconscious with that tea!” he snapped.

“Well obviously!” the redhead yelled back. “But why?”

“Because she’s greedy and we’re stupid, that’s why,” Ryan yelled. Then gathering his calm, he took the waterskin and drank some more. “Because people would rather keep bad habits that ruin their lives just because the familiarity makes them feel comforting. Pimms had a good thing going and then her instincts kicked in and told her to rob us and run.”

“That makes no sense,” she said.

“It doesn’t, because people don’t make sense, Ellsbat.”

He sat back and reached for the Mind’s Eye. Gingerly touching the green spark he drew out its healing energy and began cleaning the toxins out of his system.

“Doesn’t matter. We’re going to get the emerald back… and our gold… and then I’m going to put my foot so far up her cunt she can lick my toes!”

He was feeling better and better by the second. Examining the camp his mind was already planning what to take and what to leave behind. They’d have to travel light. He’d heal Ellsbat fast, then they’d have to hide Bruce somewhere.

“Rineskull! I asked you how we’re to find them?” the redhead was saying loudly.

His eyes settled on the black cat, sunning itself on a log contentedly. Pimms had got past it somehow… damn she was good. “You, you furry little asshole. You’re going to sniff em out and find em for us.”

The cat gave a questioning whistle.

“Fucking right you are… it’s your fault you let her in the chest in the first place!”

The cat stared him down before suddenly deciding it was important to lick its ass.

***

In good news Pimms hadn’t been stupid enough to take the emerald sword; with a survivor’s instinct for the dangerous Pimms must’ve sensed it was cursed to anyone but him. But she had taken the glowing sword and whatever other magic items she could snatch. Luckily that hadn’t included the stockings of swiftness. He made Ellsbat put them on so the lazy-ass magic-user could keep up, put some food and water in a backpack and they set off after the two thieves.

Before they left, Ryan gave Bruce instructions to march to the Dragonstone bridge and submerge itself under water until he came to get it. Then the cat led them off into the wilderness at a swift walk despite its protests.

For a while even Ryan could follow the trail; Tilly had clearly been tripping balls on mushrooms when the two ran off with his fortune, stumbling and dragging her feet, breaking branches on bushes and leaving obvious footprints. He still hadn’t decided if the girl was in on it or not. Some part of him hoped she’d been an unwitting accomplice.

He shouldn’t. Shouldn’t have an opinion on her at all. Just kill them both for crossing him and get his money back. But he did care. He just didn’t want to imagine her as that cold.

Admit it… you fucked once and now you like her… like a chump.

She better have a fucking good excuse when he found her.

It was an hour later that Ryan suspected he knew where the cat was taking them. A couple hours after that and he was sure of it. In the distance were the stubs of ruined stone walls and on the way he formed a plan with Ellsbat. Leaving her and the cat behind he stepped into the Ghost World and made the last leg of the trip invisibly.

It was the ruins of Kaimor manor. Not much left but some piles of stones and a rough rectangular shape of twenty-foot walls that had been the shell of the main hall. It was grassy and reclaimed by nature, with trees growing from between the stones and a single remaining arched doorway that was intact. The entire valley had been settled during the Old Empire, and this had been a summer house of some minor noble. Ryan drifted to the entrance; so eager to singe Pimms’ cunt hairs with demonfyre that his mana was ready to burst. He knew what to expect inside; it was a minor encounter with a blessed statue and a valley boar to fight – they were just like regular boars except with minor amounts of magic immunity

But inside was only the broken statue… and instead of a valley boar there was only a smoldering campfire with a pile of boar guts next to it.

No Pimms. No Tilly.

Returning from the Ghost World, Ryan carefully inspected the camp. Detective Ryan… what did this tell him? Tilly and Pimms – probably Tilly – had killed the boar when they arrived. Then started a fire to cook it. So then where were they? Where was the boar for that matter? Even Tilly would have a hard time lugging the entire carcass around. He circled the area and found signs of a struggle and blood – to be expected. But then he noticed the flies weren’t only clustering around the pile of pig organs… they were swarming around some rocks at the far side of the rectangle of broken walls.

Digging the fresh pile of rocks aside he ignored the smell until he found the body. Human. For a moment he had an irrational fear it was Tilly, murdered by her tiny companion. But uncovering the rest of the corpse he discovered a gaunt, bearded man who’d had his throat ripped out.

Now it made sense.

He stood on the wall to wave Ellsbat it was safe to approach and by the time she got there he’d dragged the ragged man from the shallow grave and made sure his hunch was correct. The magic-user’s nose wrinkled at the stench as she took in the camp. The cat immediately sniffed around the pig offal and started snacking.

“I know where they are,” Ryan said.

“And?”

“They’ve been captured by Red Jaime. Leader of a band of brigands. Up in the hills. Bad luck to run into them here, but Tilly took out at least one of them. In good news Jaime likes taking prisoners, so they should be alive.”

“Why do you care? After they betrayed you?” Ellsbat asked sternly. “I find myself caring very little what bandits do with them.”

“Brigands. Brigands wait on roads and waylay passersby… bandits are worse and might raid villages or homesteads, killing everyone in sight. Brigands just want your money. And you should care. What if Pimms buried the treasure somewhere before Jaime caught them? If they’re dead then we’d never know where to find the emerald. Just as likely inside some hollow tree where Pimms left it as in the hands of the brigands.”

The magic-user didn’t look satisfied. Was exhausted and angry. “Is it worth it for the emerald? Perhaps we should just cut our losses and go to the village.”

Ryan placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know you’re tired. And just want this to be over. But that gem is worth ten thousand gold coins. You know what we can buy for that? Practically the entire village. I’m not giving it up without a fight.”

She nodded reluctantly. “Very well. But when we find them, I leave their justice to you. I would rather never speak to Tilly again, if I could help it.”

Ryan puzzled out the redhead’s reaction. She wasn’t so much angry as she was hurt. Despite seeing Tilly as some sort of rival for his affections she’d befriended the girl.

“Deal… you can hold Pimms while I stake her down to an anthill.”

***

He didn’t need the cat to track the thieves anymore since he knew where the brigand hideout was. But let it track them anyway, just in case someone made a break for it to the village. He wouldn’t put it past Pimms to get free and get the gem back even against these odds.

He shouldn’t have worried. The cat led them in a straight line for the watchtower.

They descended from the hills back into the valley and onto the road where it followed the edge of the floodplain. In the game Ryan had only ever seen this as a low-resolution map, but walking through it now he could see how the spring melt would flood the area. How the heat of the day made him strip off the wolfskin cloak. How fat insects buzzing around fed the birds and the fish breaking the surface of the lazy river. The air had never known exhaust fumes and the water had never tasted industrial runoff. Everything felt brand new. He wondered if explorers landing on the coast of North America had felt this way.

As they approached the second fork in the valley road – one continuing straight on to Verbinnec village, the other crossing to the south bank of the Nissa river, Ryan was struck by a wave of nostalgia.

“Dragonstone bridge,” he said out loud, looking at the bridge over the river to the south bank.

Dragonstone bridge seemed to play a part in every second quest in Eldwick. Sometimes it was where you met a lonely traveller, or saw a ghostly figure, or were attacked by a pack of goblins. It had secret compartments for stashing things and hidden inscriptions that were clues for quests and was the site of a full-scale battle in the v3 release of the game.

It felt a bit like going back to your old highschool after you’d graduated years ago.

Like the road, the bridge was left over from the Old Empire. It was two carts wide, made entirely of stone with low arched supports over the sluggish waters. There were signs it had been repaired over the years with inferior work so scouts and sappers from Hellhound Keep must maintain it and clear the debris in the spring so it didn’t get washed away.

And currently, standing knee-deep in the water underneath it was Bruce, the living statue.

“Hey dummy,” Ryan yelled at it. “I mean hide under the water so nobody can see you.”

The statue dutifully walked a few more steps out and sat down, submerging itself and the chest it carried in the river.

“We’ll be in no fit shape to take on Pimms, let alone a bandit camp – yes I know they are brigands, I don’t care – if we keep this pace.” Ellsbat complained, leaning against the stone wall of the bridge. The magic socks had made her faster than him, but she had less endurance.

“We’re almost there,” he replied. “See that peak up there, behind the lake? It’s mostly concealed by trees now but there’s an Old Empire watchtower up there, back when this was the borderlands. It was to light a beacon if demons invaded from the east. The invasion never came, and the empire died a long time ago, but the tower is still there.”

“That is not what I would call nearby,” she stared levelly at him.

“Listen, we’ll camp at the lake until sunset. Go into the camp at dusk. Can you make another mile?”

She took a deep breath. “Of course I can. Let us proceed.”

“Hey stupid cat, let’s go,” Ryan called and they started again.

The Nissamere was a smallish lake but it was divided into a half-dozen little bite-sized inlets, each hidden from view by trees from the rest of the lake. The road continued south all the way over the hills to the neighboring barony – if you could call the miserable little place a barony – but Ryan followed the bank of the lake along an old woodcutter’s trail until he found the secluded site of an old homestead. The roof beams were caved in and rotten, a tiny dock falling apart in the water, and a small rocky beach had the remains of shattered boat, but the cottage walls provided some shelter.

More importantly the ruin hid a trail that led up the hill to the watchtower. It was the path the brigands took to gather water for the camp every day – but if you weren’t here at dawn you’d never find them. Ryan and Ellsbat had a cold camp, ate some beef jerky and leftover panfried breads, then split the last of some dried apricots. They laid out bedrolls in the shadow of the cottage and left the cat to keep watch. Ryan was asleep before he knew it and only woke up when Ellsbat prodded him. She pointed silently at the horizon – already covered in an orange glow as the sun was vanishing. He splashed water in his face by the lake, filled a waterskin and drank, then led the way up the mountain.

***


Chapter 20   : Watchtower

As the sun lowered, Ryan led Ellsbat and the cat to the trailhead behind the ruined cottage walls. The shadows grew while they climbed, and they arrived near the top as the setting sun painted the trees on the hilltop orange. Ryan knew the brigand camp from the game, but didn’t want to rely on old intel. In the game there were a few sentries, speckled here and there to make it interesting for stealth players, but eventually you’d alert the whole camp and they’d come pouring at you.

Leaving the magic-user in the bush, he entered the Ghost World and found that even in the falling dark the monochrome ghost world stayed as bright as twilight. Drifting through the trees, he heard the camp ahead.

Passing through the screen of trees he found the brigand campsite. The peak where the tower had been built was a series of three rocky shelves; the lowest was the biggest, and around the clearing was the main brigand camp. It was a filthy collection of lean-tos and a single tent around a muddy clearing. It had a single large cookfire with an iron pot with smaller fires arranged by each shelter and near the back was a cage made of saplings that barely looked sturdy enough to be an animal pen.

The camp backed up against a six-foot shelf of rock ringed with a leaning log palisade; less of a wall than a ring of sharpened stakes. That flat area was much smaller than the main camp and had a single stone-built shed with a reconstructed roof dating back to the time of the original tower’s construction. A wooden ramp made of logs connected the middle shelf it to the level of the main camp below, and on two sides it was exposed to a long drop down the near-vertical hillside.

On the final rise, the hilltop was stripped bare of earth of trees and a small series of steps carved into the rock led up to the watchtower itself. It stood at least thirty feet tall, square-sided in shape, with an open parapet on top. Age had crumbled the mortar between the stones, but it was solidly built, an imposing grey slab against the darkening purple sky. Ryan tried to remember the interior layout; was it two levels? Four? He knew it had a basement where prisoners were kept, and the simplest scenario to this rescue was the girls were locked down there. On the ground floor was a common area, and above at least one more level where the gang’s leader – Red Jaime himself – lived.

While he was still trying to remember the tower layout, the wind picked up and something rusty creaking in the wind caught his attention; looking up he saw a small cage hung off a chain from a wooden arm off the top of the tower parapet. In the last of the fading light he squinted, trying to make out what it was, until he saw a tiny humanoid shape move inside it.

It seemed to be time for the evening meal and men were gathering around the cookfire of the main camp. Appearing from around the camp in clumps of ones or twos was the sorriest collection of dirty peasants Ryan had ever seen. They looked tired, scrawny and filthy. Overgrown beards and ragged clothes made them all alike. A few carried daggers or small hatchets but most of their weapons were leaning around or carelessly laid on the ground; they had short spears, bill hooks and even a few nicked and rusty swords.

He'd always known that banditry was nothing like the romantic notions of gentleman robbers and highwaymen, but even so… this bunch made homeless folks living under a highway overpass look like football linebackers. They made the strygs of the Wolf Bandits look like a bunch of army recruits marching in neat rows.

With his current powers the brigands were a non-threat. One-on-one he could take any of them, and even if they mobbed him in a gang, he could certainly kill every last one of them from the Ghost World without working up a sweat. But the longer he watched them the more a different plan began to form. First of all, he needed Tilly and Pimms alive. Secondly, he was remembering a tactic some players had managed for this band of scumbags.

He’d seen enough. Making sure to note where everything was, when it was fully dark, he watched their camp routine for a few minutes longer before heading back to Ellsbat.

***

As darkness closed in on the camp and the men gathered around the stew pot joked and complained about the food, they didn’t seem to be getting drunk. That implied more discipline than he would expect, but maybe they were just shitty at their jobs and hadn’t scored and booze lately. Ryan and the magic-user hid in the treeline watching them. He’d made sure they approached from downwind, and the stench of the camp was enough to make Ellsbat gag.

“What are we waiting for?” the redhead whispered, covering her mouth with her sleeve.

“We’re waiting for the big guys.”

“Big guys?”

“There’re two warriors who lead them. Those are the only ones I worry about.”

But they waited for nothing. Nobody joined the men. Ryan was beginning to suspect they might eat alone. There were at least a dozen men gathered now. That’s what they called a ‘target rich environment’.

“Fuckit, go now, do it,” he told the magic-user.

Ryan kept one eye on Ellsbat as the magic-user began to form the spell she’d been practising all afternoon. As she harmonized the mana directly, he could sense it gathering around her like an aura. The raw cloud of mana around her contracted slightly as she tapped into it directly… just like he taught her. He had a moment to feel a sense of pride. She was a fast study!

It was the shroud of slumber spell; a shimmering veil of energy that drifted out, barely visible, and drifted from bandit to bandit, wrapping around them. It wound around the legs of the first man like a cat rubbing ankles and he went limp as his eyes rolled up in his head and he crumpled like he had no bones. Before any of the brigands could do anything more than chuckle, it started hitting them like a row of dominoes. Every man it touched suffered the same fate, one after another until all of them were unconscious on the ground. All but one.

“Oi…” the man said. Then louder “Oi what’s this?”

Shit. Well, she’d got most of them. Ryan slipped into the Ghost World, off like a gust of wind. He reached the man just as he was winding up to yell an alarm and placed his sword blade in the space the man’s chest inhabited before returning to the normal dimension. As he materialized with his blade through the man’s heart, the brigand choked, eyes wide staring at Ryan as the yell died on his lips. He coughed blood and Ryan levered the blade back and forth once to make sure it was a fatal wound before pushing the man back onto the ground.

Ryan waved at Ellsbat to join him and as she and the cat picked their way around the unconscious figures, Ryan pointed silently to the ramp upwards to the ring of sharpened stakes and the hut.

“Count to a hundred then walk up. Cat, keep an eye on these guys in case they wake up.”

Going back into the Ghost World he saw the magic-user was counting silently to herself. He moved to the palisade and with a sweeping jump like he was on the moon, he cleared the pointy ends of the logs and landed on the level above. There was one bandit asleep at his post at the top of the ramp, so Ryan ignored him and went to the shed. Inside was lit by a single candle lantern and amongst the barrels, sacks and clay jars of goods looted from merchants on the road were two brigands.

One was a handsomish young man on his back amongst the sacks of turnips, and on top of him, kissing vigorously and lifting up her skirts was a weathered looking woman twice his age.

“Meg… maybe we shouldn’t do this,” the young man said hesitantly.

“Shut up and put it in me like a man,” the woman scolded him between kisses, yanking open his trouser drawstrings.

“Jaime’ll kill me, he finds out…” the boy declared.

“Never you mind, let mama Meg put it in for you,” and with that she saddled the young colt and both gave a moan of satisfaction. “That’s right, let me ride you, young stallion,” Meg sighed. “Leave Jaime to his new hoor he’s got on a chain if he loves her so much.”

The next thing Ryan knew he was standing over their dead bodies. Rage filling him as blood dripped off his sword from where it had gone through both of them like a kebab.

If that ginger bastard had laid a finger on Tilly… he’d hang him from his guts on a spike…

He emerged from the cottage in a blind rage to find Ellsbat had just climbed the ramp and was waiting for him. And the sentry had somehow heard her and woken up.

“Hey, you girl,” the sentry was hastily grabbing his spear and confronting her. “Who slipped you into camp, heh? Was it Varu? Jaime’ll have a shit fit iffen he sees a woman in camp.”

As the sentry reached out to grab Ellsbat by the arm he was intercepted by the cat. Not longer the size of a housecat, but a mountain lion. It hit him like a wall, fangs in his throat and there was a terrible crunching sound followed by a weak gurgling. The cat tossed the body around like a ragdoll for another moment before dropping it and looking at Ryan licking the blood off its lips with a ‘do I have to do everything around here?’ expression.

Shocked by the sudden violence, Ellsbat backed up and stifled a yell. Ryan shushed her with a hand over her mouth then pointed to the tower.

“I’m going in. Anybody but me comes through that door, you knock their shit out.”

Ryan took the stone steps two at a time and only just remembered to put one foot into the Ghost Step as he stormed into the tower’s only door to the main room. It was lit by a fireplace and two lanterns. Had a table, chairs and some planks set up on barrels as a shelf. Ryan immediately targeted the fat cook at work on a roasted bird over the fire, and a bent old woman with one eye at the table making meat pies. The moment the blood-dripping apparition of Ryan stepped into the room the old woman screamed and the cook darted a look back and forth before grabbing a cleaver and throwing it at him.

The blade passed harmlessly through Ryan’s ghost body and clanged on the stone outside. As the woman was about to wind up for another scream Ryan sent twin bolts of demonfyre into them. Both figures went up like black torches and their charred skeletons hit the floor with dull thumps. He returned to the normal universe and kicked one of the sizzling corpses aside to reach the trapdoor to the cellar. Removing the wedge that kept it shut he flipped it up and peered into the darkness.

“Tilly?” he called. “Pimms?”

“There is no Tilly here,” a voice said from the dark after a moment. “Are you, perhaps, the authorities in these parts?”

“What? No. Have you seen a girl – kindof big, brown hair? Or an imp, maybe disguised as a child?”

“No. If you are not the authorities would you consider freeing us for a reward?”

In the game the merchants the brigands had captured would give you a decent reward. “Yeah, yeah, do you know where Tilly or Pimms might be? Does Jaime have them?”

“We don’t know who that is,” the voice replied calmly.

“Fine! Just… stay put. Be back soon.”

Vanishing into the Ghost World, Ryan swept up the open-sided staircase built into the wall that spiralled upwards to the next level of the tower. He emerged into what must be Jaime’s private quarters and found the big man standing over the form of Tilly where she was chained to the wall by a neck collar. He quickly took in the room seeing small table, chest, a bed and a circular fire pit in the center of the room with a blazing fire in it.

Jaime was a small giant of a man. A redbearded hulk wearing a chainmail shirt under a fur-trimmed robe a size too small that had obviously been looted from some rich traveller on the road. His knives were made with deerhorn hilts and in his hand was an arming sword that would take a normal man both hands to lift. He wasn’t alone; a normal-sized redhead man with a bit of familiar features was next to him, also armed with a sword.

“Hey you!” the big man bellowed towards Ryan.

It took Ryan a moment to understand he was shouting downstairs, and not addressing Ryan directly.

“You down there! Don’t get any ideas about coming for yer little friends!”

“Jaime,” the smaller man hissed nervously. “What about Ma? I thought I heard her scream?”

“She’s alive or she isn’t,” Jaime growled without taking his eyes off the stairs.

Huh… so the old bitty with one eye was his mom? And this guy was a brother?

From where she was huddled against the wall, battered and bruised, Tilly looked up at them through a swollen eye and grinned with split lips. “You’re in so much trouble now, you don’t even know it!” she declared. “My mate is going to rip you apart then step on all the pieces.”

“We’ll see…” Jaime growled. “If it’s you he wants, or the gem you stole from him.” Then to the brother: “Go get the thing.”

“But…”

“Just get it!” Jaime roared, and the brother took off running up the ladder to the parapet. “What are you waiting for Lenny?” the giant mumbled.

“I’m fine you know,” Tilly said, nose sniffing the air.

“What?” Jaime asked.

The beaten girl took another series of sniffs, a small smile curling the corner of her mouth. “If anyone was wondering, I’m fine, but Pimms is in trouble.”

“You’re both in trouble!” the brigand boss warned her.

But it seemed to Ryan like Tilly wasn’t even talking to him. Could she… smell him? Even through the Ghost World?

“I’m really, really sorry for what happened too,” she said. “But Pimms said… anyway, Pimms is the one in trouble and that’s what matters, not me.”

“Shut yer snout, demon,” the giant punched her in the face and even though the blow rocked her whole body back, Tilly seemed to ignore it.

“Pimms first, please?”

Godfuckingdammit…

And Ryan was ghosting up the ladder to the trapdoor that led onto the parapet.

He emerged into the night with only a single candle lantern showing the other man wrestling with the rusted ratchet of a decrepit wooden arm that hung out over the side of the tower; probably used for lifting heavy items like firewood up to the parapet in its original days as a beacon lookout. And as he worked the crank to raise the chain it revealed a small cage on the end, and crumpled listlessly inside it was the naked, shivering form of the imp, Pimms.

“Come back fer more, ‘ave ya?” she mumbled. “I’d soon as rumble me fingers than tell ya! Hear me?”

Ryan materialized on the parapet and kicked the man, hard, in the ass as he leaned out to grab the cage. The blow propelled him out into the night, off the parapet and into darkness. His vanishing scream seemed to go on and on, until Ryan realized he’d punted the brigand off the sheer hundred-foot drop of the hillside.

“Hello Pimms,” he greeted the wide-eyed imp. “Glad to see me?”

“Where the bleedin' 'ell did you pop out from, then?” she gasped. “Strike me pink, it's like you crawled outta the devil's pocket, you did!”

“See you’re making yourself friends wherever you go,” he said, approaching the catch that would release the winch and drop the chain down to the ground below.

“Oi, looks like there's been a proper cock-up, innit? But don't you worry, I can sort this out proper. I ain't one to leave a job half-arsed.”

“I’m about to toss your entire arse off this tower, you little fucker. You poisoned me and stole my money.”

“Awright, yer tossed about it... but listen up, mate. See, it's a bit of a dodgy situation, ain't it? I mean, who'd have thought your shiny trinket would end up in my pocket? But 'onest guv'nor, it's all a proper mix-up, it is. Me hand just slipped, and before I knew it, there it was in me grasp. No 'arm meant, I swear. I'm as baffled as you are, s'help me!”

“You want those to be your last words Pimms?” he asked, grabbing the release.

Instead of arguing, the little imp seemed to accept her fate. “You got me right square I reckon… We messed up, proper mucked it. But hear me out, would ya? Tilly, she's a good sort, I promise. It was me, see? I talked her into this daft idea, told 'er we'd be laughin' all the way to Verbinnec. She's a right lamb, she is. I reckon she thought we was playin' some sort of game, not knowin' the trouble we'd land in. So if you're thinkin' of throwin' anyone offa towers, it's gotta be me, not her. She's got a good heart, guv, and I led her astray. Just give 'er a chance, that's all I'm beggin' for.”

Ryan glared at her but she didn’t blink.

“Ellsbat!” he yelled over the tower to the ground below. “Catch this trash would ya?”

And he pulled the ratchet release, sending the cage plummeting to the ground below. Glancing over the edge he saw the cage drop like a stone, listening to the high-pitched ‘Yeeeeeeeeee!’ from the tiny imp as she dropped. Then a few feet from the ground the cage bounced to a stop and floated there a moment before gently lowering the rest of the way. He spotted the top of Ellsbat’s head nearby, red hair waving in torchlight from the sentry post.

And he also spotted a half-dozen more brigands charging up the ramp from the campsite. Had some recovered from the stunning effects of the spell? In the lead was a figure in full armor, chainmail and helm, and he was carrying the glowing sword from the ruins beneath castle Telizart. Didn’t matter how they were there… he had to warn Ellsbat.

“Behind you!” he shouted and fired a blast of demonfyre at the leader.

The flickering purple of the flames was the only way to see it in the night but the armored figure at the front managed just that. He dove out of the way and instead the brigand behind him was struck and incinerated on the spot. The armored man recovered, bringing a pool of light with him from the sword, he led the others towards the succubus.

Spitting and bristling between her and the men was the black cat, now only as big as a house cat again.

Instead of confronting them, the magic-user darted to the side, grabbed the tiny cage holding Pimms and with another burst of magic she lifted both of them straight up, following the chain until they rose up to Ryan’s waiting grip. He pulled the weightless duo onto the parapet and with another glance down saw the armored figure staring up at them. Waving the other brigands forward they raced up to the tower entrance.

“Quick thinking,” Ryan told the succubus. She gave him a nervous grin. Ryan patted Ellsbat on the arm. “Good job. Now sit tight.”

“Brilliant?” Pimms exclaimed from inside her cage. “Now we're stuck up 'ere with no bleedin' way out! What's the plan, then? You gonna magic us a bloomin' escape route or are we gonna be roostin' up 'ere like a flock of bleedin' pigeons?”

“Maybe I’ll just toss you down at them and crack their heads open,” Ryan snapped, kicking the cage.

“Right, right, no offense, I were just a bit worried about your well-being, innit? No need to get all snippy about it. How be you let me loose now?”

“Forget it!”

“Wait until the fighting’s over and follow me,” he told Ellsbat and vanished into the Ghost World.

This time he dropped straight down, passing through the floor like it was made of mist. Reappearing below in the chief’s chamber he saw the redbearded giant was hanging out one of the windows, shouting orders to the other brigands below.

He found it hard to fly in the Ghost World, but he could make a leaping, bound – almost like walking on the moon. He dropped out of the ceiling and was swinging the emerald blade as he went. He flew towards the giant as the brigand turned in place, shouting at his men to hurry up. At the last possible moment Ryan rematerialized in the normal dimension, sword already slicing into the bearded man.

Weight returned, and momentum, as he exited the ghost world. The inertia of the sword swinging heavy in his hand. The brigand leader didn’t even see him coming and the blade swung down on his shoulder…

…And clanged off metal beneath the furred robe. Fuck! He was wearing heavy armor underneath.

“Rineskull!” Tilly yelled, panicked.

His momentum slammed Ryan into the man and knocked him over backwards into the fireplace. Ryan’s new body was six foot, 200 pounds of muscle, and even a bull the size of the brigand leader felt the impact. The man roared, rolling over through the flames and scrambled up again. Already swinging his long sword for Ryan’s head. Ryan tried to parry but the blow was a feint and the opponent’s blade snaked down and sliced under his armpit.

Tilly let out a growl of animal rage. She screamed, her hair seeming to stand on end, and threw herself to the limit of the chain around her neck, straining until her face turned red. The redbearded giant gave her a mocking laugh and turned his attention back to Ryan.

Ryan staggered back, giving ground, and guarding with the emerald sword to gain some distance. Fuck! This bastard wasn’t just the leader because he was big; he had some real skill with a blade. The cut didn’t hurt at first, then became a stinging line of fire as he felt blood trickling down his side. Ryan touched the wound with his free hand, not taking his eyes off his opponent. Not too bad. It could wait.

Tilly screamed again, her entire body seeming the flex against the chain that held her. Her eyes had gone yellow, and her nails turned into claws. Oh shit… that’s all he needed was a raging bear demon in a confined space.

The giant tried circling the firepit and Ryan moved to keep it between them. No way was he going to win this in a fair competition between swordsmen. He was a warlock, not a thick-skulled sword-slinger. He should start acting like one. Summoning mana, he sent a surge of demon flames into the emerald sword as a lens and used it to aim the blast of magic. It struck the man in his chest, and he reared back, staggering. Blistered and beard singed. The giant snarled, lips pulling back from his bared teeth and charged through the flames jumping over the firepit straight at Ryan.

Shit… he’d made him mad.

Ryan backed up, defending himself from a series of swordblows. Xerxia was light and never dulled, letting him hold his own until he was backed up against the small table and tripped. Then the giant’s sword was swinging down for his face and he was going to get it shaved off his skull if he didn’t vanish into the ghost world. But before he could even touch the red ember in the Mind’s Eye a shout rang out.

“No!”

It was Ellsbat, shouting from the where she was descending the trapdoor ladder from the parapet. She was already summoning mana and released it a moment later. The giant rose in the air and flipped upside down, the anti-gravity spell picking him up and tossing him like a coin flip, then dropped from ten feet up, landing on his head.

But Ellsbat seemed to have lost control over her magic. A flood of her mana poured into the spell. The force of the anti-gravity didn’t just hit the brigand, it slammed into the wall behind him like a battering ram. Mortar crumbled instantly, wooden supports groaned and stones ground together before a door-sized chunk of the wall seemed to be pushed outwards, tumbling apart and blasting into the night. Everyone ducked at the force of the explosion, the thunder of the blow ringing in Ryan’s ears. A moment later Ellsbat fell from the ladder, laying limp on the floor.

There was a long silence as Ryan, Tilly and Jaime all lay there, staring at the new balcony Ellsbat had just blown in the wall. Dust drifting down, stones could still be heard clattering below onto the bandit camp.

Tilly was the first to recover. The madness had never left her eyes and now her entire body seemed to swell, foam dripping from her mouth, and she let out a bellow. Fur sprouted from every inch of her skin. In a moment she was equal parts bear and girl. The iron bracket holding her chain to the wall had become loosened by the sudden damage to the tower, and when she gave one more mighty strain it snapped free. Staggering a step into the room, chain dragging behind her, she let out a bear’s roar from her throat that was almost as loud as the explosion.

And it was at that moment the brigands led by the armored figure charged up the stairs from the ground level, coming face to face with a berserk she-demon in bear form.

Ryan could never be sure, but thought he saw at least two men piss their trousers as Tylene the skinwalker bear threw herself at the men, tackling them all back down the stairs in a vanishing blur of fangs, pounding fists, fur and wailing fear of brigands who had never signed up for this type of abuse. The only sign it had happened at all was the vanishing length of chain as it slithered down the steps.

The sounds of the fight continuing below floated up. Mixed screams, roars, thumping impacts, crashing furniture and several wet sounds like the contents of a pot of stew being thrown against a wall.

Red Jaime lay there a moment, dazed, before gathering his legs. Spitting through bloody teeth at Ryan, he hefted his sword and came at him again.

Enough was enough. His was done playing nice with this guy. Ryan stumbled to his feet in a charge to meet him. Covering Xerxia in demonfyre as he went. When he swung again the man grinned, blocking with his two-handed sword. But this time the heat of the demonfyre melted through the blade, sliced clear through the steel of chainmail, then burned flesh and bone, sheering the sword-arm off above the elbow in a puff of magical ashes.

The bearded leader’s momentum carried him forward, slamming him into the table where he stared in horror at the stump arm. Slowly, his disbelieving look travelled to the missing limb where it had come to rest near the firepit beside the broken halves of the sword. Both ends smoking slightly.

The giant bellowed in rage, drew a ten-inch dagger with a horn hilt in his off hand and came right back at Ryan. The giant attacked with an overhang swing, dangerous enough to skewer Ryan right through, but he was going into shock and getting clumsy. Ryan avoided the blow, leaving the man to stumble forward, overbalanced, and slam into the bed, dropping to his knees. Dagger imbedded in the pillows sending up a cloud of goose down.

Ryan felt a thrill of knowing this would be over in a moment . He raised the blade and was about to drive his emerald blade down into Jaime’s neck, knowing the enchanted sword with the demon fire inside it would cut right through the armor links of his chainmail like a hot poker in winter snow.

But before the blow could land, there was a rush of noise, a new opponent appeared out of the corner of his vision and a glowing yellow sword blade knocked his aside. It was the armored man, Jaime’s lieutenant, somehow got past Tilly in time to save his comrade. Armed with the magic blade from below Telizart. There would be no melting through that enchanted weapon. With a clever counter and corkscrew motion of his blade, he had Ryan giving ground and backed away from the giant.

Ryan stood back to check out the competition. A tall warrior similarly armored to Jaime in a T-shaped chainmail shirt that covered him from neck to mid-thigh, but instead of rough furs and beard the warrior was neatly dressed in a filthy blue tabard with a light helm covering his upper face to reveal the clean shaven chin. The chainmail shirt would’ve covered even more if the man-at-arms had been normal height; his new opponent was taller than Ryan was – over six feet tall, but narrowly built. Lean and wiry.

Even as their swords rang, Ryan knew two-on-one was not winnable. He was already moving.

Jaime was wounded, but still in the fight. Unlike in movies, fighting two-on-one was a huge disadvantage. He had to finish the boss, and fast. With his increased mana he had more control over the Ghost Walk than he’d had fighting the snake or the stryg bandits. Now he could transition between worlds much faster. He charged, vanishing into the Ghost World long enough to let the blue-clad opponent’s sword pass harmlessly through his midsection, and quickly re-appeared behind the one-handed boss long enough to grab him by the neck hole of his fancy robe and make a running shove to propel the man out the hole in the wall.

Ryan barely even had a moment to shout “Ha!”

The helmed second-in-command was fast. In almost the same moment the taller swordsman was already recovered from the previous pass. This time, instead of swinging his sword, the figure body checked Ryan and shouldered him right out after Jaime through the void in the wall of the tower.

Ryan had been hit by a car riding his bike as a kid. He’d walked away unhurt but he remembered clearly the long moment of sailing through the air, as if time had stopped, and thought… ‘well that’s the ground rushing up to meet me’. He felt the same long, wavering, moment of frozen time where he was falling out the hole, tumbling towards the ground twenty feet below. Ryan watched as the big, bearded man ahead of him howled all the way down to meet the hard surface of the rocks below and thought, ‘well that’ll be me in a moment’.

Then instinct took over, touching the power of the mind’s eye he slid back in the Ghost World as he fell.

The small stone storage outbuilding broke Jaime’s fall, his body punching through the roof, snapping a roofbeam, and exploding the sacks and pottery beneath. The brigand leader’s scream of defiance cut off as he slammed to a halt, body crumpling to the ground where it was twisted into unnatural shapes and messily bled out. The giant gave one coughing gurgle on impact and was instantly dead.

Ryan watched the whole thing as he safely drifted down to the ground on the far side of the palisade, among the brigand’s camp where the entire gang was still laying stunned unconscious. Returning to the real world to conserve the Mind’s Eye energy he looked around the camp. How much time had passed? A minute? Ten? How much longer would Ellsbat’s spell last?

Then any other questions stopped as he looked up at the armored figure backlit against the hole in the tower.

As he jumped.

For a moment Ryan half expected the lieutenant to join Jaime, broken on the ground, but instead the figure soared outwards, drifting downwards like a leaf, slowly circling until he cleared the palisade and came down lightly in the camp not twenty feet away.

Of course… if he had the magic glowing sword, he also had the enchanted kite ring…

“Fer fucksakes… dude… you really want to keep doing this?” Ryan asked the man.

In reply his opponent saluted with the sword and stalked forward to join the fight again. Ryan vanished into the Ghost World.

The helmed opponent paused midstep. Then he was backing up, turning in place to try and face all directions at once before spotting the blazing cookfire and quickly moved to put the bonfire at his back. Practically standing in the flames, he took up a defensive crouch. Smart.

Ryan reappeared on the far side of the cookfire from the tall swordsman, keeping the flames between them.

“Your boss is dead,” he shouted.

The man spun around to face him. Ryan gestured to the broken building.

“All your men are down. You can’t win. I’m giving you the chance to surrender,” Ryan tried to be reasonable.

Appearing at the top of the log ramp to the upper levels of the hilltop, Ryan caught sight of Ellsbat’s pale skin and red hair as she clung to the palisade for support, still overextended from magic use, but conscious again.

In reply the tall swordsman made a complex gesture with one hand and a torrent of water poured out like upended buckets, dousing the fire. A moment behind it he leapt through the steam and swung for Ryan’s head.

Ryan had been halfway expecting another attack and was gone into the Ghost World before it landed. The warrior assumed he was simply invisible and was carving a pattern of sharp steel in a circle. It was another smart move, and its what Ryan might have done in his place. It made it hard, but not difficult, for Ryan to reappear just long enough to slam his sword across his opponent’s back, bursting a few links of his chainmail but not penetrating. Even with a padded gambeson underneath, it would’ve felt like being hit with a baseball bat.

The man staggered, but recovered, slicing blindly and almost hitting Ryan.

But the brigand was fucked, and he knew it. Ryan could strike without every being in real danger by jumping in and out of the Ghost World. He rained three more blows, battering the swordman around the head and shoulders, until finally drawing blood from a slice across the leg, below the skirt of the chainmail.

He shimmered into the Ghost Step halfway – just far enough that he could be seen as a transparent ghost-like figure and be heard, but unable to be touched by anything but magical attacks.

“You put up a good fight, but you’re going to bleed out in a few minutes with that leg wound,” he told the man.

The swordsman swayed on his feet then made a curious salute with the sword before limping forward to fight again. Ryan had to admire his determination. His opponent swung at his transparent form and to Ryan’s surprise it was a feint, allowing him to dodge and run past.

Not to escape. He charged straight towards Ellsbat where she still stood at the top of the ramp.

Too bad for him. As the armored figure charged her, Ellsbat again used the anti-gravity spell and made a sweeping upwards gesture with her hand. The man-at-arms lifted off the ground, straight up in the air, then suddenly dropped.

Only he didn’t drop. The kite ring saved him again, and instead of knocking his shit out, the magical attack left him drifting slowly to the ground, unharmed.

Seeing it, Ryan became solid and charged. Reaching the man just as he was about to touch ground. A moment later he made a vicious swing with the Xerxia blade for one final blow that slammed into the rim of his helmet and left the man laid out flat. He kicked his dropped sword out of reach across the clearing, the glow slowly fading once it was out of his grip.

“Rineskull!” Ellsbat said, rushing forwards. “You’re bleeding.”

He waved her concern away. He reached into the Mind’s Eye and after an uncomfortable stinging moment, the green spark healed the flesh together. With the redheaded magic-user at his side he surveyed the brigand’s camp. The sudden end to the fight left his full of adrenalin, ready to strike at anything, panting for breath as he looked for another target.

But it was over.

“Not bad. You did really well there,” he told the magic-user between breaths.

“T-thank you,” she blushed.

“But you probably could’ve ended it faster with another cloud of slumber spell instead.”

She glared at him. “See if I save you next time!”

“Save me? Let’s not exaggerate. I had it under control.”

“Yes? Tell me how this warrior nearly running me through with a sword was part of your plan!”

“If you’d stayed hidden like you were supposed to, he never would’ve come after you!” Ryan replied loudly. Then he shrugged and sighed. “Anyway, no battle plan ever survives contact with the enemy. You improvised well, that’s what counts. Good job.”

“I do not need your praise,” she said, but her tone and the puppy-dog eyes said otherwise.

From the top of the ramp he heard a slamming clatter from the tower and looked up to see a ragdoll shape of a brigand tumble down the stone steps, followed by Tilly.

She was covered with even more cuts and bruises now, but had returned to her human form. Completely naked. The transformation into a bear had ruined her clothes. There was still an aura of shimmering power around her, her limbs and torso muscled to twice their normal size. She staggered down the ramp and Ryan saw she had the iron cage holding Pimms under one arm. With a blinking expression as she reached level ground, she gripped the cage in both hands and pulled. Snapping the brass peg that held it closed, the imp tumbled out onto the dirt with an oof, before Tilly tossed the cage away and scooped her up.

“S’alright Pimms?” she asked in a slurred voice.

“Tell ya what, nothin a nice long holiday with some fancy servants fannin' me wouldn’t sort out, would it?” the imp said weakly.

“I’m glad you’re safe, Pimms.”

“I reckon I'm right lucky to have a mate like you by my side.”

“Tilly?” Ryan called to the girl.

“Hmm?” the skinwalker girl called back happily.

What did she think he wanted? A weather report? “Are you… anybody get hurt?”

“Only bad people,” she shrugged.

He was still smiling to himself when Tilly sniffed and cocked her head sideways. “What’s that smell?”

Something hit the ground at the base of the ramp. For a moment Ryan thought it might have been a bomb going off. Blinding white light… a hot wind that picked him up and tossed him aside, and then…

KKEEERRRACKKKKKKK!

The noise so loud he felt it in his chest, making his heart momentarily stop. He found himself hitting the ground, tossed aside, and smoke and charred bits of earth were raining down on him as he lay there, unable to move. Laying face-down on the ground beside him, blood trickling from her ears as she moaned, was Ellsbat.

As he sprawled on the hilltop there was a blur of movement behind him. It came with a horrible sound like tree branches snapping and a THUD sound that shook the ground.

Ryan’s new body – infused with enough mana life-force for four men, recovered a moment later. Rolling to his feet Ryan looked back to see the innocent face of the shapeshifter girl in a shock of surprise as blood fountained from her mouth. Tilly was suspended like a puppet in mid-air, impaled through the body on one of the sharpened stakes of the wooden palisade, hanging with her feet off the ground where the blast had thrown her up and back onto the stakes. There was a smoking black patch on the ground where she’d been standing, and charred fingers of ash – still glowing with white-hot embers – snaked away from the point.

“Hah! Pwned, noob! Shocked your sorry ass, didn't I?”

The words only registered as gibberish in Ryan’s mind. They didn’t belong here. Not in this world. Getting to his feet and working his jaw to try and clear the ringing from his ears, Ryan looked for the source.

Stepping out of the forested hillside on the edge of the camp, a huge, half-naked man strode into the open. A massive hammer in his hands and laughing sneer on his face. Ryan knew the face, even if it didn’t belong on that body. It was an extremely punchable face, and it belonged to the viking he’d dissolved in acid after getting cheap-shotted into the voydyanoy pit.

“You…” Ryan snarled.

“Git gud or get out, scrub!” the man laughed in a deep voice.

The guy was a mountain. Naked except for a loincloth and huge studded metal belt. He had muscles on muscles on muscles, long hair and looked like a cross between He-man and Tarzan. He used the big hammer to swipe at one of the brigand shelters in his way and the collection of logs smashed apart, some of it in splinters, and was tossed aside like a giant had just kicked a pile of sticks.

“Tilly!” Pimms screamed in fright. The tiny imp staggered up the ramp to the palisade and wrapped her arms around Tilly’s leg then threw all of her tiny might into trying to lift the huge skinwalker off the wood she was impaled on. She didn’t budge. The tiny woman turned back on the barbarian with the hammer, eyes glowing orange.

“You bloody bastard! You've gone and done it! You took away me partner, me right-hand gal!” Pimms was near-hysterical, spit flying from her mouth. “Tilly...” she moaned the girl’s name.

Pimms had taken possession of a dagger sometime when Ryan hadn’t been looking and the diminutive imp charged the behemoth. Shockingly agile, she sprang up into the air, knife in hand, teeth bared like a banshee. The mountain of muscles moved faster than a snake, batting her out of the air with an open-palm slap that snapped her chin up and knocked her unconscious with a single blow. Batting her aside onto the ground ten feet away.

“Ha, you're such a noob! Can't even hit a simple shot,” the giant laughed.

Ryan felt a detached chill slide down his spine. In a flash he began adding it all up. Who was this guy? Someone from his world, somehow here in Eldwick. But how?

His attention was dragged back to the moment; climbing to her hands and knees, Ellsbat let out a wordless cry of anger and he felt her begin to pull mana.

“Ellsbat! Get back!” Ryan ordered the magic-user as she raised her hands, trying to channel mana. She was too close. Waaaay too close. Bronan the Brobarian would kill her before she got a spell off.

Too late. The naked giant charged the succubus and had her delicate neck trapped in the crook of his hugely muscled arm. He flexed and she started to choke. “You're so slow, I bet you get lag in real life too. Maybe upgrade that potato you call a computer, huh?”

The fuck?

Ryan’s own demonfyre fizzled in his hand – he’d just as likely hit Ellsbat as the enemy. Instead, he stepped forward, drawing the giant’s attention. For a moment their eyes locked and the big man let out a chuckle.

“Back off, loser! Or Princess mommy-milkers here gets it. Think you can stop me? LMAO!” he pronounced the last word ‘lemow’.

“Hurt her and I’ll make you suffer…” Ryan said cooly.

“Chill, bro. I’m not going to hurt her… I want a chance to charge up on this trim after I use you for my punching bag.”

What was wrong with this guy? “Fuck you.”

“Oh look, the crybaby is here. Can’t stand me winning, bro?”

Ryan stared at him. “You’re the one who wrote ‘suck my balls’ on the wall of castle Telizart. You’re that fucking viking dipshit. Come to think of it, you’re probably the asshole tried to kill me the moment I got here. Who the fuck are you?”

“Classic, right? What’s it to you? You think you own this server or something?”

Then with a savage heel stomp the barbarian snapped the bone on the arch of Ellsbat’s foot and she fell to the ground, wailing. He let her go and twirled the hammer in his hands like it weighed nothing.

“I know… I know… I said I wasn’t gonna hurt her. But she’s gonna be or her back when I do her… she doesn’t need feet for that.”

Ryan was drawing the sword of Xerxia before he knew what his body was doing, a feral growl coming out of his chest.

“Easy bro,” the barbarian rested his foot on the back of Ellsbat’s neck. “I’ll snap it like a twig. Now lose the blade, hero.”

“Rineskull…” Ellsbat managed to wheeze out. “Kill him!”

“Shush it missy. Unless you’re gonna ask me what kinda sandwich I want, I don’t wanna hear you talk.” Then to Ryan. “Tell me you’re hitting this choice trim, dude! Any pointers when I take a go?”

“You’re never going to touch her,” Ryan snarled.

The man’s face bent into a leer. “Hah, knew it! You haven’t even banged her. Pussy!”

“Are you insane, is that your problem?” Ryan asked slowly, taking a half-step closer.

But the giant ignored him, leaning forward to speak conspiratorially. “Bro, you’re missing out; you should be fucking everything that moves. I had a threeway with a purple unicorn and a blue pegasus when I got here the first time. Fucking, slammed em bro!” the barbarian lowered his loincloth to unroll a massive twelve-inch cock. Ryan winced just looking at the beast. “Friendship is magic bro!”

Oh fucking great… on top of being a griefer gamer he was a brony too.

“You fucking camping loser… that all you got? Nothing but cheap shots and dick jokes?”

“Called tactics, bro, look it up. You're just mad 'cause I wrecked you. Go cry in the corner, scrub,” the man laughed.

Ryan glared, tightening his grip on the sword. Watching the gamer speak coming out of some sword-and-sandals barbarian was making him dizzy.

“Hey bro, relax! I’m only fucking with you. I just want to talk,” the barbarian laughed and eased up the pressure on the magic-user’s neck slightly.

Ryan’s eyes went from Ellsbat to Tilly and then Pimms. Taken out in a moment. This guy had maxed out his berserker build. He was too fast, too strong... how?

Ryan’s eyes were drawn to the huge belt – like a WWE championship belt. Holy shit… was that the Belt of Giant Strength? Legendary level? And the hammer… it had crossed thunderbolts inlaid in gold on the head; that was the hammer of Thunder and Lightning. How the fuck did he get those in a starter dungeon?

Ryan might be able to scrag this little shit before he killed Ellsbat… but he wanted better odds. He’d talk to buy time.

“What do I have to talk about with a shitstain like you?” he asked. “Did mommy buy you that shiny gear to make up for your lack of talent?”

“Starter bonus package, bro.”

“Weak. Only a newb would need it. I put you right out the tower window with nothing. Wrecked your shit while I was butt naked.”

He’d barely woken up in Eldwick when he was attacked – whoever this guy was, he knew enough to camp on his spawn point, and somehow sneak attack again now. How?

The barbarian grinned and shrugged. “Yeah, well… I'll be wiping the floor with you in no time. Get ready for some real humiliation.” Then bizarrely, he started flexing. “Check this out,” the barbarian said and flexing one side at a time making his pecs dance. “I’m like that dude! Hasta la vista baby!”

“Wrong fucking movie, you newb. He was a cyborg in that one, not a barbarian… This it? You want me to admire your physique?”

“Gayyyy,” the guy said. “You’re him, though, aren’t you? You’re the guy?”

“What guy?”

“The evil champion guy.”

Ryan paused. He hadn’t been expecting that. “Pardon me?”

“You shit yerself? Yeah, you’re the dark lord’s guy. The devil reborn to take over the world.”

“There are no devils in Eldwick, fuckface. Only demons.”

“Devil… demon… whatever bro. You’re the guy I was sent here to fuck up.”

That made Ryan freeze. Shiiiiiiit! Now the final piece of the puzzle dropped. That’s how this griefer got here… this guy was a ringer. Some other gamer reincarnated to fight him. He was Ryan’s opposite number. The only question left was who or what sent him?

“Sent by who?”

The Griefer ignored the question and after admiring Ellsbat a moment he looked up at the trees and stars with a glowing smile. Was he stoned?

“I gotta ask you dude, is this place real?” the barbarian asked, his voice taking on a strange tone. Like he was… lost. “This is some killer VR gear, right?”

VR? “Why do you think this is virtual reality?”

“I mean… what else could it be? I’ve been asking everyone I meet, but nobody knows what I’m talking about… even when I tear off their arms. So that means they’re NPCs. I was starting to think there are no other players… just mobs.”

His eyes brightened and he looked back to Ryan. “That’s why I had to talk to you.”

Ryan stayed silent, watching the crazy in the man’s eyes.

“I thought maybe I was going bonkers, bro. But it’s cool now I met you. Now I know I’m not the only other player.”

“Listen… Deathbreaker, is it?”

“That’s it bro.”

Tool. “I hate to break it to you, but this… this isn’t a game.”

“Yeah right. As if this could be real. Get a grip.”

“I’m serious.”

“Keep yapping, keyboard warrior. Maybe if you spent more time practicing instead of trolling, you'd actually be decent at this game.”

Ryan tried to use logic. “Think about it you fucking Chad… This kind of VR doesn’t exist where we’re from.”

The barbarian made a face like Ryan was an idiot. “What do you mean? That Woz guy who founded Pineapple has like a new model every year. And Saverin announced Facelook is going fully VR in a year.”

“You mean Facebook?”

“Why would I say Facebook when it’s called Facelook. Eddy Saverin founded it in school to look up chick’s faces. Total boss.”

Ryan felt the hairs on his neck stand up. They weren’t from the same world. Similar, sure, but not the same. Some part of him had known that it was possible after Dagonestra took him through all the multiple dimension-hopping in the underworld-wide web. But it was still shocking to experience it.

“Is… is Eldwick a game you used to play?” he asked the giant carefully.

“Yeah, best MMO ever, dude. My guild ruled in PVP. Must’ve been why Tosh Hack gave me this playtesting gig.”

Oh fuck, he was one of those MMO assholes. No wonder he was such a total douche. Tosh Hack? Who was Tosh… ahh fuck! Tsothchak!

“Listen buddy, you’re not in a game. You’re a… a champion for a god called Tsothchak.”

“Seriously bro? You need to get out more. No such thing as gods, not really.”

“I’m telling you,” Ryan said, speaking every word with care like trying to talk down someone who was standing on a ledge about to jump. “You’ve been reborn by a God of Chaos to start a war between humans and demons. This? This is real... They? They are real people.”

“Say what you fucking like, dude, but Doc Toth saved my life, brought me back in this awesome place and let’s me do whatever the fuck I want. I’m immortal, son! You fucking tossed me out a window and I was back in a new killer character in like an hour. I’m like Depp in the Matrix!”

“You’re a… a goddam champion of chaos! You’re wrecking the world! Torturing people by ripping their arms off…” Ryan told him. “Does that sound like normal human behaviour to you?”

“That’s like, your opinion, bro. At least I’m on the side of the humans. You’re a devil.”

“Demon.”

“Fucking whatever. Check yourself bro. You’re the bad guy. Accept it.”

The barbarian cracked his knuckles, loosening up his arms and neck in preparation for a fight and hefted the hammer.

“It’s been good, my dude. You talk a big game, but your skills are as weak as your excuses. Just accept your fate as my punching bag.”

Ryan took a deep breath. It had been worth a try. “You about done?” Ryan asked.

“You’re about done, son…”

“Because if you’re ready… it would be really important if you didn’t have a leg to stand on.”

And Pimms, who’d been creeping up behind the barbarian on all fours with the dagger in her teeth, took the blade and with a single slash cut the hamstring behind the leg Deathbreaker was standing on.

The Chad Champion of Tsothchak squealed like a girl as his leg collapsed under him and his foot came off of Ellsbat’s neck. The hamstring slithered up his calf like a contracting elastic band. It was supposed to hurt like a motherfucker. Deathbreaker dropped to the forest floor, screaming and clutching his ankle.

“Fucking hurts, doesn’t it,” Ryan asked, harmonizing mana to the demonfyre. “Not as much as this will.”

He sent a long stream of black flames into the barbarian’s monstrously sized cock and burned it to ash. He did scream louder then, writhing on the ground, dropping the hammer with a clunk to clutch his burning genitals. By then Ellsbat had climbed to her knees, spitting dirt out of her mouth. She started reciting magic and harmonizing mana.

Ryan was already running, not for the Chad, but for Tilly.

There was a flash of magic behind him, and something blurred past him; it was the griefer, tossed in the air by Ellsbat’s anti-gravity magic to be thrown onto a separate section of the palisade. Sickening chicken-bones breaking sound of a wooden stake going through the man’s shoulder so he hung like a Christmas tree ornament not far from the girl.

Reaching Tilly, Ryan grabbed her by the legs.

“Tilly? Tilly!” he yelled at her.

It might’ve only been his imagination, but he thought he saw her eyes flutter.

He took the hilt of the Xerxia sword in both hands and hacked at the stake impaled in her ribs at the base. It took three blows, but the incredibly tough magic blade finally cut through it, and he caught her before she landed roughly on the ground. Pimms shrieked at the sight.

“Oi, you bastard! Show a bit of bloody respect for the bloomin' dead, will ya?”

Ryan ignored her. Gripped the stake in both hands he tugged it out, tossing it aside. Kneeling beside her, he dove into the Mind’s Eye and found the green spark. Then he shoved his hand into the gaping wound in Tilly’s chest and poured energy like water into it, passing the healing energy into the demon girl. There was a long moment where nothing happened, then she gave a convulsive start, coughed out blood and yelled bloody murder. It took all Ryan’s strength to hold her down, one hand still inside her chest, continuing to heal the massive internal trauma.

“Stay down! I’m healing you!” Ryan shouted.

The she-bear, now returned to her normal human form, looked frail and weak, but she blinked up at Ryan calmly. Seeing the barbarian was hanging from the palisade instead of her, she relaxed.

“Did I miss something?” she croaked.

“Tilly?” Pimms whispered, staring at her in shock. She threw herself down beside the much bigger girl and stroked her forehead like a worried mother.

“Hi Pimms… toldya… Rineskull would… come.”

The tiny imp looked at Ryan, awestruck. Tears streaming from her eyes. “Yew… yew brung her back to life?”

He hadn’t. Not really. She was a skinwalker bear demon and they had incredible ability to take damage and heal fast. He’d just caught her before she could succumb to her wounds.

“Wut… wut happen…?” the bear of a girl asked, trembling slightly.

Ryan still wasn’t completely finished but the worst of the internal damage was fixed. He pulled his bloody hand back and concentrated on sealing up the gaping wound – front and back.

“Rineskull…” the girl mumbled. “Are you grabbing my titties?”

“No,” he smiled.

“Why not?” she whined.

“Nah, you daft dimwit! He ain't grabbin' yer tits, he's savin' yer arse!”

“Was I… was I killed?” Tilly’s eyes went wide, nearing panic as she saw the wound in her chest that showed where a log had recently been driven through her heart.

Pimms wiped away tears and changed her tone immediately, pretending she hadn’t been affected by the girl’s near death. “Quit yer blabberin'. Ain't got time for yer whinin' and moanin',” she sniffed.

“Oh… alright Pimms.”

When both the wounds had been sealed shut, and he used the last of his power to heal Ellsbat’s ankle, the four of them gathered around the maimed barbarian.

Tilly picked up the magic hammer and hefted it over one shoulder before walking up to the barbarian cursing and shuddering in pain on the log through his shoulder. She lifted it like it weighed nothing and prepared to bring it down on his head.

“Don’t kill him.” Ryan said.

“Not even a little?”

“Okay fine… maim him.”

The girl shrugged, slammed the hammer into both of his knees, one after the other, leaving them mangled bone and ruined flesh. He screamed at each blow, blubbering for release.

“Tongue,” Ryan said and made a scissor chopping motion.

“I got im,” Pimms said, and she climbed up the angled stake to rest on his shoulder. In one motion the knife sliced past his teeth and she flicked the bit of meat away.

“Necklace,” he said. The tiny imp removed the medallion strung around his neck.

“Why not kill him?” Ellsbat asked.

“Yeah, why?” Tilly echoed.

What Ryan didn’t want to say was that he was afraid the Chad would just be resurrected the moment he died. “I want him to suffer.”

Ryan unstrapped the magic belt from around the musclebound freak’s waist and looked at the medallion. As he expected, the silver disc on a chain was engraved with magic writing. It was an enchanted medallion of wakefulness. One of the missing magic items from the burned guard tower.

“That aught to hold him,” he said in satisfaction. “It’ll take at least three days for him to die of dehydration. We’ll be far away from here by then.”

Tilly and Pimms nodded like it explained everything, but Ellsbat gave him a curious look. “But… how did he know to find us here?” she asked.

He didn’t want to think about that. He had three days to figure it out.

***


Chapter 21   : Hostages

Standing Among the brigand’s camp, Ryan felt uncomfortable surrounded by the sleeping men; like they might all jump up suddenly and then he’d have a whole other fight. He was too tired to even think about it. Physically and mentally drained.

“Do you know where the other prisoners are being held?” he asked the imp and the skinwalker.

“Oh! Yes! We were locked up with them for a short time!” Tilly beamed.

“Such as they are,” Pimms added unhappily.

“Then go free them. And bring them back here.”

“Why me?” the imp complained.

Ryan was about to give her a withering glare and kick her ass, but before he could lose his temper Tilly scooped her up under one arm and they were off up into the tower.

Ellsbat stood staring at the quiet, firelit camp with him a moment then reluctantly picked up one of the spears stacked in a tripod beside one of the primitive shelters.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“It is unpleasant business,” she said stiffly. “But I will assist with dispatching these thieves and murderers from the mortal realm.”

“Oh, we’re not killing them,” he said.

“We’re not?”

“Fuck no. They’re too useful. I need you to find where they keep their firewood stacked; we need some lengths of tree branch, no smaller around than your wrist, each one about two feet long.”

He’d need some sort of lashings too. Leather rawhides would work best; he could take apart the ones holding some of their shelters together. He started gathering what he’d need to tie up the brigands and had disassembled several of the lean-tos when there was a moan from one of the figures laid out on the ground; it was the armored figure of the second-in-command.

Ryan would have bet money the brigand was dead. Instead, he found the tall, helmed warrior still trying to move, moaning. Huh. The chinstrap of his helm had broken and the headgear had been knocked loose. From underneath it, long blonde hair spilled in the firelight.

No… really? He picked up the helmet, exposing the face.

It was a woman.

Shit. Had that been in the game? He’d wiped out this bandit camp a dozen times in the game, but the bandits had all looked alike then; mostly because they used the same sprite. It never called them anything but ‘brigands’ and this one ‘the lieutenant’. Circling her to get a better look he saw a pretty face with delicate features. No wonder the warrior seemed so slender and wiry. She had slim hips but was built like an olympic swimmer. She had pale skin and paler hair that shimmered faint seagreen in the firelight. Looking more closely he saw her exposed cheeks had a pattern like light reflected off waves.

“Oh man, she’s an undine,” he exclaimed.

Undines were another race considered demons in Eldwick. Halfbreed descendants of humans and aquatic fiends. Unusual in these parts. No wonder she’d been able to summon water to quench the fire.

He was distracted by Tilly and Pimms leading a group of prisoners down the wooden ramp into the firelight. They wore long, dress-like robes, were filthy and stocky, and none more than five feet tall. Their features were broad, with strong noses, cheeks and brows. They were trulls… the Eldwick version of dwarves. In real life, they looked a lot like a museum exhibit on neanderthals he’d seen once. Basically human, but crude-featured and thick-necked, with stocky, muscular limbs. In the game this bunch gave you a decent reward if you got them back to Verbinnec, where they had promissory notes that they could redeem from the local trullish moneylender… a cliché miser.

Tilly and Pimms joined him looking at the unconscious lieutenant. A moment later they were joined by Ellsbat, the redhead dropping an armload of sticks at his feet.

“She’s a girl!” Tilly said.

“You clocked that right fast, did ya?” Pimms asked.

“I just mean… good for her. She fought really well.”

“She’s not a girl,” Ellsbat sniffed, unable to stop herself from correcting them both. “A knight templar from Sphinxium in the Grand Duchy of Karmakos,” Ellsbat pointed to the seven-pointed black star on the pale blue surcoat she wore over the chainmail.

Ryan had only been to the Grand Duchy on his way to the Lost Island DLC adventure path. It was way down south, and Sphinxium was the capital city on the coast. He’d never much liked the Southern Principalities and barely knew anything about the place aside from the high-level dungeons he’d looted. It was a place of intrigue in an ancient civilization, like Eldwick’s version of Constantinople or maybe Venice.

“How do you know she’s from Sphinxium?” Ryan asked.

“I read about it. The knights of the city have black stars. The other regions have different colors.”

“A long way to come, just to die like this,” Tilly said sadly.

Ryan couldn’t help but agree. The more he thought about it, the more he wanted to know her story. How did an undine knight cross half the continent to wind up working in a bandit camp? He made up his mind a moment later. He rummaged inside the satchel he wore until he pulled out the wine bottle with the healing draught from the emerald palace. Uncorking it, he poured a small amount into the semi-conscious knight’s mouth. She tried to cough it out, so he held her mouth shut and plugged her nose until she choked it down.

It was enough to stop the bleeding pressure cut on her forehead but not the gash in the leg he’d given her. He had to pour a second dose down her throat then lift up the edge of the chainmail skirt to examine her inner thigh.

“She got any other wouns yer keen on inspectin?” Pimms asked. Tilly giggled.

But the important part was that it worked; the wound stopped bleeding and it returned her dilated pupils to the right size.

“Tie her up with the others,” he ordered Pimms. “Tie their thumbs together behind their backs and then put the stick between their back and their elbows, like this,” he demonstrated. It was nearly impossible to get out of.

“That’s a right slick move. 'Ow'd you suss out 'ow to pull that off?”

He’d once spent a very interesting night with an online date who had her own collection of restraints and fur-lined handcuffs. Not exactly his thing, but he wouldn’t forget it anytime soon.

“Uhh…”

“Oh, I see yer skillset now. Yer've got some kidnapper mileage, ain't ya?”

“Uh, yeah, that’s it,” he shrugged.

***

While the other girls tied up the other brigands, Ryan and Ellsbat approached the lean-to where the three captives were huddled, expecting to find frightened trull prisoners in need of rescue. To his surprise, as he walked up, he was greeted by a group of women who seemed calm and unconcerned.

The game didn’t even bother saying if they were male or female… just… trulls. Huh.

Trulls were the closest thing Eldwick had to classic fantasy dwarves. They were short, stocky, and good with metalworking and magic, but were closer to scandanavian myths about trolls. Otherworldy and unlike humans. Trulls possessed a keen eye for detail and an unwavering commitment to perfection. But there was something primal about them. Almost elemental. Technically they weren’t related to demons, but were distant cousins to fey. That didn’t stop humans from considering them a species of demons

The tallest among them, with a poised demeanor and a hint of superiority, stood up, still with hands cupped around a bowl of warm stew that had been the brigand’s dinner. She, like all of them, has blocky geometric shapes and lines tattooed on her arms, chest and even face.

“You are the leader of this group?” she asked.

“I’m the one who organized all this, yeah.”

“I am Zola, the Meticulous.” She introduced the others as her sisters, including a brief description as if it were a Linkin profile. Standing beside her was Azra, the Sophisticated, whose elegance and refined taste set her apart from the rest. Azra had almost as many tattoos on her face as the eldest sister. Next in line was Kiya, the Assertive, who approached life with a no-nonsense attitude and an unyielding determination. She had only a pair of triangular tatts on her cheeks and three lines on her chin, and was less… uh… built like a brick box than the older two.

Ryan blinked in confusion. "Um, hi there. I'm… Rineskull—” it still felt ridiculous to say it out loud. “And this is Ellsbat. So, you're trulls? How did you end up here in a bandit cage?"

Zola, with a polite yet subtly condescending smile, replied, “Indeed, we are trulls. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Rineskull-hurn. Ellsbat-riva. We travel from the Trondheim mountains to conduct business.”

Azra, her gaze fixed on Ryan, added, “Our encounter with these bandits has proven to be an unexpected disruption to our intended plans. They gravely misrepresented themselves.”

Kiya, her voice firm and authoritative, chimed in, “Indeed, we were under the impression that they were merchants who could provide potential matches for our marriage endeavors.” Of the three of them, the youngest sister looked the closest to a human, almost slender compared to her older siblings.

Ryan scratched his head, trying to comprehend the situation. This was more backstory than the game ever gave you. “Well, that sucks. I’m sorry for your loss. But, um, you ladies seem rather composed despite the circumstances.”

The three conversed together. Then Zola turned back to Ryan. “What is this term, ‘ladies’?”

“Ah, um…” guess that didn’t translate to trullish. “It’s a term given to, um, women of good standing.”

Again, the three put their heads together.

“And you consider us to be women of good standing?”

In the game they were rich, with a lot of money on deposit in the town’s bank. If you treated them respectfully you got a huge reward. “Absolutely, yes.”

Zola, with a polite nod, responded, "We three sisters have been raised with an unwavering commitment to etiquette and decorum. Remaining composed in all situations is of utmost importance."

Azra, her voice tinged with a touch of superiority, added, “Emotional reactions have no place in our interactions. We adhere to a strict code of conduct and rely on reasonable protocol to navigate through life's challenges.”

Kiya, her tone assertive, continued, “Our purpose extends beyond personal matters, encompassing the preservation of our family's legacy and the pursuit of strategic alliances.”

Ryan's eyebrows furrowed, grappling with the cultural nuances.

“Family legacy?”

“Yes… husbands, and to a lesser degree, children.”

Ryan tried very hard not to laugh. “So, let me get this straight. You're seeking husbands as a means to further your family's standing and influence?”

Zola nodded; her expression unchanged. “Indeed, Rineskull-hurn. A successful marriage involves not only companionship but also strategic advantages and the ability to elevate each other's social status.”

Azra added, “Our goal is to secure alliances that align with our family's traditions and ensure a prosperous future. It is a matter of maintaining our prestigious position.”

“At the very least we endeavour to retrieve strong blood to bring back to our clan.”

Strong blood? He must’ve looked confused because Ellsbat leaned close to whisper in his ear. “Trulls have low birth rates, some believe it is because of their isolated communities. Young women often seek out the seed of strong individuals from many races… the strong alchemical essence of their bodies means they can mate with almost anything…”

“Seriously?” he asked her.

“Oh, yes,” she said eyes wide with sincerity. Then she grinned smugly, obviously pleased to know something Ryan didn’t.

Yeah… for a change… enjoy it.

Ryan nodded, starting to understand their perspective. “Well, this certainly puts a different spin on the situation. Love and business seem to go hand in hand for you trulls.”

“Love?” Zola asked. “Please explain what that means.”

“They don’t have a word for that emotion—” Ellsbat began to whisper before Ryan waved her off.

“Yeah… I figured that one out for myself, thanks.”

The Trull sisters huddled together, conversing in their own language, their expressions serious and calculating. After a brief exchange, they turned their attention back to Ryan, their eyes gleaming with determination.

Zola, with a subtle smile, addressed him. “Rineskull-hurn, we have reached a decision. We find your character and skills intriguing. We would like to propose a rather unique arrangement.”

Ryan's smile widened in anticipation of the reward for escorting them to town. “Uh, okay. What kind of arrangement are we talking about?”

Kiya, assertive as her sister had mentioned when introducing her, spoke up. “We wish to inquire about the possibility of purchasing your companionship as our husband, collectively.”

Ryan's jaw dropped, his mind struggling to process the proposition. “Wait, you mean… all three of you… want to marry… me?”

Azra, her tone matter-of-fact, clarified, “Indeed, Rineskull-hurn. We believe that together, we possess the qualities necessary for a harmonious and prosperous union. We are willing to make a substantial financial investment to secure such an arrangement.”

“Hmmmmm,” he rubbed his jaw, grinning at the look of outrage on Ellsbat’s face. “Tempting.”

“What?” the redhead demanded.

Ryan's business sense activated as he tried to find the right words. "Well, that's certainly a… unique offer, but I'm afraid I can't be bought. Sorry ladies.”

“You consider us women of standing but will not marry us?”

“I’m afraid I have a previous engagement. Marriage is not on the table right now."

The three consulted in hushed whispers again.

Azra spoke. “Could we, perhaps, negotiate a fair exchange of goods and services as part of a limited term contract?”

“Which would be?”

“The purchase of your seminal fluids. A fee for each portion and a hefty bonus on successful impregnation.”

“Definitely not!” Ellsbat almost yelled. “Rineskull tell these—”

Ryan clapped a hand over the magic-user’s mouth and smiled politely to the sisters. “Sorry.”

“We have given offense. I gravely regret my lack of judgement. We failed to understand the contractual insemination services you were involved in with Ellsbat-riva. Forgive us Ellsbat-riva, we will now direct our negotiations to you, as the rights-holder of Rineskull’s child-sauce.”

Ellsbat’s anger deflated, and Ryan let her go. “I, um…” she said sheepishly. “I am NOT involved in any such… lascivious… behaviour with this man!”

“You have not retained his baby-making or husbandry services?”

“No! Of course not!”

“He is a fine specimen.”

“I… I… surely hadn’t noticed…”

“Then I fail to see why we would participate in contractual negotiations with you.”

And with that the three trulls turned back to Ryan, ignoring Ellsbat entirely. She fumed.

“Perhaps we should discuss value-added services of a potential mating,” Zola said. “Such as rune-magic. And the forging of magical devices. Also, Kiya has a very tight vagina. Azra is well-versed in the subtle-art of talking dirty – show him, Azra.”

“Oh manly stud,” the trull said like she was reciting the number of her insurance policy. “Give me that big cock. Stir momma’s insides…”

Ryan held his hands up. “Okay I get it…”

“Re-arrange my guts with your horse-hammer, mmmm, yes—”

“I get it!”

Azra stopped abruptly.

“I myself am not unskilled at oral stimulation. Should I demonstrate my lack of gag reflex?” Zola added.

“Ladies! Please! I… I am devastated but I must decline your offer. As painful as it is to say no, I very regretfully must fulfil my existing contract. I have been tasked to fulfill something of great importance, and it would be against my honor to abandon it.”

Zola, her voice laced with a touch of disappointment, replied, “We understand, Rineskull-hurn. It appears our proposal does not align with your timetable. Nevertheless, we thought it best to inquire, as a business-minded approach often yields the most efficient outcomes.”

Ryan chuckled nervously. “I understand completely. No hard feelings.”

Kiya, her demeanor unyielding, responded, “Indeed, we embrace a pragmatic approach to life. We appreciate your honesty, Rineskull-hurn. Should you ever reconsider our proposal, please do not hesitate to inform us. It is my understanding you also travel to Verbinnec village… perhaps our paths will cross again there.”

Azra nodded politely; her expression unchanged. “We bid you farewell for now, Rineskull-hurn. We shall continue our search for suitable alliances.”

Ryan watched as the trullish sisters gathered some belongings from the brigand camp, their confidence unshaken despite the unexpected turn of events. As they prepared to depart, he couldn't help but admire their determination and business acumen. What he would have given for them on his executive sales staff in a past life…

***

The trull sisters set off for Verbinnec before first light, and Ryan didn’t try to talk them out of it. He might find the situation hilarious if it was happening to someone else, but the mood it put Ellsbat in was pissing him off. He made sure the sisters had their pick of food and clothes from the brigands – such as it was – and even gave them thirty silvers for any expenses until they got back on their feet. Each one bowed before they left, and then Ryan could go back to the task of figuring out his next move with the captured brigands.

As the sun rose on the row of bound captives they woke with groggy faces and hopeless expressions as they realised their fate. Tilly lined them up on their knees, hands bound behind their back and walked up and down behind them, making the occasional threat to slit the throat of any man who looked wrong. The men knew the bounty on bandits would be well worth the trouble of carrying their heads back to Hellhound Keep. They cursed their fate and each other and the red beard giant who had brought them to such an end with his poor planning.

The only one who looked calm was the undine. She blinked against the light and Ryan thought he could almost detect a look of relief on her face. Ryan knelt down in front of her, so they were eye level and offered her some water. She took a sip to be polite then shook her head.

“Them first,” she said.

Interesting. She thought of her men first, even men like this. That was a true sign of leadership. He handed the water gourd to Ellsbat and she glared at him a moment before taking it and moving to the other prisoners, tilting a stream of water into the faces of each one, whether they opened their mouth or not.

“Tell me your story, knight, so you don’t die in obscurity on this mountain,” Ryan told her.

The woman considered. “My name is Lenore of Vongsavath.”

“I am Ellsbat, and this is my servant Rineskull,” the magic-user said before Ryan could reply.

“It is good to know the name of the warrior who bested me,” Lenore said calmly. “Tell me one thing in truth: is your plan to bring me to justice for the reward?”

“Reward? Hardly seems worth it,” Ryan said cooly.

“You must be a rich man, then, to live without it.”

“The bounty on the head of bandits is only ten silver coins apiece. And for that I have to go through all the butchery of cutting off heads…” he smiled.

“Ten silvers?” she asked incredulously. “A thousand gold is enough for many to consider returning me to Sphinxium.”

Ryan laughed out loud. “Whaaat? A thousand gold? You got a golden ticket to the Wonka factory inside you?”

“The what?”

“Nevermind. What could you possibly do for that kind of price on your head?”

“I gouged out my uncle’s eye for beating my cousin,” the warrior replied levelly.

“Huh. That doesn’t sound so bad. I thought maybe you started a fire in the Great library of Sphinxium… or stole the heir of the Autocrat’s house, or something.”

“Stole her virginity, maybe,” the warrior snorted. “She’s not a girl of great moral character.”

“Oh? And you know this because…”

“We went to school together. My uncle is the Prime Selector of Sphinxium. My cousin was a boy of six and he used a belt until the child bled.”

“So you…” Pimms made a scooping motion to her eyesocket and made a popping sound with her tongue.

“It was not that intentional. They called it attempted regicide. Friends of my mother abducted me and smuggled me from the city, though I would have stayed to face trial. Once the trial had passed there was no point returning so I wandered north and inland. Months later I wound up in the Kingdom of Eldwick.”

Ryan shared a look with Ellsbat who was looking much more sympathetic after hearing the tale. “From knight to brigand in one easy step, huh?”

The undine tried to shrug with her hands tied behind her back and simply blew hair out of her eyes instead. “I was earning my way as a sellsword – mercenary work is the only trade I am fit to ply. Red Jaime saved me from a pack of gryphons that would have killed me, and I was honor-bound to serve him. It was never my intention to become a highway robber, but honor demanded it.”

“Jaime was the big man with the beard?” Ellsbat asked.

“The one you killed, yes. Can I ask you, why you didn’t kill me?”

The truth was he’d read on a message board once that the someone had made the bandits his personal followers in the game but Ryan could never figure out how it was done. Now he had an idea how to do it.

“Well Lenore of Vongsavath, I could tell you were a warrior of honor and I wanted to offer you a chance at redemption. You and your men. You once served Jaime for sparing your life… would you consider serving me now if I do the same?”

The men all stared. The sudden reprieve took them all unawares.

“How do I know you are a man of honor?” the woman asked.

“Well, I’ve treated you fairly so far, haven’t I?”

The men grumbled. Someone whispered, ‘Fucking stoat’s blood pudding… say yes!’

“You would spare their lives as well?” the undine nodded at the rough collection of brigands.

“If they cooperate, absolutely.”

“Then my life is yours to spare. Ask it and I will swear you my oath,” the blonde said solemnly.

“Sounds like we have a deal. I will cut you loose and hire you – not as bandits, but scouts – on one condition.”

That had their attention. “Go on.”

“Are you aware of the serpentmen in the swamps to the east?”

Some of the men nodded.

“I happen to know the secret to destroying them. It won’t be easy and some of you might not make it back, but you can prove your worth by wiping them out. Bring me back their hides and I will make you my personal retainers. Better pay, no uniforms or saluting, regular meals and you can show your faces in the village of Verbinnec again. No more living like strygs in the woods. What do you say?”

The men traded looks and then their gaze went to Lenore. The knight collected their nods and turned back to Ryan.

“I will honor this bargain. It is fair and just.”

Tilly and Ellsbat gave Ryan an astonished look. Were they impressed or did they think he was crazy?

***


Chapter 22   : Part of the World

Under supervision of the cat, the brigands broke up their camp and collected their weapons and food. The first man to try and shoo it away made the whistling feline grow to the size of a lion and bare white fangs so quickly he tripped and fell into a campfire. After that it was funny just watching the tiny house cat cause the brigands to scatter and fight to keep their distance as it lazily wandered around the camp.

A search of the camp had turned up the stolen gold, as well as some portable loot Jaime had stashed away, but no emerald. Ryan paid ten silver pennies to each of the brigands as a signing bonus but some of the men still grumbled about being forced from their home; a swift beatdown by Lenore on the ringleader and they got in line pretty quick. He wasn’t worried about the emerald bane… he suspected he knew where it was.

Ryan was sitting watching the whimpering form of the griefer impaled on a stake when the undine approached him.

“We’re ready.”

“Don’t forget, smoke em out with as much of this as you can,” Ryan handed her a weed he’d collected from the forest. It was hecubore; it grew pretty much everywhere in the area, and it was poisonous to serpentmen. It was the secret to winning the Ominous Ophidian Swamp quest.

“Expect us in Verbinnec in a week’s time,” the former knight nodded.

After they’d gone, cat trailing them to make sure they kept going, Ryan stayed watching the impaled man and wracking his brain for answers. First of all, it was strange enough having alternate versions of his home world exist, and second why did someone want him dead?

“How am I the bad guy in all this?” he muttered to himself.

“Rineskull?” a voice brought him out of his thoughts. It was Tilly.

She looked almost shy and childlike now that she’d shrunk to her normal size and was wearing oversized clothes from Red Jaime’s wardrobe. The big warhammer from the griefer was balanced over one shoulder. The little imp was perched on top of a brigand shelter nearby, looking nervous.

Here was another problem he’d have to deal with. What was he supposed to do with her now? Or Pimms?

“We… Pimms and me… were wondering… what happens next?” she asked.

Ryan studied her so long she blushed and looked away.

“Indeed, I look forward to the punishment that Rineskull will hand down to this kind of betrayal,” Ellsbat fumed, standing nearby.

“Okay… Let’s take some time at the lake. Have a swim maybe,” he suggested casually.

“The… the lake?” Tilly repeated.

“A swim?” Ellsbat yelled.

“I think we could use the cool down,” he shrugged.

The imp and the skinwalker seemed thrilled with the break, but Ellsbat gave him a suspicious look. Truth was, Ryan was stalling for time. Before they left Ryan threw a rock at the semi-conscious form of the griefer. The eyes popped open and he made a choked sound that might have been begging. He hoped it was.

“Word of advice… stay clear of me next time. I’m bad fucking news,” he said in a low voice and left him there.

As they headed down the track off the mountain, he tried turning his options over and over. If he was smart, he’d kill them. But the thought of it made him feel slightly sick. He could abandon them – leave them on their own in the wilderness, but that was basically a death sentence too. And if they somehow survived, they’d turn up at Verbinnec and he’d just have to deal with them then. So if he couldn’t bring himself to kill them, or ditch them, what did that leave? It twisted in his guts the entire walk down the forested hillside until they emerged near the lakeshore.

In the sunlight and away from the dark memory of the watchtower, the girls cheered up immediately. Everyone ignored the touchy subject of the betrayal or Tilly maybe having been dead, and after a few minutes they even stopped talking about the Chad barbarian Douchebreaker. He found himself smiling at the girls as they chattered… they weren’t so bad. Even if they were noisy and a distraction.

A pleasant distraction in many ways. The kind he could use more of.

Like for instance Tilly’s long bare legs, and smile… or Ellsbat’s amazing curves and runway walk – possibly unconscious – courtesy of her succubus heritage. At the bottom of the mountain they picked their way up the beach with its stones and driftwood until he located a sandy bank. Waiting until Ellsbat was alone, Ryan whispered quietly to her.

“Make sure you keep them here,” he said levelly.

“Of course,” she said, then seeing the look in his eyes she seemed uncertain. “Why?”

He gave her a pained look. “I’m going to decide how to… take care of them.”

She swallowed hard and nodded, eyes wide.

While the girls set up camp for lunch Ryan said he’d go look for more firewood and left them there.

He followed along the bank of the Nissamere until he found the stone cottage half swallowed by the woods. It was little more than a pair of stone walls; all that was left of the tiny structure. He sat there and stared at the water for an hour, turning it over and over in his head. Always coming back to the same choice. Fuck.

He’d have to kill Pimms. Tilly might be angry, but he had no other choice.

Decision made, went back to the beach and shifted into the Ghost World as he approached, unseen and unheard.

Tilly and Ellsbat had stripped down to their undershirts to swim and were dripping wet. Tilly was setting up a pot on a tiny driftwood fire, and the way her form was revealed made him acutely aware of the way he’d met her. Ellsbat had hauled the hem of her robe up to her thighs and was splashing in the water, long pale legs exposed almost to the bright orange patch against the semi-transparent fabric between her legs.

The sun cast its golden rays across the shimmering waters of the lake where the girls had spread out a picnic on the shore; the backdrop of the water and forested hills like a painting in the background. It was a serene moment, a perfect snapshot that Ryan found himself staring at.

What he hadn’t expected approaching them unseen was catching the girls indulging in a leisurely conversation about matters of the heart.

Tilly, her eyes sparkling with curiosity, plucked a ripe blackberry from a pouch she’d collected. She took a deep breath, air filling her lungs and sighed. “My momma always hid me, kept away from the temptations of the world,” she confessed, her voice soft and tinged with longing. “But lately, I've felt this wild urge…”

“Like a caged bird desperate to spread its wings?" Ellsbat said.

“Nah… more like wanting to catch that bird spreading its wings and… and devour it.”

The redhead clearly hadn’t been expecting that reply.

Pimms, her laughter like a raucous parrot, leaned back against the trunk of a towering oak tree. She was naked, her tiny imp tail, horns and miniature woman’s body exposed. Her gaze wandered across the tranquil lake, a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

“Ah, my sweet Tilly,” she chuckled. “The bleedin' world is a right ol' tapestry of desires, innit? You ain't even scratched the surface, I tell ya.”

“You mean love?”

“I mean anal,” the imp winked.

At Ellsbat’s scandalized look and Tilly’s uncomprehending one, the imp went on “There's a fire burnin' within ya, yearnin' to be set free. Uncover yer passion, and ye'll find yerself in a whole new world of pleasure."

“I’ve only uncovered my passion the one time,” Tilly said. “But hey-stranger! It was something pure delightful! I’d do it again in a heartbeat!”

The imp sat up, leaning forward eagerly. “Cut the chit-chat and give me the bleedin' juicy bits! I don't need no fancy words or grand tales. Just spill the gritty beans, the saucy bits that make me blood pump faster!”

The skinwalker demon suddenly seemed much younger as she grinned and leaned forward. “Well first of all, he smelled UH-maz-ING,” she exclaimed. “And I was getting all hot down there… if you know what I mean.”

“Damn! Just from smelling him? Usually a fella has to buy me a drink first! Don't hold back, now. Lay it on thick and make it worth me while.”

“I just wanted it all in my mouth! I wanted to gobble him up whole… like… like catching a juicy mole rat!”

“You did what?” Ellsbat cried.

“I know, I know it seems crazy, right? But I licked that salty steak up and down and he loved it!”

Ellsbat looked pale.

“But then I got this whole other hunger, down in my belly-like… and I’m thinking, I want this inside me alright, but in the itchy place.”

“Itchy place?” Ellsbat swallowed.

“You mean yer madge?” Pimms asked.

“I don’t know. What’s that?”

“That’s where you fuck, darling!”

“You two!” Ellsbat stood up, fists balled and furious. “Stop talking this instant! You don’t refer to your innermost treasure as… as…”

“Yer muff? Quim? Buttered notch?” Pimms suggested.

“As something so crude!”

“Oh, so miss bookworm’s gonna tell us all about it then. Right, Tilly, me ol' pal, settle in and let's 'ave the expert weave us a tale. Time to enlighten our ignorant souls with a bit of knowledge. Come on then, expert, don't keep us waitin'. Paint us a vivid picture, and let us in on the secrets.”

On the spot, Ellsbat looked petrified. She nervously fingered the hem of her under-chemise, eyes drifting to the ripples on the water with a mixture of yearning and hesitation. “Love has always been a distant dream for me,” she confessed, her voice carrying a sudden vulnerability. “I know those of my blood are not known for their… chastity… but I’ve always been a bit of an outcast. I was raised by humans…”

“No shit!”

“It’s true. But I admit… deep down, there's a fire burning within, a hunger that refuses to be ignored. I too want to experience the intoxication of a connection, to be swept away by the currents of desire.”

“Slut,” Pimms chuckled.

“You!” Ellsbat snatched up a rock and pitched it at the imp’s skull, but the tiny woman easily dodged.

Pimms turned her gaze to Ellsbat, her expression gentle yet knowing. “Darling, love is a force as potent as magic,” she whispered, her voice carrying the weight of experience. “Love ain't no walk in the park. It's a wild beast, both tender and fierce, like a lion with a velvet tongue. It can make ya weak in the knees one minute and demandin' every ounce of your being the next. It's about surrendering to the unknown, taking risks, and embracing the ecstasy that awaits. Ye want my advice? Open y’rself to the possibilities, and y'll discover a whole world o’ passion.”

“That’s… that’s actually quite beautiful…” Ellsbat whispered. “You’re a sage on matters of the heart.”

The tiny imp eyed Ellsbat. “I don’t mean open yer heart. I mean yer legs. Like this one time, I met this gunnybug fairy. Cock like a donkey! Now you’re thinking what I was thinking, right? How’s she gonna make this fit? I mean, I wanted the pearly shower bad. But I’m gonna be tasting it in the back of my throat iffen I’m trying to ride that anaconda!”

Ellsbat stared a moment then burst out laughing. A moment later Tilly joined her and then all three girls were rolling on the beach, howling with laughter. A moment of pure, unfiltered companionship.

The thought of ruining it made Ryan’s stomach hurt. He turned away, walking back up the beach.

He didn’t belong here. He Looked at his ghostly hands and clenched them. What was he doing? Lurking like a ghost in the world, ready to murder that fucking imp for stealing from him? Ever since he’d got here, he’d held back… not really embracing the fact he’d been reborn in what his childhood self would consider paradise. While the girls back there were hungry for life and experience, he was literally hiding from it.

Ready to burn it all. For what?

He’d arrived back at the crumbling stone wall of the ruined cottage. He snuffed out the red ember and found himself back in the normal dimension. He sat down on the rubble, staring out across the lake. The expression on Ellsbat’s face when Pimms started talking about fucking a gunnybug had been priceless. He chuckled just thinking about it.

“Yeah, stop being such a gloomy fucker… what have you got to complain about? Power, good looks, cute girls?”

By the time he got back to the beach, the food was finished cooking and Tilly was weaving flowers into a crown. The scent of wildflowers danced in the air, mingling with the tantalizing aroma of their improvised feast.

Tilly caught him watching her and bent low, keeping eye contact while she purposefully exposed the view of her tits down the open front of her chemise. Maybe spotting her competition, Ellsbat made a show of tying her hair up on top of her head, presenting her magnificent chest stretched against the thin fabric of her shift.

Yikes! Better watch out for those landmines. Last thing he needed was a girl fight.

“Hungry?” Pimms asked, following his gaze.

“Let me get you something to eat,” Tilly offered.

Ryan pulled Ellsbat aside and whispered in her ear. “You know that thing we talked about? Forget about it.”

He was genuinely surprised to see the relief on her face. As they were about to set into the meal Ryan watched Pimms reach for some of the roast pork and shook his head.

“None of that for you,” he told her.

“Oi, what am I s'posed to stuff in me gob then?”

He tossed her the sack of berries Tilly had collected. “All of it,” he told her.

“That’ll make me right sick!”

“You better hope so. Because if you can’t give me back the emerald you swallowed by tonight I’ll have to cut it out of you.”

There was a long moment of startled disbelief around the campfire until Pimms broke it with a loud laugh. “Blimey, I should've bloody known! You got me, didn't ya? Guess I was a right fool thinkin' it was a clever idea to gobble down that bleedin' emerald!”

***

The imp spent the afternoon forcing herself to down the entire contents of the sack until she was starting to look green. When she excused herself to find a quiet spot in the woods, Ryan followed her in the Ghost Walk to make sure it wasn’t a clever trick to escape.

As soon as she was out of sight of the others, the imp looked visibly less distressed and pausing to make sure she wasn’t followed, the imp changed direction to circle back through the woods in the direction that would bring her to the Dragonstone bridge. Ryan was getting ready to accept the idea he’d have to burn her to ashes when the tiny woman paused. Shaking her head, the imp slowly made her way back, found a comfortable spot and dropped her trousers.

Ryan came up on her blind side and returned from the Ghost World hidden by a tree.

“Pimms, I figure it’s about time we had a talk,” Ryan told the her, stepping out.

The tiny woman was squatting on a downed tree as a seat, pants around her ankles, looking miserable.

“Can’t a girl get any peace and quiet when she’s dyin?” she moaned past her berry-stained lips.

The big bag of berries Tilly had collected was empty, and the tomb robber was groaning in misery after eating the entire thing. It was the best laxative he could think of.

“You’re not dying.”

“I wish I were!” she moaned, clutching her belly.

“Hey, I’m not the one who thought it would be a good idea to swallow an emerald as big as an egg.”

“You’ll get what you want, dammit! I made a promise to Tilly and I mean to keep it. So there’s no sense hoverin around like a ghoul waiting for me to shite a brick!”

Ryan leaned against a tree. “So tell me how it happened then.”

Between moans and doubled over with effort, the tiny imp went on in her rambling way about what had happened the day after she’d stolen the emerald. He had to admit, he couldn’t fault her stubbornness. When she and Tilly had run into brigands at the ruined manor, she’d quickly swallowed the gem to conceal it. When Tilly’s life had been threatened by Red Jaime she’d revealed the existence of the gem, but lied and told the brigands she’d hidden it somewhere in the wilderness. It had kept them alive long enough for Ryan and Ellsbat to catch up.

Ryan stayed quiet and crossed his arms. “The fact that you let yourself be tortured to save Tilly is the only reason I don’t cut it out of you,” Ryan told her. “But let’s you and I talk about something else.”

“What do you want then?”

“You know, Pimms," Ryan began, “It's quite a sight watching you go about the world. Always looking for the angle that suits you best. Looking out for number one. That’s why you had a good thing and fucked it all up by robbing me.”

Pimms chuckled, raising one eyebrow. “Can't fault a girl for survivin', can ya now? We all gotta look out for ourselves.”

“A true mercenary, doing whatever suits yer interests best. You would’ve made a good CEO.”

“I ain't got a clue what yer see-eyo is, but I'm dead certain this world's a bloodthirsty mess,” she shrugged.

Ryan's gaze hardened as he locked eyes with her. “I see the way you operate, the walls you put up to keep others out. But trust me, there might come a day when you meet someone, or maybe even several someones, who make you question your own self-interest.”

Pimms scoffed, then winced at a stomach cramp. “And what makes ya think that, mate?”

Ryan's voice softened. “Because I've been there. It's a strange thing, Pimms, when you start to care about others. Turns out, it’s not so bad after all. You risked your life to keep Tilly alive. Makes me think there’s hope for you.”

Pimms' eyes narrowed, a flicker of curiosity mixing with her skepticism. "Lemme guess… You're sayin' there's more to life than just lookin' out for meself?"

Ryan nodded, a small smile playing on his lips. “Pimms… there's a whole world out there filled with connections and possibilities. And who knows, one day you might find yourself having a change of heart. When you meet the right people, they'll make you question everything you thought you knew. Even a crusty old imp like you."

“Get to the meat, stop chewing the fat,” the tiny woman said.

“I’m saying it looks like you might have to stick around a bit longer, just to see if I’m right.”

“You really… really not gonna run me off? You sayin you want me to stay?”

Ryan nodded.

Pimms straightened up, wincing, her gaze lingering on Ryan. “Well, ain't that somethin'?”

Ryan chuckled, extending a hand towards her. "Welcome to the strange world of second chances, Pimms.”

Pimms eyed his outstretched hand, contemplating her next move. With a mischievous glint in her eyes, she finally reached out and clasped his hand firmly, her tiny hand lost in his larger one.

“Who you calling ‘old’?” she asked. “You’d be lucky to ga a piece o’ this cherry pudding!”

For a moment, eyeing the naked little shortstack, he was curious how that might even work.

“Ha! Made ya picture it!” Pimms crowed before she turned and scampered back to the beach. “Oi Tilly, guess who’s wantin to shove his trout in my weir!”

“Who?” the girl shouted innocently from where she’d been eavesdropping.

Fuuuuuck…

***

After the day passed and Ryan lay back under a tree, watching the sunset over the water, Pimms and Ellsbat approached while the skinwalker girl cleaned up the camp. The imp had to jog to take three steps for every one of the leggy redhead’s.

“Head’s up,” the imp said and tossed something at him.

He caught the emerald and sniffed it. “I hope you washed it first,” he told the tomb-robber.

Pimms grinned evilly. “I reckon that makes us square, hey?”

“Not even close,” Ryan said.

“I can't bear this a minute longer,” the imp’s shoulder slumped. “Just spit it out, what's yer grand plan for us?”

“What do you mean?”

"Don't play the innocent, mate. I know you've got somethin' cookin' in that devious mind of yers. So spill the beans, spill 'em fast. What's the plan? Don't leave me hangin' here like a damsel in distress.”

“We all want to know,” Ellsbat said.

Ryan lay back and watched the sunset paint the clouds orange and pink. “That bastard we left up there keeps coming after us. I figure we better go find some answers about him before next time.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Ellsbat asked.

“It has to do with doing something damn dangerous, and the only way to make sure we don’t all die is if we have help. That’s why. She and Tilly can start paying me back by helping us in the toad-god’s temple.”

“The toad’s what?”

“Tsothcanth’s temple. It’s hidden between here and the town.”

“Welp, good bleedin' luck with all that, mate. I'm rootin' for ya, wishin' ya well.”

“You’re coming with,” he told her.

“Me?” she asked. “Temple of evil , mate! I'm as inconspicuous as a cockroach on a fancy carpet. I'll be lucky if I don't end up squashed under some bloke's boot. I was thinkin’ to just stay ‘ere.”

“No chance.”

“What? For Frith’s sake, why?”

“Suit yourself, Tilly is coming with. You can go your own way. But I think you won’t.”

The imp looked like she wanted to object but kept her mouth shut. Finally she ground out, “Walk into a cursed temple? Are you off yer nut? How d'you reckon we'll make it out alive?”

“You’re smart, you’ll figure it out. That’s what you do, Pimms. You rob graves.”

“Well, ain't that a walk in the park? Just the measly three of us.”

“Four if we count Tilly,” he grinned. “You saw what she could do last night, don’t underestimate her.”

The redhead sighed and sat down beside him. “I know you aren’t going to send that girl to do your fighting for you. What is your plan, really?” she asked.

She was starting to get to know him. “I might know a few shortcuts if you can fly that’ll get us past most of the temple guardians. You’re going to swoop us right in with a spell, then you’re going to practise that firewerk spell and burn the undead that we can’t avoid.”

“Undead?” she whispered, horrified.

“Then I’ll kill anyone left over. Simple. It’ll all be on you.”

“Me?”

“You want to test out your new magic, don’t you?”

“But I barely even used the new spells!” she said, alarmed at the idea of taking on the undead temple.

“You have until sunrise to practise. Get started.”

“You forget who the servant and the master are!” the redheaded magic-user glared at him.

That made Pimms give him a curious look.

“Of course, I await you mastering the spell,” he said.

Ellsbat gathered herself and stomped off to find a quiet place to study, leaving Ryan and the tiny woman. Even standing while he was sitting down the imp was only eye-height.

“How's anyone to know I won't scarper off again?”

“I don’t. But I’ll take the chance because I think there’s more to you, Pimms. Welcome to being part of the world.”

“An what a world it is. Strike me pink, it's like staring at a pile of manure and hoping it'll turn into roses. Bloomin' mess is enough to make me guts churn with disgust.”

He couldn’t help but smile. “Sure that’s not the berries talking?”

“Right you are; between that and a size 10 coal chute I won’t be shitting right for a bleedin' month.”

***

Ryan went to sleep feeling good about the day. Accomplished, in a way he’d never felt in his old life. At least in this world he had something to show for all his work at the end of the day. They said people who made something with their hands enjoyed a better quality of life, and he believed it. He slept better that night than he ever had working in an office. Exhausted… but in a good way. Ryan laid back, eyes heavy with fatigue, and his thoughts drifted into the realm of dreams.

And within an hour was woken up by a horndog succubus.

Again.

The night had covered the camp in a hush, the dying embers of the fire making a warm glow on the sleeping figures of his group. He’d expected the battle-weary girls would have been out until morning – including Ellsbat – but that turned out to be wishful thinking.

He’d known something was wrong when his dreams went weird. He’d been back in his sixth-grade middle-school – the same age he’d been when he started playing the Land of Eldwick game – and knew something was up when his dowdy home-room teacher had been replaced with a tight-sweatered hottie who took off her glasses and invited him to the front of the class while her sweater puppies threatened to escape from her cardigan…

It was so wrong that it broke him out of his sleep, and he jolted awake in his bedroll by the campfire.

The stillness of the night was nothing but rustling leaves as wind shook the tree branches overhead, and the soft criiiip-criiiip of bugs looking to get lucky. A voice emerged, soft and alluring, sending the hair on his arms to stand up. It was Ellsbat; the repressed succubus was talking in her sleep, her lips curving into an unconscious smile.

“Mmm… that's perfect,” her voice caressed the night air, laced with a sultry undertone. She shifted slightly under her blanket, her bare leg escaping into the night air as if to receive the dream's tender touch.

As Ellsbat's sleepy pillowtalk continued, the firelight dancing along with her whispers, casting an air of horny enchantment on the whole camp.

Literally.

As the redhead enjoyed her nocturnal muffin-buttering, Ryan began to feel uncomfortably warm. At first, he thought it was just the wool blanket, but when the erection starting pitching a circus tent with it he knew it was succubus magic. Goddam. All well and good for her to wet-dream her way into dreamland, he was left with his dick in his hand… and not metaphorically.

Not again…

If he was lucky he’d have to suffer through another long night of undiluted arousal – getting a contact-horniness off the demon. If he was unlucky he’d have to fight her off in her sleep.

“Oh, yes, right there…” Ellsbat's voice hummed, her words drawing a throb from Ryan’s cock. “I told you, it's not about the wings, it's all in the hair.”

Nearby, Pimms stifled a chuckle.

Fuck, he’d almost forgotten Tilly and the imp were there. What would they think of all this? A glance told him Tilly was still asleep nearby, sprawled on her side.

“Deeper… mmmhmmmm, wherever you like...” Ellsbat giggled like a schoolgirl.

“Cor, it's a right wonder she ain't exploded, keepin' all that clam-thrashin hidden away inside 'er, innit?”

The imp was sleeping in the branch of a tree above the camp, like a monkey. Her eyes glittering in the dark as she grinned. “Blimey, 'ow long's she been sufferin' like this, then?” she whispered.

“I have no idea,” Ryan whispered back. “All her life, for all I know. She’s been like this since I met her.”

“Yes, right there, in the… that's a clever use of moonbeams! I should write that down...”

Pimms chuckled evilly. “An ‘ow long you been sufferin, Rineskull?”

From her bird’s eye view his hardon had to be obvious.

“That’s it, I’ve had it! I’m waking her up this time!” he was tired of suffering for her sake.

“I wouldn't go doin' that if I were you. Wakin' up a succubus mid-dream, that could 'ave some right dangerous consequences.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ryan asked the imp.

Pimms leaned over, whispering with a mischievous grin, “I mean, she could go all feral, givin' in to 'er animal instincts, and... well, you don't wanna know what comes next.”

He’d already had a taste of it.

“Wait, don't stop... That cloud feels amazing...” the redhead moaned.

“Fucksakes…”

Ryan got up and, making sure the cat was still awake and watching the camp, he tossed his blanket around his shoulders in an attempt to disguise his condition and started to leave the camp.

“Where yer off to?”

“Taking a swim in a cold lake,” he snapped.

As he left, the succubus’ dream words followed him. “My, my, that's quite the enchanted bathtub you've got there.”

Her voice grew fainter, gradually fading in the distance as he tramped through the bush towards the lake. Breaking out of the trees into the moonlight he saw the beach spread out before him like it was covered in frost. The sharp edges of shadows on the far bank from the trees that ringed the Nissamere joining with the trees to form a spiky silhouette. He stood in the chill air a moment before tossing the blanket aside, kicking off his boots and stripping naked.

Still sporting the rock-hard flagpole, he carefully felt his way into the water by touch with his toes and taking a deep breath, plunged into the lake.

The cold water closed over him, a shock, and also a welcome bath of coolness. He surfaced, gasping for air and stood in the shallow water, waiting to see if it cooled things off downstairs.

Nothing.

He wasn’t a great swimmer but he was competent enough. He dove into the water, cutting his way a dozen yards out then turning and coming back. He rolled onto his back, staring up at the stars while he floated.

And he still had a mainmast poking up from the water.

He stayed in until his teeth were starting to chatter and he had to use Mind’s Eye energy to resist the cold, but it still wouldn’t soften his hard cock. Defeated, he swam back to shore and arriving there saw a figure sitting by the water’s edge, waiting for him.

Tilly.

“What are you even doing out here?” Ryan asked her, wading from the lake, water running off him. Her eyes immediately went to his cock. He was determined not to be embarrassed by it. She stood up and walked to meet him, wrapped in her blanket.

“I… I think I must be dreaming. You were in my dreams… and we were… nevermind. I thought I woke up, but I was feeling… warm and funny. And Pimms said a night swim might cool me down. And now I think I must still be dreaming because here we are again…”

Goddam that imp…

He paused a few feet away from her, meeting her curious, innocent eyes. “The magical effects of a succubus dreaming can be… disturbing.”

And she wound up and slapped him across the face.

“Ow, why’d you do that?” She wasn’t a small girl, and he could still feel the sting.

“I thought maybe if I was still in a dream that would snap me out.”

“I don’t think I’m dreaming!” he snapped. “If you think you’re dreaming how would hitting me wake you up?”

“Well… let’s focus on the upside, it’s real and you’re not dreaming.”

Ryan stared at her. She was a sweet girl… not the brightest though. Moving to his blanket he wrapped it around himself and sat down, looking out on the moonlit lake. A moment later Tilly joined him, sitting close. They sat in silence for a while before Ryan wondered if all skinwalkers were like her.

“Tell me something. What are other skinwalkers like?” he asked.

She seemed a bit surprised by the question but answered right away. “I barely remember, but they are quite nice. A bit rough sometimes, though.”

“Oh? Tell me more.”

“I remember growin' up, we'd have big bonfires and howl at the moon on nights like this. Mama used to say it was a sacred tradition, passed down through generations. We might not have fancy books, but we got our own kind of wisdom.” She paused. “Can I ask what humans think about people like me?”

“Humans? Oh… they’ve mostly been taught demons are dangerous. Especially shapeshifting animals like you. That they hunt them.”

“What? Well, mama taught me how to hunt by the light of the moon just like this, but not people; how to track rabbits through the woods. We're a simple folk, but we stick together. We ain't got much use for town folks and their ways. We live off the land, hunt our own food, and honor the moon and the stars. It's a peaceful life, really. Sometimes, humans don't understand us. They think we're strange or dangerous. But really, we're just protectin' our way of life and lookin' out for one another.”

“That’s the kindof misunderstandings that start wars, between humans and demons. It’s why I’m here.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. Dagonestra, the Mother of Demons, sent me here to stop the war that’s coming.”

“Really?” she blurted. Stared at him like he had just landed from a cloud and glowed with his own halo.

“Yeah… to save demons like you and…” he’d been about to say ‘make more demons’ when he thought better of it.

“And?’

“Well, let’s just say Dagonestra thinks there aren’t enough demons and I should help change that,” he said, hiding his thoughts.

But the girl saw right through it. “Oh, that; then why wouldn’t you just take advantage of that and breed Ellsbat when she’s in heat?”

Ryan tried not to look embarrassed. “Listen, Tilly. I don’t know what skinwalkers do in their society, but where I’m from you don’t just start fucking a girl in her sleep. It’s… well it’s not exactly romantic for one thing. What kind of pervert do you think I am?”

“Oh… I didn’t mean that!”

“Better not.”

“Of course not! You’re a hero.”

That caught him off guard. “No, I’m not.”

“Of course you are!”

He avoided her adoring look and stared out at the lake. A long moment later she put her hand on his shoulder and the heat of the contact almost made his cock start jumping by itself. Goddam… calm the fuck down!

“Rineskull…”

“Hmmm?” the heat from the girl’s body was making him lightheaded. He could feel his pulse pounding. If anything his dick was stiffer than before.

“I lied. I came here for a… different reason.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, I could explain, or I could just show you.”

And with that the girl dropped her blanket to expose her naked body. One hand went between her legs and rubbed. “I’m so gushy… see?”

Ryan’s brain was melting. His war against whatever succubus mojo was making him horny nearly defeating him already. And seeing the hot, naked girl glowing in the moonlight temporarily froze his brain and paralyzed his eyes, lungs and mouth, hanging open.

“I don’t think I can bear it… you must be feeling the same thing I am…” she moaned. “I can scent you… and I smell something I’m craving.”

Ryan’s hand reached out by itself and ran through her hair. The girl shivered.

“Y-you said you can’t just f-fuck a girl in her sleep because it’s forbidden…” Tilly said breathlessly.

“That’s right,” he breathed.

“What if… what if the girl isn’t asleep… an… an she wants you to. Is that even allowed?”

“Fuck yes…”

“Are you sure it’s not forbidden? I wouldn’t want to be shunned by my new tribe.”

In reply he pulled her close and they were kissing. Her mouth warm, her body warmer as he pulled her against him. She moaned and shivered at his touch, almost whining for more as he broke away to kiss her neck and her bare shoulder.

“Where do I start?” she sighed. “Oh! I remember now.”

And then she was bent over his lap, long tongue lapping at his dripping cock, slurping every drop of slipperiness as she moaned and then plunged her mouth around him, sucking and working him back and forth. Ryan gave in to it as the young woman hungrily tasted him everywhere. Felt the first tiny bit of relief he’d felt all night long from the ache in his balls. She finally came up for air and climbed up to cuddle him.

“Aint it weird to put it in my mouth?”

“Don’t you want to?” he asked.

“No! I sure like it, only I wasn’t sure if you did…”

Ryan pushed the girl back into his blanket and began to kiss his way down her neck until he took turns sliding each of her tits in his mouth and the girl temporarily lost control of her thoughts, only able to make moans and growls. He paused a moment to admire the curves of the naked girl under him, stroking his hands over her sides.

“Is something wrong? Am I not doing well?” she whispered.

In reply he slid his fingers along the swollen, slippery folds between her legs and her entire body arched, gasping. He played with her soaking wet lips, circling her clit and, finally, sliding inside her. Finally she gave a feral growl and threw herself at him. Eyes glowing yellow. She knocked him flat in his back and plunged her mouth around his cock, taking it so deep in such a hurry that she gagged. But she didn’t stop. Trying to force him all the way down, gasping and catching her breath whenever she could.

He was throbbing before they’d even started, and now he was ready to explode. Could he just let himself go? Like this? It seemed the smart thing to do… at least if he didn’t want to get the girl pregnant. He was just about to let himself come, his balls tightening, when the girl pulled away. Mouth popping off his soaking cock. Leaving his flagpole throbbing with aggravation.

“Its not helping things!” she cried in frustration. “I like it but it’s only making things down there get worse!”

Fuuuuuck! If she this was all part of a plan to get him to pound her pussy she was a genius…

“Your scent is getting so much stronger now… all over the place… filling my head. I feel so… warm…” the girl moaned, practically rocking back and forth on hands and knees.

He wasn’t made out of stone… or most of him anyway; his cock was rock hard. There was only so much any red-blooded demon could take before he just… had to… take what he needed.

In one swift motion he was behind the girl. Pushing her forward so she gasped with excitement, he grabbed her by the hips and felt his hardon slide between her ass cheeks and then over her wet slit, aching to get inside her.

“Wait… wait!” she moaned. “Let me lift my backside up for you…”

As she arched her back his cock found her entrance and both of them gave a loud cry of relief as he drove forward, stretching her open as his cock buried in her wet pussy with a single thrust.

“Ungh… be gentle, you’re so big!” she cried. But only a few moments later, his dick resting so deep in her he stretched her insides, she whined a different tune.

“You’re so deep… it feels so good…” she panted, tongue hanging from her mouth as her fingers clawed the ground. Her hips were moving on their own.

He started driving into her. He felt like his insides were a hornets nest, surging and stinging and seeking release. A bone-deep ache he could only scratch by driving into her hard and fast, pounding her until she shook and cried in messy ecstasy.

“I wanted this for so long… I needed this so badly. I finally get to have a mate break me open… fill me up…” she whined and moaned, the words catching in her throat as he gripped her hair and thrust faster.

“I can’t wait for you to breed me!” she moaned.

The words made his brain freeze but she was so busy grinding against him he couldn’t hold back and her twisting insides squeezed him with the offer of sweet release.

“I need this!” she panted, almost howling as she groaned loud and fast.

They were crashing together, each in perfect rhythm, lost to everything but moving together. Then she was suddenly coming. Something like a dam breaking inside her made her mind shatter, her body gush hot.

Her cries startled an owl out of a tree overhead. A deer panicked and ran through the underbrush and a rabbit nearby froze in shock, like it was caught in headlights, staring at the writhing shape of the bear-girl as she thrust back hard into him and came around him, pouring hot and wet. Her insides rhythmically squeezing him so he couldn’t make it stop, he pumped his throbbing cock deep inside her, creaming her insides until he felt a pint lighter.

Tilly arched her back, throat open as she roared at the moon, body shaking so violently she lost her balance and collapsed face first, crying out into the blanket as he finished inside her and she shuddered and came again.

“Fill me up master, make me yours. Make me yours!”

The two of them collapsed together, slippery and burning, but spent and satisfied. The girl didn’t speak again. Could only cling to him, planting soft kisses all over his face and neck before snuggling against him. Ryan held her, feeling content, mind fuzzy, until her breathing slowed and gradually changed to a light snoring as she fell asleep against him.

But Ryan couldn’t sleep. He thought he could, but as the minutes stretched and the moon moved across the sky, he was wide awake. Not nearly as spent as he should be. He thought he heard something moving in the bushes but knew anything dangerous would have been taken out by the cat. Probably just Pimms, jackin it like a peeping Tammy.

Eventually he drifted off, warmed by the figure curled against him.

***

Ryan awoke to the soft rustle of leaves in the early morning breeze, a contented warmth enveloping him. The soft light of dawn gently filtering through the trees. The morning sun painted the sky with soft pastels, casting a serene reflection on the tranquil lake. He stretched, feeling a warmth and contentment he hadn't experienced in a long time. Glancing beside him, he found the naked form of Tilly still asleep, her peaceful expression telling of a night well spent. A sly smile played on his lips. Goddam… that was a night for the memoirs.

He sat up, suddenly aware of someone else nearby. It was Ellsbat, sitting at the edge of the trees, her wings draped around her like a cloak. The redhead looked out over the lake. Her eyes were distant, lost in thought.

As he rose and made his way towards her he couldn’t help but notice she was in her fully demon form. She sat there, wings wrapped around her like a protective shroud, her eyes staring into the fog that hung over the surface.

"Morning, Ellsbat," Ryan greeted her casually.

She nodded without lifting her eyes. “For some, obviously…”

She turned to him, her eyes a mix of emotions that he couldn't quite decipher. Fuck… so much for a calm moment to start the day. He refused to be intimidated and settled beside her, the gentle breeze rustling through her long red hair. “Spill it, what's on your mind?”

Her voice quivered as she began, “Last night… something transpired between you and Tilly, didn't it?"

Ryan's brows knitted in confusion. “How did you—"

Ellsbat stopped him with a wave of her taloned hand. “These things aren't hidden from me. I watched as you and Tilly shared a moment that I couldn't ignore.”

“Whoa there. Time out. You were watching us?”

Realising what she’d said the girl blushed. “When I found my servant was missing I went in search of him.”

Ryan's jaw tightened as he considered his response. This was a conversation he had been trying to avoid. He cared about Ellsbat, Dagonestra help him, but he did. The silly demon just seemed incapable of being clear about her feelings. It was maddening.

Ellsbat's voice trembled. “Rineskull… how could you? We're on a quest of utmost importance, and you… you abandon it for the first girl to come along? Have you no loyalty? Your actions are akin to the betrayal of Galdoran the Deceiver, who, seduced the rightful heir of the Stormwatch to claim power for himself!”

Ryan's eyes narrowed as he listened to her berate him. He had no clue who the fuck Galdoran was but by the sound of Ellsbat’s histrionics his banging Tilly would go down in history. Before Ellsbat could continue her tirade, Ryan leaned in closer, his gaze unwavering. “Ellsbat,” he said firmly, “Before you accuse me of stealing the One Ring for myself, maybe you better take a hard look in the mirror, huh?”

He watched as her accusatory expression faltered and gave way to confusion.

“W-what do you mean?” she stammered.

Ryan sighed; it felt like a cheap shot, but he had to finally point out the 800-pound demon in the room. “It was your succubus magic, Ellsbat. While you were asleep, your powers… they affected the whole camp.”

“Lies…” she said, appalled.

“Yeah, sorry to break it to you, but you were pumping out 50-thousand watts of hardcore succubus fuck-vibes last night. I’m surprised the trees didn’t start humping.”

Ellsbat's eyes widened in shock as the truth settled in. Her haughty attitude dissolved into a mask of shame and regret, and she looked away, unable to meet Ryan's gaze.

“So before you go getting all ‘greatest betrayal since Stormwatch’ on me, you have to know Tilly and I... we didn't exactly have control over our actions.”

As the weight of Ryan's words struck her, Ellsbat’s wings drooped and withered like a wilting flower. Her shoulders slumped, and her radiant glow dimmed. She was crumbling like a sandcastle. Geez, not like she’d murdered someone… why was she taking it so hard?

Tears welled up in her eyes as she finally understood the root of the problem was her, and she turned away.

“I… it is my shame. I regret you were f-forced to bear it…”

She looked more vulnerable than he’d ever seen her, and they’d met with her tied up by ten strygs who were about to use her for their games. In that moment Ryan felt like an asshole for saying what he did; he’d crushed her spirit. She looked sick at the realization of the consequences of her actions.

“Ellsbat,” he began, “Even I can tell you're trying to repress your succubus instincts, and it's causing your powers to leak out, affecting everyone around you. Have you ever asked yourself why?”

“Of course I know why!” she almost shouted, tearfully. Her face twisted in a grimace of guilt, her wings shifting restlessly behind her. “Do you have any idea what it’s like being stared and pawed at and drooled over by everyone with a pulse?” she stammered, her wings folding in closer to her body, “I've been closing off my powers because I… because I like you. And I’m afraid.”

“Afraid of what?” he asked, genuinely startled.

“I’m afraid to be with you because of my succubus powers. I like you, more than I can express, but I wanted you to want me for me, not just because my heritage arouses you with magic enchantment!"

Ryan could see the internal struggle inside her. She was genuinely torn. Her usually vibrant, fiery spirit was doused with cold water. Fragile as a match flame in the wind. He reached out and gently placed a hand on her shoulder, causing her to flinch but look up at him with her glowing red eyes like a deer in headlights.

“Ellsbat,” he said softly, “I do like you, for who you are.”

She blinked. Ryan watched as Ellsbat's face shifted through a series of emotions, from guilt to hope, and now something else. Her eyes glistened as she finally saw the truth. “You... you like me?”

“What’s not to like? It's not just because you're a succubus. It's because of who you are as a person, your stubbornness, your sense of humor, your bravery. Even the way you can’t let a bit of magic beat you until you master it. I like you, Ellsbat, for you. Your powers, your charm, they're just a part of what makes you, well… you. And they're a part I've come to appreciate. But more than that, I appreciate the person you are, the one I've gotten to know on this journey.”

Ellsbat's eyes met his, and he saw a glimmer of hope return. She leaned into his touch, and he could feel the tension in her shoulders start to ease.

With a soft, relieved sigh, Ellsbat's wings unfurled a bit, and she managed a small smile. “Rineskull,” she whispered, “I've been a fool, letting fear hold me back.”

“Fucking right you did,” he told her bluntly.

For a moment she looked like she might be angry but then she nodded. “I deserve that.”

Ryan grinned, a warmth spreading through him. “We've all got our fears,” he admitted, “But it's how we face them that matters. And hey, you're not alone in this, remember? We're in this together.”

As the first rays of dawn painted the sky in shades of pink and gold, they sat side by side, their fingers intertwined. The world around them seemed to come alive with the promise of a new day.

“I… I have spent so many years hiding who I am… I’m not even certain I can just… let it go. Embrace what’s inside me all at once.”

“So don’t. There’s no rush. Take your time, and I’ll still be here.”

The lake's surface shimmered like a sheet of liquid glass, reflecting the vibrant colors of the sunrise. Birds chirped merrily from the nearby trees, and a gentle breeze rustled through the leaves.

Ellsbat leaned her head against Ryan's shoulder, and he wrapped an arm around her. “What's next for us, Ryan?”

He looked down at her. “Well, there's that secret Chaos Temple. I want some answers about this Chad Griefer and get the chaos god’s dick out of my ass.”

Ellsbat jumped up, alarmed. “When did that happen?”

“Huh…? Oh, nothing, figure of speech.”

“Did it hurt? Are you wounded?”

“Listen… no… the chaos god did not literally fuck me… nobody has fucked me in the ass, okay? It’s just an expression where I’m from!”

She grinned at him and chuckled softly.

“Are you… are you fucking with me?” he asked her, dumbfounded.

“Just a tiny bit. For now,” she smiled, hugging him so her huge breasts pressed to his naked body. “I look forward to when we might do more.”

Ryan grinned. “Hey, it's a big, wide world out there. And as long as we face it together, I'm up for anything.”

“Except ass stuff, apparently…”

“Funny.”

“Oh, I’ve read much about it… if you aren’t, I might be curious.”

As they watched the sunrise, their fingers still intertwined, he knew that their journey was far from over. That had barely even begun. Like clearing the tutorial level and stepping into the real game.

Only it’s no game… a voice in his head told him.

“Nope… it’s better.”

***

Ryan returns for more demon girl rescues in Enter the Demons…

Its off to Verbinnec village and its hundred and one quests. Find out more about the undine, Lenore, the church of Crom’s sexy High Inquisitor, the dangers of high-level NPCs and run wild in the adventures of the Weeping Valley.
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Item box >>>

	Xerxia, the emerald sword [tier 3 magic] 
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	Socks of swiftness 
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	Ellsbat [tier 4 succubus Magic-user] 
	Bruce [crystal statue] 
	Cat [whistling guardian cat] 
	Tylene – aka Tilly [tier 1 skinwalker bear Scoundrel] 
	Pimms [tier 2 red imp Scoundrel] 
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