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CHAPTER ONE

My body felt weightless as I drifted towards the light. The sheer brightness of it should have been blinding and yet it felt warm and inviting, like a soft blanket on a cold day or sitting right beside a campfire as the sun began to set. A tingling sensation of numbness washed over me, my consciousness floating idly through the infinite reaches of space while ever moving towards that shining beacon in the distance.

I found myself recalling snippets of my life as they came and went in a flash through my memory – family, birthdays, beloved pets, jobs, girlfriends – before finally getting a glimpse of a large truck bearing down on me with its horn blaring. From there, nothing.

Glancing around at the swirling beauty of the cosmos, I realised I probably should have picked up a little earlier that I was dead.

Was this it, then? Was this light the proverbial light?

I looked around again.

Could have sworn there was supposed to be a tunnel here.

“GARY,” a booming voice rang out, echoing my name across infinity.

“Jesus Christ!” I shouted involuntarily.

“NO, THIS ISN’T HIM,” it replied. “I AM SENNH THE GREAT AND MIGHTY, GOD OF REBIRTH. YOU HAVE BEEN CHOSEN.”

Tremendously loud and omnipresent voice aside, that sounded kind of ominous. “Chosen for what?” I asked the void tentatively.

“CHOSEN FOR THE SUPREME HONOUR OF BEING THE CHAMPION OF SENNH.”

There was an awkward silence for a few moments as I continued to float very slowly towards the light. I fidgeted a little bit, noticing at that point that I still had all my clothes – that was nice of whoever was in charge of the afterlife, at least. Wouldn’t do to be wandering around heaven in the buff, particularly if it was chilly up there.

“SO ARE YOU GOING TO ACCEPT IT OR WHAT?”

“Oh, uh… sorry,” I stammered out. “I’m not entirely sure what I’m supposed to be doing here. First time, uh, being dead and all.” Patting my pockets, I felt the reassuring weight of my wallet, keys and phone – not that they’d do all that much good, I imagined. Doubtful that cars made it to heaven, and it was equally unlikely that they’d have more than a few bars of reception up there at best.

“YEAH, YOU NEED TO SPECIFICALLY SAY YOU’RE ACCEPTING THE HONOUR FOR IT TO WORK.”

“Right, got it.”

Another uncomfortable pause.

“So what exactly-”

“WAS THAT AN ACCEPT- OH, NO, I’M SORRY. YOU GO FIRST.”

It was fairly safe to say that Sennh was not quite what I’d imagined a deity to be. I tried again. “So what am I accepting the honour of?”

“BEING MY CHAMPION.”

“Yeah, but what do I do as your champion?”

A sigh resounded throughout the reaches of eternity. “LISTEN, CAN I TURN THE VOICE DOWN A LITTLE? I’M GOING TO HAVE TO LAY OUT A LOT OF GROUND RULES.”

I blinked. “Sure, go ahead.”

“That’s better. Okay, so – where to begin?”

Judging by the tone of her now-quieter voice, Sennh was actually a goddess; the galaxy-shaking intensity from before had made it hard to identify. “From the start, I suppose. Also,” I added, “your voice sounds nice.”

Her smile was practically audible. “Thank you, Gary! That’s kind of you to say. Most people prefer to hear all the pomp and spectacle, but honestly it’s a hassle to keep up for any long period of time – and quite frankly, we’ve got a fair bit to cover before I send you on your way!” A sound came through the ether, like the shuffling of papers on a desk. “Okay,” Sennh started. “So. As my champion, you would be reborn – as you are now, mind you – in a different universe to your own, on a different world with different rules.”

Different rules? “What do you mean by rules?” I asked.

“You’re from Earth, right?” More shuffling of papers. “Right. Well, where I’d be sending you, the underlying mechanics behind how your life plays out are somewhat different.” She hissed her breath between her teeth – seemed like even goddesses needed to breathe, unless she was just doing it for effect. “Look, it’s too complex for me to bother getting into the fine details, but suffice it to say that everything there works on a points system. You do something, anything at all? You get points from that experience. Those points then go into the skills, abilities and everything else that makes you who you are.”

This all sounded very familiar. “You mean like a role-playing game?”

Sennh scoffed. “No, it’s not like a role-playing game! Sheesh.” She didn’t sound very convinced – I might have hit a nerve. “Anyway,” she continued, “for most people, those points get allocated automatically, just shuffled into whatever makes sense for them at the time – like, for example, someone’s tilling fields? Their points go into Strength or Stamina, and they start to gain levels in the Farmer class. Someone else with a crossbow starts hunting in the woods? They get boosts to Dexterity and ranks in Hunter – or Ranger, or whatever it’s called now, I forget. After long enough they find themselves doing better at their job, even learning new abilities, which leads to further gains in those professions.”

“Makes sense,” I said, leaving it at that. It really did sound like a role-playing game, but I wasn’t about to point it out to her again.

“But you, on the other hand,” Sennh said, the smugness practically radiating from her words. “You have the gods’ special blessing – you’re able to assign your points however you want. Read a book? Feel free to put those points into Strength instead of Intelligence. Slay a dragon? Gain some Charisma skills if you like, or dump everything into Luck if you plan to play some cards later that evening. The choice is yours in how you spend it.”

“Wait, did you say there are dragons-”

“The possibilities are endless!” she continued, not noticing my interjection. “But that’s not all! You also get some special, entirely unique skills that are exclusive to the Champion of Sennh class!” Her voice dialled down to a whisper. “But I’ll keep those ones a secret for now!”

Honestly, this was starting to sound like a pretty sweet deal, even considering the thought that I might have to slay a dragon at some point – although even that was kind of cool, I had to admit. “Do I have a goal, or a quest or anything, or is it just… hang out in this new world?”

“...Yes, that’s right!” Sennh sounded as if she’d been caught off guard by my question. “Your quest! Let’s see here… your quest as a champion is to defeat the dreaded Succubus Queen.”

“Oh, is that all?” I responded drily.

“Before she casts the world into an age of eternal darkness, that is.”

There was always a catch. “Is there a time limit?”

“Probably! I’m not sure, we can’t exactly ask her what her timetable’s looking like!” Sennh replied cheerfully.

I frowned in what I hoped was the general direction of her voice. “That’s kind of a vague quest, isn’t it?” It sounded a lot like the generic kind of ‘slay the dark lord’ fare I’d seen in stories back home. “Do I get any more information, or is that it?”

Sennh let out another sigh. “Look, I’ll be honest, Gary,” she said. “Every other champion of the gods we’ve sent out on this quest has failed dismally. They’ve turned to me as kind of a last resort. I’m…” She paused. “I’m not really the god of rebirth; that’s Imthar, he’s just backing me up on this one as far as your resurrection is concerned. I’m actually the goddess of lust.”

Well, that was a shocker. Sennh didn’t really strike me as much of a goddess of anything going solely by her demeanour; but then again, she was the only goddess I’d ever met.

Maybe they were all like this.

“So you mean I’m not the first person you’ve sent to stop the Succubus Queen, then?”

“Nope. We’ve tried champions of the gods of rebirth, war, adventurers, nature, beasts, the sun, the moon, the sea, death, undeath, cuisine, tricksters, luck, time… pretty much everyone’s given it a shot, but there’s been no luck to be had.” There was a pause. “Well, except for the champion of luck, obviously, but that didn’t really help him complete the quest in that instance.” She whispered again. “He gave up and died of old age. Grandfather of thirty, in the end.”

“Hang on, you sent a champion of the god of cuisine to fight an evil dark lord?”

“Mmm, yeah, the Adamantine Chef. She came pretty close, too; thought we almost had it that time, could have been a huge upset in the betting pool- uh, I mean…” Sennh cleared her throat. “Never mind that. Anyway, like I was saying,” she continued, “you’re basically our last shot – unless someone up here decides to go around the loop again. They’re essentially putting me up last as a joke before Imthar or one of the other gods gets around to picking a new champion and takes another shot at it. Sorry.”

I pondered this new information for a moment, not entirely sure that I liked the idea of being the butt of a cosmic joke. “Do I have any alternatives?”

“Well, sure,” she said, “we can fast track you straight through to the afterlife and pick someone else, but you’ll go there after you die in this world anyway, so why not make the detour first? Could be a bit of fun. And besides, doing a favour for the gods will earn you some good boy points for either heaven or hell,” she added cheerfully. “Probably worth it!”

Sennh didn’t sound entirely sincere – but surprisingly enough, I was starting to feel sorry for the goddess. “Do I get to keep my stuff?” I asked, patting my pockets again. “I’m not getting dumped in there in the nude or anything, am I?”

“Oh, no no no! You keep everything you’ve got on you. In fact, that phone you’ve got? It can be used when you’re up and running to check your stats, inventory, points and all that other nonsense. Won’t even need to charge it.”

“All right, then,” I said, biting back the urge to grimace. “Sign me up for the honour of being your champion, or whatever I have to say for it.”

What was the worst that could happen?

“Sweet. Let me just grab a bit of your soul for the contract…”

I felt a small pinch around the back of my neck.

“...and done. Just head straight towards the light when you’re ready to get started, and good luck – I’ll be rooting for you, Gary!”

The light in the distance seemed to suddenly lurch forward to engulf me, and all I knew was white.


CHAPTER TWO

I woke up face down in the dirt and grass in the middle of an open field, the remnants of a slight headache ringing just behind my eyes. A far cry from the placid numbness of the afterlife, my body ached all over, joints stiff and sore as I pulled myself up to a sitting position.

For better or worse, I was alive again.

True to her word, Sennh had left me my clothes and my belongings – my phone, car and house keys, wallet with about $20 in it – but nothing else.

Picking my phone out of my pocket, I switched the screen on. My icons and apps were all there, but my home screen background had been changed; instead of the generic blue factory default image, there was now a photo of a cute, buxom brunette girl leaning forward into the camera to show off her cleavage. She was winking and grinning widely as she flicked up a peace sign with her fingers, her only clothing a diaphanous, airy white toga that left little to the imagination.

Despite not having any reception, my messaging app was saying I had a new text, so I opened it up. The sender was coming up as an unknown number, but I knew there was really only one person who could have sent it.

Hey Gary, it read.

It’s me, Sennh! Welcome to your new life! Hope you landed in a good spot, we’ve had a few spawning mishaps with the last few champions. Apologies if you end up in a volcano or something!

I took a glance at my surroundings – it looked like fairly idyllic farmland, for the most part. Could have been much worse, apparently.

You should find a few new little deelies on your phone that’ll let you check your inventory, see your stats and all that other fun crap. Oh, and speaking of, I decided to spruce up your phone a bit – enjoy the eye candy of yours truly!

It was signed simply with the letter S – as if that was necessary. Not knowing what else to do with it, I added Sennh’s number to my contacts list.

Going back to the home screen, I noticed a couple of new icons that had been strategically placed over Sennh’s breasts in the background image. I couldn’t help but smirk as I tapped the one that was labelled ‘INVENTORY’.

A simple menu popped up listing my current holdings, and I scrolled through to read it.

EQUIPPED:

COTTON SHIRT

JEANS

SNEAKERS

WATCH

INVENTORY:

PHONE

KEY RING (house, car)

WALLET & ID CARDS

$18.25 [EXCHANGE]

STORAGE:

[empty]

Tapping any of the item names in the list caused the physical item to emit a slight glow – guess that’d be handy if I ever dropped my keys under the couch. The [EXCHANGE] option beside my money was greyed out and wouldn’t let me select it, strangely enough. Perhaps it was context-sensitive, meaning I’d likely have to be at a store or speaking with a merchant for them to exchange to another currency, assuming that was even an option.

The empty storage slot was puzzling. Was it for offsite storage like an item box or a safe, or was it something I could put things in and draw them out of later? I tried calling out a few keywords – “storage, inventory, open box,” that sort of thing – but all it got me was some lazy, curious looks from the cows grazing nearby. I chalked it up as something to work it out later.

Closing the inventory screen, I tapped the other icon labelled ‘CHARACTER’ and saw the breakdown of my current status.

GARY HALBRECHT

Level: 1

Champion of Sennh/1

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 4

INT: 3

CHA: 8

LCK: 5

SKILLS:

Lower Inhibition (Minor)

My eyes narrowed as I took in the list. This was just like a role-playing game. The statistics seemed fairly straightforward – Strength, Dexterity, Intelligence, Charisma and Luck, if it was going by the standard rules – although I wasn’t sure what STM meant. I presumably hadn’t earned any experience points yet, having just arrived in the world a few minutes earlier, but I already had a skill – it had probably come with being Sennh’s champion, given the description. Giving Lower Inhibition a tap, it changed to green – hitting it again turned it back to plain white text. At a guess, it looked like it could be toggled on or off, which was handy to know.

Stat-wise, it seemed like Charisma was by far my best attribute, its points nearly double the next highest of my stats. I guess that made sense if Sennh was the goddess of lust, although my Luck was fairly high as well. The rest of them were presumably fairly average, although I had no idea what the baseline was for people in this world – I could be a weakling, for all I knew. Unfortunately, from what Sennh had explained about the underlying rules of this world it was unlikely I’d be able to simply ask someone about their character sheet if all of those mechanics were typically obscured for everyday people.

Tucking my phone back into my pocket for now, I picked myself up off the ground and brushed the dust off my clothes. The field I was in was home to several dairy cows, all of them far too preoccupied with grazing to give me anything more than a cursory glance, their earlier curiosity all but sated. A dirt road ran parallel to the field and I could see what looked like chimney smoke way off in the distance further along the path, so I climbed over the fence and started to walk.

It wasn’t long until my legs were starting to ache anew. I wasn’t terribly used to physical exertion, and my stats reflected that – while I made a point to keep in shape and eat healthy while I was still alive back home, I wasn’t really one for going to the gym and I hadn’t done any long-distance running since high school. My feet started to burn with every step as the dirt and rocks crunched underneath my worn sneakers.

A clopping and rattling came up the road behind me, and I turned to see a rickety wooden horse-drawn cart trundling along the path, a woman at the reins in a modest farm dress. As it drew closer I could see she appeared to be around my age, in her early 20s or so – and rather attractive to boot, her long brown hair trailing halfway down her back and a light smattering of freckles on her skin.

She squinted at me as the cart approached, her brow furrowed in a glare and I suddenly realised that I must be looking incredibly out of place in this world with my clothing.

“Ho, there!” she called out, pulling the horse to a stop. “Haven’t seen you around these parts, friend,” she said, her intonation making it sound like being my friend was the last thing on her mind. “What brings you here?”

“I’m, uh, I’m a traveller from a faraway land,” I said, somewhat pathetically.

“I’m sure you are,” she said, her eyes glancing up and down at my clothes. “You lost? A bit far out from the city for a traveller.”

“Very much so, I’m afraid,” I confessed. “Not entirely sure how I got here myself,” I added with a weak laugh.

Okay, so evidently my charisma score wasn’t that great.

The woman hummed thoughtfully. “Happens to all of us, sometimes. Well, you’d best be careful walking out here, there’s word of bandits in the hills.” She cracked the reins, the horse slowly trotting on down the road again.

Shit. The first other human I meet and I’m immediately blown off. She could have at least offered me a ride into town or wherever she was going.

Wait. My skill!

Hurriedly I pulled out my phone, opening the character menu and toggling on Lower Inhibition before running to catch up to the wagon. “Excuse me, ma’am!” I called out.

“Hmm?” The woman reined the horse in again – not to a full stop, but a slower walk at least. Her expression hadn’t changed much, but the look in her eyes seemed to have eased up a little… or perhaps it was just wishful thinking on my behalf.

Trying in vain to squeeze out every point of Charisma I had, I put on my most disarming smile and asked, “Could I trouble you for a ride to the nearest inn or town?”

Her brow creased again – this time in thought rather than disdain. “Well,” she said, drawing the word out as if pulling a boot out of mud. “You ain’t much got the look of a bandit about you, at least. Sure, climb on.” She stopped the cart, and I climbed up onto the seat beside her, the small bench creaking as I sat down. “Name’s Linda,” she said, putting her hand out.

“Gary,” I replied, shaking it firmly. “Much obliged, Linda.”

“Don’t think nothing of it, just helping out a fellow in need.” She coaxed the horse back up to a trot. “Got anything worth trading? I’m taking my goods to market this afternoon, once I’ve got the rest of it loaded up from the dairy.”

I glanced in the back tray of the cart to see several crates of fruit bouncing around – what looked like apples, oranges and pears lying just in arms reach. Beside them, two crates of empty glass bottles clinked against each other. My stomach grumbled loudly, and I realised I hadn’t eaten anything since I’d arrived in this world.

“Be happy to part with some fruit, if you’ve the coin,” Linda muttered.

Reaching into my wallet, I pulled out a $10 note. “Will this cover it?”

“Can’t do much with that fancy foreign money,” she said with a grimace. “Wouldn’t even know how much it’s worth.”

“I’m afraid that’s all I’ve got on me,” I said, crestfallen at the thought that I’d have to go hungry for the rest of the ride. “Haven’t had the chance to exchange it yet.”

“Oh, to hell with it. Just grab an apple.”

Thanking her profusely, I leaned back into the cart and took a shiny red apple out of the nearest crate. The juice ran down my chin as I bit into it, the flesh sweet and crisp without the slightest hint of tartness. I’d never tasted fruit this fresh back home.

My stomach filled for now, I surreptitiously checked my phone again while Linda was focused on the road. A notification from the character sheet app popped up on the screen as I turned it back on.

NEW SKILL UNLOCKED:

Barter

It was that easy, huh? I wasn’t sure whether it was my negotiating for a ride or the apple that triggered the skill; possibly both. Opening the character sheet, the Barter skill was now listed there underneath Lower Inhibition, with a little progress bar next to it that read 2%. Could this be how far I’d progressed towards levelling up the skill – perhaps it would improve as I continued to use it? Just above it, a similar bar was sitting next to the Lower Inhibition skill, slowly ticking over from 1% to 2% as I watched. Guess this one gained experience passively for as long as I left it active.

The mechanics of this world were slowly starting to make sense.

“So where you headed, Gary?” Linda’s voice startled me out of my daydreaming, and I almost dropped my phone shoving it back into my pocket.

“Not sure – probably the nearest city, I suppose,” I said.

Linda turned to me with a frown. “You’re not sure?”

“I’ve got a quest, apparently,” I confessed, “but I’m not certain where to start with it. I’ve only just arrived here, as it were.”

“Oh, an adventurer, huh? We get a few of you types coming around the farm from time to time.” Her expression softened to a smile. “Not too commonly, though – you’re normally just passing through, in-and-out in a day or so, quick as you like. Maybe stealing the heart of some farmer girl while you’re at it.” She shot me a smirk. “Is that who you are, Gary? A daring young heartbreaker?”

Before I knew it, I’d laughed aloud in a hearty chuckle. “Could be. The day is still young.”

She joined me with a cheerful, musical laugh of her own, raising a hand off the reins to wipe the sweat from her brow. “You’re a strange one, Gary. I like you. My, it’s awfully warm today.”

The sun was beating down on us fairly hard, and I could feel sweat building up underneath my own clothes. It was strange – I’d never been terribly good with women, but here I was chatting Linda up and getting her to laugh like it was nothing.

Perhaps my Charisma wasn’t that bad after all.

“So are you a merchant, or do you grow all this fruit yourself?” I asked, pushing to make more small talk.

“My family owns the farmlands around here, including the orchards back down the road,” she replied, jerking a thumb over her shoulder to indicate the path we’d been travelling. “My parents live back there at the farmhouse, but I’ve got my own little cabin at the dairy that I stay at since I prefer having a little independence. It’s nice, I’ll have to show you around when we get there. We can take a break inside from this heat, maybe continue on to town after it cools down a little.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

We kept on for a bit, Linda occasionally taking glances at me when she could afford to take her eyes off the road. She caught me flicking through my phone, but didn’t seem at all bothered by it; simply asking a few questions about what it could do and leaving it at that. I wasn’t sure if that sort of technology was commonplace in this world or if it was Sennh somehow working her magic to make it seem ordinary, but I was thankful that I evidently didn’t need to hide it anymore.

After a short while on the road a large barn came into view and Linda turned the cart off onto a small dirt track that led through the front gate, several more cows corralled in the nearby paddocks or lazily milling around in the barn interior. The grass was mostly worn down to mud around here, no doubt trampled from years of herding cattle to and from the neighbouring fields. A smaller wood cabin was situated nearby with a little flower garden out the front – I guessed this was Linda’s home away from home that she’d mentioned.

“Strange,” she said as she hitched up the horse, “there’s normally a couple of farmhands around here. They were supposed to have milked the cows before I arrived.” She glanced towards the barn. “The barn’s full up, but they’re all unattended.”

“Like they just up and left halfway through the job?” I suggested.

“Yeah.” Linda pulled a small knife out of her belt and looked around warily. “Keep your head on a swivel. Something’s not right.”

I didn’t have a weapon of my own, but I could see an old pitchfork sticking out of a pile of hay near the entrance to the barn that would do in a pinch. We made our way across the muddy ground towards the barn just as the sound of a frantic animal cry came from inside, only to be suddenly silenced a few seconds later.

“That doesn’t sound good,” I muttered, pulling out the pitchfork and taking it up in what I hoped was a properly menacing stance. I’d never even used a sword before, let alone anything like a spear – and judging by my stat line, fighting probably wasn’t my strong point – but I wasn’t about to let Linda face whatever was inside that barn by herself.

“Let’s take it easy,” she said as we stepped through the barn doors. The interior of the barn reeked of hay and dung, with a strangely sweet smell underlying it. A wet splash sounded as I took a step forward, and I looked down to see a puddle of milk that had been spilled from a nearby bucket, the creamy white liquid slowly seeping into the dirt below. Whatever had spooked those farmhands had done it fairly recently.

The cows that were still in the barn seemed content to idly chew the hay that had been placed in their stalls as we walked down the aisle, their big brown eyes regarding us with little more than passing curiosity before returning to their placid state. As we continued down the length of the barn, a repetitive squelch, squelch noise came from one of the far stalls. Linda put a finger up to her lips, and I nodded in silent agreement as we both stalked towards it.

Within the stall, the cow that had occupied it lay slaughtered on the ground, its throat slit and its body punctured with dozens of wounds. A small green-skinned creature was butchering the dead animal, chuckling gleefully in between ripping out chunks of meat with its claws and teeth to devour them whole. It looked up as we approached, an expression of surprise in its beady little eyes before it took up the wicked looking dagger it had gutted the cow with and bellowed a shrieking cry of rage.

“Goblins!” Linda shouted, spinning around as a chorus of chattering and giggling filled the barn, the cows all beginning to panic and adding to the cacophony. Light glinted off the creatures’ pointed yellowed teeth and off-white eyes as several more dropped down from the barn rafters or jumped up from other stalls, each of them brandishing a small blade much like their companion. There were maybe six of them in total, the newcomers all smaller and skinnier than the one in the stall but looking no less dangerous.

The one whose meal we had interrupted barked out something in a dialect I didn’t recognise – if they even were words, the Goblin language sounded more like the linguistic equivalent of nails on a chalkboard. Screeching in response, the other goblins leapt to attack, rushing in with their little knives at the ready.

One of them came for me, his teeth bared and face scrunched up in an expression of fury, and I thrust the pitchfork in my hands down at him. The strike went a bit wide, but one of the tines caught the goblin in the shoulder, pinning him to the ground as he flailed around screaming. The others all faltered briefly, giving me enough time to stomp down on its head and pull the pitchfork out of the sodden ground. I could feel the goblin’s skull cracking underneath the weight of my foot, thick dark green ichor gushing out of its semi-crushed head as it lay dead on the ground.

It was the first time I’d killed anything that walked upright.

There was no time to dwell on the ramifications as the goblin leader shouted out another ear-splitting order and the other four goblins leapt into action, three of them circling around me warily while the last one went after Linda. I swung the pitchfork at the nearest one, the goblin trying to leap back out of range but still getting his dirty tunic caught on the tip. The diminutive greenskin attempted to grab onto the end of my weapon, but I instead raised it up and lifted him off his feet, before bringing it back down on top of him and skewering him through the midsection.

While I’d managed to kill another one, it perhaps wasn’t the smartest method of doing it as the head of the pitchfork, already old and rusted as it was, came off the pole when I tried to pull it out of the goblin’s corpse. Left with little but a wooden staff, the other two goblins jumped on me as one and knocked me to the ground, tugging and tearing at my clothes and trying to pull away my weapon. Their claws raked my face and I struck out with my fist, my other hand desperately clinging to the handle of the pitchfork as best as I could. I felt my hand connect with leathery flesh, one of the goblins flying off my body with the blow and landing badly in a pile of nearby bottles. I rolled with it and followed up with a solid punch to his partner, releasing the wooden pole to grab the second goblin around the neck. My knuckles ached and bled as I laid into the goblin until it stopped moving, the creature’s face a mess of green blood and shattered bones.

I tried to pick myself up off the ground as a furious screech came from behind me. The goblin leader, his face still smeared with cow’s blood, jumped on my back and brandished his knife. Miraculously I was able to bring my hand up in time to stop him from slitting my throat, receiving a large gash in my right palm for the trouble. Thinking quickly, I grabbed his arm with my uninjured hand, twisting it forcefully until he dropped his blade with a clatter and a howl of pain. His arm was thicker than the others, with a little more muscle behind it – clearly, the fact that his wrist hadn’t snapped like a twig meant he was a cut above the other goblins in his crew.

Turning around, I fell backwards onto the edge of one of the cattle stalls and sandwiched him between my back and the sturdy wooden gate. The goblin leader gave up a pained choke as the impact knocked the wind out of him, his arms coming free from around my neck. He fell to the ground gasping for breath as I stood back up and looked around for a weapon to finish him off.

A piercing shriek echoed through the barn, and I looked up to see the last remaining goblin climbing atop Linda, tugging at her hair and trying to scratch at her face. She’d dropped her knife and was batting at the creature with her bare hands to little effect. The wooden handle stuck out of the ground just by her feet – not wasting a second, I darted over and pulled it free, sliding its blade through the neck of the joyriding goblin.

As Linda tossed the lifeless greenskin to the ground in disgust, I turned back to face the leader – but he’d vanished. Small footprints in the mud led out of the back door of the barn, and I ran outside to see the wounded goblin making a mad dash for the forest treeline, already more than halfway there and well out of my reach.

I cursed under my breath. Hopefully that was the last I’d see of him.

There were more pressing concerns, however; I returned to the barn to check on Linda, who was straightening out her clothes and looking no worse for wear aside from a few scratches. Her knife was still in my hands, so I wiped the goblin blood off on my jeans – immediately regretting the action when I realised it would probably stain – before handing it back to her. “Thanks,” I said with a lopsided grin. “Came in handy.”

“I should be the one thanking you,” she sighed, moving to try and calm down the frantic cows as they slowly resumed their morose eating habits. “We don’t normally get goblins out in these parts, although I’ve heard people in town saying there’s been more frequent encounters as of late. Never thought they’d be bold enough to raid us here, and in broad daylight.”

“Do goblins normally only attack at night?” I asked, carefully patting one of the cows until it regarded me with its normal deep, vacant stare and went back to chewing cud.

“So they say. First time I’ve encountered them in person myself.” She looked over at me and her cheeks flushed a little. “I’m not sure what would have become of me if you weren’t here.”

I laughed it off. “I’m sure you’d have done fine,” I replied.

Shit. Hope that didn’t come across as being too callous.

Linda smiled. “I don’t know. You’re pretty strong, Gary.” Clearing her throat suddenly, she turned away, glancing over the dead goblins strewn throughout the barn. “We should really get these goblins out of the barn for now. I’m pretty sure there’ll be a bounty on them at the Adventurers’ Guild – seeing as you killed them, it seems only fair that you collect.”

“What’s the best way to go about doing that, you think?” I asked. I didn’t really want to have to carry a bunch of dead goblins all the way to town with me.

She flipped the knife over in her hand and passed it back to me, handle first. “Just cut an ear off each of them, I’m sure that’d be enough proof. I’ll go and get the wheelbarrow while you’re doing that, we’ll pile them up and dump them outside for now.”

Taking the knife with a nod, I bent down next to the first goblin corpse. It was grizzly work – the knife wasn’t terribly sharp so I ended up having to saw through the leathery flesh, and the job wasn’t exactly tidy, particularly for the one whose head I’d caved in – but I eventually got five bloodied, floppy ears just as Linda returned with the wheelbarrow. Shoving them into my pocket for now, I helped her pick up the lifeless goblins and pile them up in the small handcart, wheeling them out behind the barn and dumping them on the ground outside by the edge of the forest. We’d have to bury or burn them eventually, Linda said, in order to avoid having wild animals or scavengers sniffing around after their remains – but that could wait for a while.

For the time being the cows still needed milking, and with no farm hands around to do the job I stepped up to help Linda – after she’d shown me the ropes, of course. It was easy enough work and after an hour we’d managed to fill several buckets with milk, from there carefully filling up two dozen glass bottles and stacking them in the crates at the back of Linda’s cart, ready for market.

“Here,” she said, pulling a small coin sack out of her pocket and handing me a few copper and silver coins once we were done. “For your help with the cows – and for saving my life, naturally.”

I shook my head automatically, despite the thought dwelling inside my mind that I probably needed the money and shouldn’t refuse. “You don’t need to do that,” I said.

She took my hand in hers and placed the coins on my palm, closing my fingers around them. “I insist,” she said, moving in closer until I could feel her breath hot on my skin. “If anything, I feel like I’m underpaying you,” she added with a coy smile. “If you’d like, I can try and make up the difference… somehow.”

Her eyes darted across to look pointedly at her little cottage nearby.


CHAPTER THREE

Perhaps a few minutes later, Linda stood up from where she had been kneeling between my legs as I sat on the edge of her bed inside her cottage. She picked up her dress from where it had been discarded on the floor and pulled it back on, looking over her shoulder at me as she refastened the buttons. “Feeling a little more compensated?” she asked with a mischievous smile on her face.

“And then some,” I admitted, bending down to pull my underwear back on.

I’d somehow managed to avoid blurting out anything that risked ruining the mood for the brief time we’d been together. As I thought about it, I realised this could have been another benefit of my Charisma score. This new world was seeming better and better all the time.

The two of us went back outside, Linda hitching her horse back up onto the cart while I took the time to check my phone. It had been vibrating almost constantly while it was in my pocket, and I pulled it out to see the message light blinking furiously. Opening it up, I was immediately hit with a slew of update notifications.

LEVEL UP: Champion of Sennh/2, Warrior/1

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 2

ATTRIBUTE GAINED: Stamina +1

CLASS SKILL UNLOCKED:

Seduction

UNIQUE CLASS SKILL UNLOCKED:

Experience Siphon (Sexual)

CLASS UNLOCKED:

Warrior

SELECT NEW SKILL x2:

Stamina Boost +1

Impale (Polearm)

Weapon Focus (Pitchfork)

Language (Goblin)

I blinked in surprise. This was a lot to take in for now, so I pulled up the character sheet and checked my stat list for the time being.

Level: 3

Champion of Sennh/2, Warrior/1

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 5

INT: 3

CHA: 8

LCK: 5

The number beside STM had gone up by 1 – evidently that stood for Stamina, which solved that little mystery. Come to think of it, I was feeling a fair bit more energetic than before, even after having fought for my life against a pack of goblins and experiencing Linda’s impressive talents first hand. I reached up to touch the scratch marks on my face from where one of the goblins had raked me with his claws – the wound was already starting to heal up not even two hours later. Was five points in an attribute considered a decent score?

If that was the case, then just how good was my Charisma?

As I pondered the situation, my phone vibrated again and the message tone chimed. I tapped the notification to see that it was another text from Sennh.

Hey again, Gary! Nice work hitting Level 3, and multi-classed already (just don’t forget who your main goddess is!) Also, props on the bee-jay from that farm girl – some of the other gods up here were thinking you’d drop the ball and get killed by those goblins, but I knew better! Now that you’ve reached a new level, you can assign your attribute points through the character app; feel free to shoot me a message if you have any questions!

I had a ton of questions, but I wasn’t sure where to even start. Was there a level cap? Would I be getting more attribute points each level? Was there a maximum attribute level, for that matter? What should I be putting my points into?

On top of that, where the hell was I even supposed to be going?

For the moment, I settled on texting back what’s the average person’s attributes look like in this world? If I was going to be building myself up, it’d be good to know what the baseline was.

The message tone chimed a few minutes later, and I brought up Sennh’s reply.

Good question! Most everyday people in this world don’t rise above level 5 or so at best, unless they’re adventurers, heroes or anyone else who’s liable to earn a lot of experience – repeating the same tasks over and over again gets you diminishing returns. For attributes, the average person ends up with about 3 to 4 points in each stat as a baseline, while you started off with a bit of an initial boost due to your Champion class.

So my strength, dexterity and intelligence were on the low end of average, while my stamina and luck were considered above average and my charisma was way above par. That made sense – although it brought into question whether Linda’s willingness to get me into her bed had been a result of my own magnetism or this world’s mechanics playing in my favour.

Oh, who was I kidding – it was absolutely my ridiculous Charisma score.

I looked at my stat sheet again. Two points to allocate to my attributes however I wanted. Part of me considered putting them into Strength and Intelligence to round out my stats, but I wasn’t sure how long it’d be until I gained more experience. If most people in this world never went above level five, I might not have many more opportunities to gain attribute points.

Tapping at my phone, I shot back another text to Sennh. Any suggestions for what I should put my points into?

The reply came back a lot faster this time.

Charisma.

Figures. She was the goddess of lust, after all – although maxing out Charisma could work to my benefit, and Sennh definitely knew more about this world than I did. If my first encounter was anything to go by, I was likely in this world’s equivalent of a starting area, so if I was going to max out my non-combat skills now was probably the time to do it.

Then again, maybe that was just the INT: 3 talking.

Fuck it. Sennh had my best interests in mind, right?

Right?

I tapped the plus icon next to CHA twice to bump my Charisma score up to 10, pressing the button beneath it to confirm the decision.

“Hey,” Linda called out, snapping me out of my thoughts as she wheeled the cart around beside me. “Jump on, I’ll take you into town.”

I climbed up onto the seat next to her, not feeling any different than I did at CHA: 8.

The trip into the nearby city of Earlygrave took about an hour by horse and cart, and I took the liberty to review the rest of my character updates and check in with Sennh in between making small talk with Linda. The unique class skills I’d gained were from the Champion of Sennh class, she explained – Seduction was fairly straightforward and merely enhanced any attempts at seduction I made, while Experience Siphon was a little more complex.

Normally, the Experience Siphon skill allowed someone to gain additional class experience and learn skills from anyone they defeated in combat, contingent on whether the opponent had used the skill during the fight or had unlocked levels in that class. Outside of the highly specialised Mimic or Trickster classes, it was a high-level skill that very few people managed to unlock.

Experience Siphon (Sexual) on the other hand was an exclusive skill variant limited to the Champion of Sennh class. Similar to the normal version of the skill, it allowed the user to boost their experience and copy new skills from others – but this version only triggered during sexual acts.

Basically, it meant I could sleep my way to a level up.

Now I saw why Sennh had suggested I dump my points into Charisma.

Fighting off the goblins in the barn had been enough to unlock the Warrior class as well, my stat sheet showing that I’d reached level one in the class as a result of unlocking it. Presumably getting into more fights would increase it further, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted to at this point – my physical stats outside of Stamina were only just around the lower side of average, and while my Luck and Stamina might be enough to pull me through it wasn’t something I was planning to rely on.

Besides, when I’d asked Sennh for her input she’d mentioned that the God of Adventurers’ champion had tried the strategy of deliberately getting into fights to grind his levels up early – he hadn’t made it past the city of Earlygrave himself after the local authorities had put a bounty on his head. I was reminded that despite all its similarities this world wasn’t a game, that these were real people – running around like a mindless thug or a mass murderer wasn’t going to get me anywhere but a jail cell or a hangman’s noose.

I didn’t need a higher INT score to work that out.

The last note on my wealth of character updates were my skill choices. I had four available to select from, of which I could pick two: Stamina Boost +1, Impale (Polearm), Weapon Focus (Pitchfork) and Language (Goblin). Of the four, Weapon Focus seemed to be the least useful – I somehow doubted I’d be stuck wielding a pitchfork again any time soon. Impale might be a good skill to have, but I hadn’t even found a real weapon let alone decided what I’d be using as a mainstay. If I ended up going with a sword or a dagger or anything else that wasn’t a polearm, the skill would be wasted.

That left Stamina Boost and Language (Goblin). I wasn’t sure how much use it’d be to understand what goblins were saying – much of their dialect seemed to be incoherent screeching, from the little of it I’d seen – but it was the second-best of a bad selection, so I went with it. The two skills were added to my character app underneath the ones I’d already gained, and my STM went up to six points on my attributes as a result.

So I could occasionally gain attributes through skills as well. That was good to know.

Already my Stamina, Charisma and Luck were above par for the average villager, according to what Sennh had said. Not a bad start for only my first few hours in this world.

Earlygrave was much what I was expecting, given the world I’d found myself in. A large stone wall surrounded the city, bristling with ramparts and a tall wooden gate that was currently open to travellers. The guards looked fairly laid back and waved Linda’s cart through, giving my shirt and jeans little more than a curious glance and a shake of the head as we passed the gatehouse.

I opened my notebook app and set myself a reminder to buy some less conspicuous clothes – hopefully the money I’d received from Linda and the bounty from the goblins would be enough.

The town gates opened up into a bustling marketplace, stalls and storefronts filled with hawkers advertising their wares and prices down the length of the main promenade. “Here we are,” Linda said, bringing the cart to a stop just inside the city gates. “If you want to turn in those goblin ears, the Adventurers’ Guild is just down that street a short ways – you can’t miss it, it’s the one with the huge dragon skull being mounted over the front door.” She pointed to the first side street that extended out from the market thoroughfare. “I’ll be heading there myself a bit later, need to put in a request about these goblins now that they’re getting bolder.”

“Thanks for the ride,” I said, reaching out to shake her hand – only for her to grab my wrist and pull me closer, giving me a quick peck on the lips.

“Come back if you ever need some work as a farmer,” she said with a wink, her lips curling up into a sly grin. “I’m sure I could find a spot for you to fill.”

Holy shit, Charisma 10 was no joke.

“I might have to take you up on that offer,” I said automatically as I climbed down from the cart. “Depends on if this adventurer gig falls through, I suppose.”

Linda laughed. “Don’t break too many hearts out there, Gary,” she said, snapping the reins as the horse trotted off, goods bouncing and clanking around in the back of the cart.

My stomach rumbled, and I realised too late that I should have bought some more food off her before she left. Maybe someone at the Adventurers’ Guild would know of a good place to get something to eat, I thought, as I started off in that direction.

As I walked down the cobblestone market street passing open storefronts, stands and carts bristling with goods I couldn’t help but notice some of the looks I was getting. Gazes lingered on me as I passed by heading towards the street that Linda had indicated, and a few of them continued to follow me even after I turned off the main road. I was sure my attire must have had something to do with it, as foreign and torn up as it was, but that didn’t account for the coy stares cast my way from many of the women – and some of the men – on the streets.

I could see what was presumably the Adventurers’ Guild up ahead, an elaborate scaffold on the front of the two-storey building being used to prop up the giant elongated skull of some huge beast the likes of which I’d never seen. I patted my pockets to make sure I hadn’t dropped or forgotten the goblin ears to turn in for the bounty when I felt my phone vibrating once more. Pulling it out, the notification light was blinking again.

SKILL UPGRADED:

Lower Inhibition (Minor) > Lower Inhibition (Lesser)

Opening up the character app and scrolling down to my skills, I saw that the progress bar next to Lower Inhibition had reset back to 4% and was rapidly climbing, ticking up by a percentage every few seconds. Tapping the icon to shut it off, I glanced up to notice a few people who had followed me from the marketplace shaking their heads and frowning, before turning and walking back – presumably to finish the purchases or sales they had left abandoned. A few other city folk reacted similarly, pausing in their stride before shrugging off the momentary confusion and continuing on their way.

Shit. Had I left this skill on the whole time I’d been in the city?

Still, this was a valuable lesson – judging by the speed that the skill’s experience bar was increasing by compared to the glacial pace it had been going at when I’d been alone with Linda, it seemed that Lower Inhibition levelled up much faster when used in a crowd. If that same logic applied to other skills as well, their growth was likely based on the volume of use; thereby, if I wanted to improve the strength of a skill, I’d have to do it through repeated use.

Passive skills like Lower Inhibition seemed like they’d be the easiest for that, however I’d have to be careful using it. While it was tempting to leave it on constantly and get it up to max level before I’d even left the first city I visited, the effect it was having on people combined with my exceptional Charisma score and other class skills meant I stood a good chance of becoming the centre of attention fairly quickly – and the city guards likely wouldn’t approve of me starting an orgy in the middle of the street.

Not to mention, there was no way of knowing currently if Lower Inhibition only applied to sexual acts. If someone was feeling more prone to violence, it might spur them to suddenly take up arms. I decided to leave it toggled off for now. The fact that it had been upgraded was good enough – I didn’t need to risk drawing any more attention to myself this early.

I got little more than the odd curious glance from passers by for the rest of my walk.

The Adventurers’ Guild building was one of the larger buildings on the street – certainly the most imposing one, what with the giant skull jutting out of the second floor and leering over the street like a macabre awning. From what I could tell it wasn’t that busy, although I wasn’t sure whether that was due to the time of day or the fact that I hadn’t seen too many ‘adventurer-types’ throughout the city as of yet.

The guild’s interior felt fairly rudimentary for the most part. Trophies, weapons and other decorations were gratuitously mounted on the walls, except for where a large message board dominated one side, next to a small window and counter set into the far wall. A small handful of men and women were grouped up around the long benches that took up the centre of the hall, all of them clad in some form of armour, cloak or scholarly looking robes. No bar or tavern was present, which might have explained why it looked so comparatively deserted to the rest of the city.

Someone cleared their throat loudly behind me, and I turned to see a burly looking man with dark green skin and a pair of tusks poking out from his lower jaw looking down at me from at least a head higher than I was. “Got some business today, sir?” he grumbled. I could see the glint of a polished, heavy chain mail coat beneath his shirt and his left hand rested on the pommel of a long sword sheathed at his waist.

Judging by his stature and demeanour, the guild had its own security.

“Yeah, I’m just wondering where I can turn in a bounty,” I asked, my voice somehow managing to not betray my unease.

The guard grunted. “Just in the back, over there,” he said, pointing to the counter in the corner. “Jamila’ll get you sorted out.”

“Thanks,” I replied, giving him my best disarming smile. He simply nodded, and I circled around the benches and tables towards the far corner of the building all while trying my best not to gawk too much at the fantastical variety of trophies on display.

An older woman was behind the counter when I got there, her greying hair pulled back in a tight bun that still left a few loose bangs hanging over her eyes. Her ears were elongated and swept back – I’d seen a few of what I assumed were elves already in my short time walking through the city, but this was my first time talking to one. “Here to claim a bounty, are we?” she said as I approached the counter, her eyes squinting at me from behind her circular glasses. “Going to need to see your guild card, then,” she added, frowning when I didn’t produce it.

“I haven’t actually got a card,” I admitted, adding just the right amount of sheepishness to my demeanour to engender a little sympathy from her. “Was hoping I could sign up.”

Her lips tightened, but otherwise her look softened overall. “Normally you’d have to take the aptitude test,” she started, reaching below the counter and pulling out a heavy leather-bound book and a smaller card. “But if you’ve already taken a bounty, then we can probably assume you’re competent enough to at least handle some beginner-level quests.” She glanced around the room quickly, then ducked her head down and whispered, “Don’t tell anyone I’m doing this for you.”

I nodded gratefully. “Much obliged, ma’am.”

“Just Jamila is fine,” she said, pulling out an ink well and quill. “I’m not nearly old enough to be called “ma’am” by someone your age.” Jamila opened the book, each page filled with row upon row of numbered names and professions. Flicking through to the most recent page, she wrote a new number in the margin and looked up at me again. “Your name?”

“Gary Halbrecht.”

“And your profession, Gary? Swordsman, bodyguard, magic user?”

I paused. My main class was technically Champion of Sennh, but I wasn’t sure how well that would go over – more importantly, if showing people my guild card was going to be a regular occurrence, it could be akin to painting a target on my back if word somehow got back to the Succubus Queen.

This elf lady might have just been taking my details down as normal… but more than one champion hadn’t made it out of Earlygrave alive, according to Sennh. Who’s to say there wasn’t a spy in the guild?

Who’s to say Jamila herself wasn’t a spy?

I needed to say something though – she was starting to grow impatient. I’d managed to fight off those goblins at Linda’s dairy using a pitchfork, and the option had been given to me to start learning polearm skills. It seemed as good a choice as any for a cover, at least for now.

“Uh… Spear fighter, I suppose,” I said.

Jamila tilted her head forward, looking at me over the rim of her glasses. “Spearman, lancer or dragoon?” she asked.

“What’s the difference?”

“Do you usually fight on foot, mounted or mounted then on foot?”

I’d only technically fought once, so… “On foot?”

“Spearman it is, then.” She wrote the profession down next to my name. “You can always apply to have it changed later, but try not to make a habit of it – it’s a bit of a hassle for me.” Holding the card in her hand, it glowed a light blue for a moment as the words from the book were copied over onto it. The lenses in Jamila’s glasses glinted the same colour for an instant as she looked up at me, and a surprisingly accurate picture of myself transferred onto the card as well. She slid the card over the counter to me, handing me the quill. “Your signature just here, please.”

I signed my name carefully at the bottom of the card – it came out a little crooked as I’d never used a quill pen before, but it was good enough to pass muster. Jamila took the card back momentarily and stamped it with a red inked seal in the corner, then gave it a shake to dry it off before handing it back. “There you go.” Her eyes narrowed as she looked me over as if for the first time. “Not seeing your spear anywhere,” she observed.

“My weapon broke just before I got to town,” I replied, thinking quickly. “Still have to pick myself up a replacement somewhere.”

That technically wasn’t a lie – the pitchfork had broken.

“You can try Grom the blacksmith, he’s just a few shops down the street and does good work,” Jamila said, evidently satisfied with my response. “Show him your guild card, you’ll get a discount. Might also want to pick up some sturdier armour while you’re at it,” she added, casting a sceptical glance at my torn shirt. “Or just some new clothes.”

“It’s on the list,” I said with a chuckle, pocketing my new guild card and fishing out the goblin ears from earlier. “Anyway, that bounty – is there anything going for goblins? A friend of mine said the guild was paying out.”

“I believe there is.” Jamila got up from her chair and walked a few steps over to a large chalkboard that was set up behind her on the wall, adjusting her glasses as she read her way down a list marked ‘Current Bounties’. “Here we go. You’re in luck; feral goblins are currently paying for ten silver apiece, not a bad price. How many have you got?”

“Just five,” I said, placing them on the counter. “Is an ear enough to prove a kill?”

Jamila nodded. “It’ll suffice.” She took them and put them to the side while she pulled a cash drawer out from beneath her desk, counting out ten five-silver pieces and sliding them across to me. “There. Pleasure doing business with you, Gary. Anything else you’re after?”

I considered my options as I tucked the money away, my pockets already starting to grow heavy with jingling currency. Hopefully the money I now had on hand would be enough to cover the essentials – something to eat and a place to stay were currently my top priorities. My clothes were looking fairly ragged, but they could wait until I had a roof over my head and food in my stomach.

“Just one more quick thing,” I said. “In case it wasn’t completely obvious, I’m new in town – would you know of anywhere where I could get a room for the night?”

“Of course,” Jamila said with a smile. “There’s a few inns around the city – the Boar and Sword just on the other side of the marketplace often caters to adventurers, so they’re naturally who I’d recommend. They can be a touch… exclusive in their pricing, however, so if you’re looking to save your coin I’d try the Bear Arms Hotel, a couple of blocks west from here.” She paused. “Just don’t let the innkeeper charge you by the hour.”

I returned the elf’s smile with one of my own. “Thanks, Jamila, you’ve been a huge help,” I said, giving her a wink for good measure as I left. “I’ll see you around.”

As I stepped outside into the street again I was assailed by the smell of frying meat wafting across from the direction of the marketplace. My stomach grumbled loud enough that even the orcish guard turned his head as I walked past. I couldn’t wait any longer.

Following my nose back to the market, I ended up in front of a small food stand, the swarthy-looking vendor grilling skewers of unrecognisable meat behind the counter on a heated iron plate above a small fire pit. As I watched, he pulled two off the grill and handed them to a woman standing nearby, thanking her with a curt nod of his head as she wandered off.

“How much for one of those?” I asked.

The vendor turned to me and furrowed his brow, looking me up and down. “You new in town, friend?”

“Yeah, that’s right.” I shot him a smile. “Why, does that get me a discount?”

He chuckled. “Funny guy. For you? Ten copper.”

I had no idea if that was a good price or not, but I reached into my pocket and pulled out a handful of coins, picking out a couple of the five-copper pieces I’d received from Linda. The man took them and placed a fresh skewer on the hotplate, my mouth watering as the aroma of sizzling meat flooded my senses. I watched while he flipped it over to sear both sides, adding a small sprinkling of spices to it before handing it over to me – but pulling it back at the last minute as I reached for it.

“Next time you pay full price, all right friend?” he said with a little smile, before letting me take the skewer from him gratefully.

I bit into the first chunk and was immediately hit with a wave of flavour, the meat seared just right so as to be slightly crispy on the edges but tender and juicy in the middle. It wasn’t like any meat I’d had before, somewhere between beef and mutton and laced with just enough spice to accentuate the taste perfectly.

As I worked my way down the skewer of meat I saw another person approach the stand and pay the vendor thirty coppers for two of the same thing I’d got – evidently I had managed to barter another discount for myself, however inconsequential it was.

I pulled out my phone to browse through my stats while I ate. Barter had gone up slightly, ticking up to 10% on the progress bar – perhaps it had also gone up when Jamila had got me my guild identification without bothering with the exams. None of the others skills had changed further, so I went back and opened up my inventory app instead.

EQUIPPED:

COTTON SHIRT (damaged)

JEANS (damaged)

SNEAKERS

WATCH [!]

INVENTORY:

PHONE

KEY RING (house, car)

WALLET & ID CARDS

$18.25 [EXCHANGE]

CURRENCY: 53 Silver, 92 Copper

STORAGE:

[empty]

Shit. I really should have checked to see if it was possible to exchange my money at the guild. The option was still greyed out even when I was in the marketplace, so the vendors here were likely unable to swap it over to coins. Maybe I’d have to find someone interested in buying collectables – maybe an antique store – in order to sell it off to them instead.

The exclamation point next to my watch was a bright red, and I looked down at my wrist. My watch was an old analog model inherited from my grandfather, and as such it still needed to be wound every now and then so the mechanism would keep working. I took it off, popped out the crown and gave it a few turns, the second hand resuming its ticking promptly – as it did, the red icon next to it on my inventory app blinked out.

I guess this was the app’s way of telling me when something in my possession needed maintenance or attention, although my clothes simply had the ‘damaged’ indicator next to them instead. Surely there had to exist tailors in this world that could patch up clothes, but maybe the exclamation point was there for things in my inventory that I could resolve myself?

On top of that, there was still the issue of my empty storage list. I’d have to ask around to see what my options were – if anyone even understood what I was talking about.

Putting my phone back for now, I resolved to find some answers another time. I’d practically inhaled my food in the meantime, so I tossed the wooden skewer into a small bin by the food vendor’s stand and moved on across the market thoroughfare. My belly wasn’t entirely full, but it had stopped grumbling, at least – now I needed to find a place to stay.

At a glance I could tell The Boar and Sword Inn was considerably more upmarket than I was budgeting for. The inn had several tables out the front for cafe service, the clientele all far better dressed than me in my raggedy t-shirt and jeans. As one of the waiting staff delivered a meal to a table I saw a grizzled woman in burnished bronze armour toss the waiter what looked like a ten-silver coin, reaching out to smack him on the ass as he trotted back to the kitchen.

If this was just what they were tipping the waiters, there was no way I could afford this place.

The sun was already beginning to set, casting the streets in a dark orange glow as twilight began to set in and vendors either packed up their wares or set up lanterns and torches to provide light for late night business. I retraced my steps through the streets back to the guild building, then continued on past it to the west, following Jamila’s directions.

As night crept up on the city, so too did its appearance change the further into the western district that I walked. Idyllic houses and storefronts gave way to bars and taverns, the housewives pulling in their washing from balcony windows similarly replaced with scantily clad women casting lascivious come-hither looks at any who passed by their establishments. The streets were well lit in this part of town – although the lanterns had considerably more of a crimson hue than elsewhere.

It was clear that I’d stumbled into the city’s red light district.

My eyes met those of a greasy looking man in a leather armoured vest standing by the entrance of what it was safe to assume was a brothel. Before I could turn away he’d started to approach me, and I sighed inwardly.

“Hey, buddy,” he said, his voice raspy and strained to the point where I’d believe it if he said he’d started smoking in his mother’s womb. “You looking for a good time? I can show you a great place – nice girls, cheap drinks – come on, just come with me and check it out, okay?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said, making the mistake of turning away to see another hawker on the other side of the street – a lanky orc in plain clothes – who immediately stepped in as well.

“Don’t listen to this guy,” the orc said, putting an arm around my shoulder, his voice gruff and deep. “My man here’s after something special, aren’t you? You ever had elf pussy, man? Tightest shit you’ll ever fuck, I guarantee. We got orc girls if you like ‘em green, gobbo girls too – tits out to here, man, you won’t ever go back to human pussy after this, I swear.”

I tried my best to slide out from underneath the orc’s grasp. “Look guys, I’m not really interested,” I said. “I’m just looking for the Bear Arms.”

Both of their attitudes changed immediately. “Fuckin’ succubus bitch,” the orc cursed under his breath, pulling his arm back and spitting on the ground in front of me before walking off back to his post.

“Yeah, that’s right, you just keep on walking, asshole,” the other hawker sneered at him. “Trust me pal, you don’t wanna go to the Bear Arms,” he said, turning back to me. “Place is a sty. Chick who runs the place will fleece you raw and you’re likely to have your dick rot off if you pull it out anywhere near the girls they got working there.”

So it was a brothel – or some kind of sleazy motel, at the very least. Jamila’s comment about renting rooms by the hour suddenly made more sense. “A friend of mine suggested I check it out for a room to rent,” I said. “I’m not looking to get laid right now.”

Well, I mean, I wouldn’t exactly turn it down – I just wasn’t prepared to pay for it.

The man clicked his tongue in annoyance. “Whatever, buddy. I’ll help you out, but it’s your funeral,” he rasped, pointing a little further down the street. “The Bear Arms is just around the corner there, down that alley – see that sign up there? Just follow that.” I followed his gaze to a brightly painted sign board sitting on the side of the street, with an arrow pointing towards the alleyway he’d mentioned. “My advice, if you’re dead set on checking the place out? Stand out the front for a minute, then turn around, walk the other way and don’t look back.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said, fishing around in my pocket for a copper coin and flicking it to the hawker. “Here, for your trouble.”

He caught the coin deftly, giving it an appraising look before tucking it into his vest. “Much appreciated, friend.” He touched two fingers to his brow in salute as I walked off. “Just don’t come back if you catch something from there,” he called out after me. “We don’t want it spreading to our girls. Nothing personal.”

The signboard practically glowed in the dark as I approached it.

THE BEAR ARMS HOTEL

DRINKS, GAMES, FOOD AND DAMES

GIRLS AND ROOMS FOR RENT

The hotel’s nameplate had a furry brown bear arm – I was assuming bears were the same in this world as they were in mine – grasping it on either side. Taking a glance down the alley I could see a small well-lit building casting the narrow street in orange-red hues. A sign with the same logo on it sat opposite the storefront, guiding guests towards the hotel.

With little other options available to me as the night continued its inexorable advance, I set foot down the alleyway towards the inn.

Despite what the hawker had said, the Bear Arms Hotel looked like a remarkably nice establishment. The front of the building was made of a rich, dark wood, with polished pillars extending up to the second floor balcony and flanking the doorway. A blonde girl wearing nothing but lacy undergarments and a garter belt attached to gauze stockings reclined backwards over the handrail at the front of the building and arched her back towards me as I approached, lewdly presenting her body for my appraisal.

“Hey there, baby,” she purred, her short fringe falling back to expose a pair of small horns poking out atop her head. “Want to have some fun tonight?” She sat herself up on the banister, sensuously flicking her legs up and swivelling around to face me. “I could treat you real good.”

Holy shit she was hot. Something about her made me want to take her up on her offer right there and then, but my mind went back to what the hawker had said to me just minutes ago. Even if he was lying to slander his competition, I wasn’t about to risk having my dick rot off – especially since I hadn’t even found a place to sleep yet.

“I’m just looking for a room,” I said, compelled to add “Sorry” after the adorable little pout she pulled, her lips pursing up and brow curling into a cute frown. “Do you have any vacancies?”

“Phooey,” she replied sulkily. “If it’s just a room you’re after, head inside and talk to Vivian behind the front desk,” the girl said. “She’s the manager.”

The interior of the Bear Arms was just as fancy as the outside, with rich mahogany and polished brass fittings throughout. A bar and a few gambling tables were set up at the middle of the lobby, just by a grand staircase; on offer was poker, roulette and some game being played with dice that I didn’t recognise. Beyond that, a few tables were set up behind the gaming area for dining, along with a modestly sized buffet. I could smell something delicious cooking away in the kitchen at the back as the door swung open and a waitress came out carrying several plates.

A stunningly attractive woman with long, wavy black hair and a low cut dress standing behind the front desk curled her finger towards me with a smile, and I felt helpless to resist her pull as I walked over to greet her. “My name’s Gary Halbrecht, Champion of Sennh and recently accredited adventurer,” I blurted out as I leaned against the counter. “I just arrived in town a few hours ago and I’ve barely eaten a thing since I got here. I don’t have a lot of money to my name – or at least I don’t think I do – but I’d like to rent a room for the night, if you have any free.”

A little voice in my head was screaming what the fuck, why did I just say all that?

The woman’s red painted lips twisted into the most charming smile I’d ever seen. “Gary, was it?” she said, her words flowing into my ears like the softest silk. “That was quite a mouthful you said there. My name is Vivian, owner and proprietor of the Bear Arms Hotel. I have to say, it’s been a while since we’ve had a champion of the gods staying at our humble house of ill repute.” She looked down at a register book sitting on the desk; the second her eyes left mine it was like a heavy fog lifted from my brain. I blinked to clear my thoughts, noticing for the first time the ornate horns that curved back from the side of her brow.

“Ah, you’re in luck,” Vivian said, turning around to pull a key from the rack behind her. Taking my hand in hers, she placed the key in my palm and closed my fingers around it, her hands warm and soft like a lover’s embrace. “We have one room free at the moment – it’s not terribly spacious, but it’s all yours for five silver a night, if you’d like it.”

Even through the haze gripping my head like a velvet vice, the voice inside me shouted hey idiot, you’re being ripped off.

“If it’s only a small room, then that seems a touch excessive,” I said without thinking. Was my Barter skill designed to activate purely on reflex whenever I discussed a purchase?

Vivian’s expression barely changed, but I saw a tiny twitch in the corner of her eye for a split second. “Is that so?” she replied, her voice gaining a slightly firmer undercurrent. “Well, if it’ll make you happy, I can include a complimentary breakfast from the kitchen.”

“That’s every day that I stay here, correct?”

“Of course.” Her smile broadened. She thought I was hooked.

I gave a noncommittal shrug. “For five coppers a night I could sleep in a storeroom at the guild and hire someone to watch my things, then get my breakfast at the marketplace for another fifteen.” Making a show of mulling it over, I put the key down on the counter for a moment and reached into my pocket. “How about fifty copper a night?”

The succubus glowered. “Two silver.”

“One.”

“Deal. But you pay up front.” Vivian put her hand out, petulantly snatching the coin away as I handed it to her. Opening up the till, she all but threw the silver coin in the register before closing her eyes, taking a deep breath and exhaling. When she reopened them, she was back to her previous affable self. “You’re a sly one, Gary Halbrecht,” she said with the hint of a smirk on her lips. “I’ll have to keep my eye on you.”

“Just Gary is fine, ma’am.”

“Then just call me Vivian, if you please. I feel we know each other well enough already to be on a first name basis.” She leaned over the desk towards me in what was overtly a deliberate attempt to angle her ample cleavage into my line of sight. “Now that you have yourself a room, could I perhaps interest you in the company of one or two of my girls for a few hours as well?”

I’d been so preoccupied by my negotiations with Vivian that I hadn’t noticed several of the lesser succubi circling around behind me in various states of undress. Fingers curled through my hair and hands reached around my arms and waist, while warm, sensuous bodies pressed up against me to whisper countless fantasies into my ear. My blood pumped furiously through my body, focusing almost every drop straight into my loins.

I had to do something or I was going to get fleeced for everything I had.

“Sorry girls, but I’m absolutely exhausted,” I said, a resounding chorus of “awww” coming from the succubi. “Maybe after I’ve had a meal and some rest.”

More than one of them shot me an enticing look as I made my way over to the dining area. My dick was never going to forgive me for this.

As I sat down at the table, a slightly more conservatively dressed girl handed me a menu and poured me a glass of wine, smiling as she said she’d be back in a few minutes to take my order. My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I took it out to see a new message from Sennh.

Hey Gary,

Nice fumble there – bet you’re kicking yourself, could have had a hot threesome (or more-some!) with some of those girls. Oh well, maybe next time – if they’re still interested, that is~

I groaned. Of course. This would have been a perfect opportunity to gain more experience.

But hey, got a consolation prize for you, the message continued. Check your skills out. - S

Bringing up the character app, a new notification popped up as I scrolled through it.

NEW CROSS-CLASS SKILL UNLOCKED:

Iron Resolve

The message tone chimed again, and a second note from Sennh appeared.

This one’s a Paladin skill normally, but Haakon (he’s the God of Crusaders, by the by) agreed to give you this one as a freebie after seeing you turn down those succubi. Not sure if he’s impressed or amused or just a ~little bit drunk~, but hey – skills is skills!

Just don’t let it become a habit, okay? I’ve got a reputation to keep~

- S

Suppressing a sigh, I picked up the menu and glanced over it. As far as consolations went, a normally unavailable skill was a pretty good score, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that the gods were having a bit of a laugh at my expense.

The buffet service looked to be twenty-five coppers per person, which seemed surprisingly cheap – but then again, the restaurant was likely just there to encourage people to gamble, rent a room or pay for sex instead. I was too tired to get up and serve myself after the day I’d had, so I settled for ordering a steak once the waitress returned.

It was surprisingly good. For the twenty copper they were charging I’d expected a thin strap of meat overcooked to the point of boot leather, but the meat was done perfectly rare, accompanied by a small dish of peppery sauce and a side of greens.

Even succubi had standards, it seemed.

My hunger thus sated, I traipsed up the grand staircase to my room and collapsed on the bed, falling asleep almost as soon as my body hit the mattress.


CHAPTER FOUR

I woke up the next morning feeling refreshed. The room I had rented from Vivian was upstairs from the main hotel floor and wasn’t very spacious, as she’d mentioned. In fact, it wasn’t much more than a bed, a wardrobe and a basin all shoved into a broom closet with a window, once all was said and done – but it was a comfortable bed and the walls were thick enough that I wasn’t kept up all night with the noise coming from Vivian’s working girls and their patrons.

Climbing out of bed, I soon realised the first thing I missed from my own world: showers. My clothes were still worn and already starting to get a bit musty – but I didn’t have anything else to wear, so I pulled them back on again and groomed myself as best I could using the small mirror and washbasin in the room. Surprisingly enough, the claw marks on my face left by the goblins had almost healed completely – only a slight redness remained. I flexed my hand, the knuckles no longer bloody and barely even aching. Six points in Stamina certainly had its benefits.

Fixing my hair, I went downstairs to the main hall.

Vivian was already up and behind the front desk, where I’d seen her last night. She looked just as beautiful as she had back then, her raven-black hair flowing down past her shoulders over the tight form-hugging red dress that matched her lipstick. I honestly wondered where she’d managed to get her clothes, not to mention the fine lingerie her girls wore – most of the apparel I’d seen people wearing around the city had looked like standard medieval fare.

“Sleep well?” she asked as I came down the stairs.

“Very well, in fact,” I replied, pulling out a one-silver coin and handing it to her. “For tonight. And, uh, how much is breakfast?” I added.

Vivian shook her head. “Nonsense – we agreed last night that breakfast was complimentary. I may be a demon, but I’m not one to break a deal.” She smiled, showing a hint of teeth. “Lunch and dinner are another matter; but for now, please do enjoy the buffet.”

The kitchen area had set up the small buffet with an assortment of breakfast foods – I took some scrambled eggs, a couple of rashers of what looked like crispy bacon, toast and coffee and sat down at a table by myself. There didn’t appear to be any other guests that were staying at the hotel, but the girls – all of them succubi, from the looks of the horns and small wings they were sporting – were eating and gossiping among themselves.

While I ate, I brought up my phone and gave my skills another peruse. Lower Inhibition hadn’t changed since I had shut it off yesterday, but the bar underneath the Barter skill had jumped right up to 70% since the last time I’d checked.

That couldn’t be right. I’d only negotiated a price for room and board last night.

I thought back to the discussion between Vivian and I, specifically how talking with her had left me lightheaded. Did she have her own set of skills; possibly a stronger version of Barter, or something akin to suggestion or mind control? If she really was a succubus, it wouldn’t seem out of place. My thoughts had certainly felt more sluggish than usual. Vivian could technically count as a businesswoman – if people in this world had their attributes and skills assigned automatically, it would make sense for her to have picked up the Barter skill early and for it to be a much higher level than mine due to her having more experience using it.

Perhaps my Charisma attribute had influenced my own Barter skill somehow, giving it a boost that allowed me to surpass Vivian’s skills and haggle for a better deal. Putting aside the fact that I’d managed to somehow broker a deal with a succubus and stay in her hotel when I was sent here by Sennh to vanquish the Succubus Queen, it seemed like there was more to the way my skills worked than I’d initially thought.

Then there was the matter of the massive experience boost I’d received to Barter. Was that because I managed to beat Vivian in our negotiation? Honestly, I had no idea if one silver per night was a good deal or not, but she did seem pretty annoyed that I’d managed to get her down that low, so it had to be somewhat decent.

But then again, she was a succubus – she could just be acting for my benefit to make me think I had a better deal.

I shook my head and looked at the progress bar underneath Barter. The numbers didn’t lie. I’d gotten a great deal over a vastly more experienced haggler.

The only question; was it just blind luck, or could I do it again?

Now that I’d managed to secure a roof over my head, at least temporarily, the next order of business was to purchase some new clothes. The red light district was a distinctly different place during the daytime – tired drunks staggering back home, shielding their eyes from the glare of the sun as it crested the buildings on the opposite end of the city while bar and brothel staff swept up broken bottles, mugs and other debris from their storefronts.

On a side note, it was nice to see that the sun still rose in the east here.

The marketplace was my first port of call – there were a few clothing vendors with a surprisingly decent assortment of garments. I made it a point to try my luck at bartering, and for twelve silver and seventy-five copper – down from the asking price of sixteen silver – I was able to pick up a few new shirts, a pair of pants and some underwear and socks. The merchant I’d bought them from even managed to point me in the direction of a tailor in town who could repair my t-shirt and jeans for fifty copper – I left my damaged clothes with them for patching up and changed into my new outfit.

The shirts fit nicely, but the pants were a little loose, so I dropped another two silver on a nice brown leather belt that would do until I could get the tailor to take them in a little around the waist, as well as spending eight more on a pair of boots that were considerably more comfortable for walking in than my worn out old sneakers. If I was going to have to do most of my travelling on foot, a good pair of boots would be essential. Additionally, I’d saved myself another three silver and fifty copper through ample use of Barter – not bad for someone who’d only learned it yesterday.

As I sat at an outdoor cafe for lunch, I caught a glimpse of myself reflected in a restaurant window across the street. With my new clothes, I looked more or less like anyone else in the city, no longer standing out like a sore thumb as I had just yesterday. Satisfied, I went back to checking my stats on my phone while sipping at my coffee.

I’d kept Lower Inhibition off all morning, so that still hadn’t changed since yesterday. Barter’s experience had gone up a fair bit to 96% – not quite the huge jump in experience I’d gained from Vivian, but considerable enough to the point that it was almost maxed out. I wasn’t sure what would happen when it reached 100%, but if Lower Inhibition was anything to go by then the skill might improve further.

My character level was still at 3, so my attributes were the same as before. Sennh had said to me that class levels were gained through experience, but all I’d been doing since yesterday afternoon had been bartering, eating and sleeping – clearly not enough to improve either my Champion or Warrior levels. It made sense that Warrior would only increase through fighting, and the Champion of Sennh class went up when I did anything lust-related.

Would I be able to unlock more classes through other actions? It seemed likely, but at this stage I didn’t have much frame of reference for it.

I toggled over to my Inventory app and ran down the list quickly.

EQUIPPED:

COTTON SHIRT

COTTON PANTS

LEATHER BELT

LEATHER BOOTS

WATCH [!]

INVENTORY:

PHONE

KEY RING (house, car, hotel room)

WALLET & ID CARDS

COTTON SHIRT x2

UNDERPANTS x5

SOCKS (pair) x5

SNEAKERS

$18.25 [EXCHANGE]

CURRENCY: 28 Silver, 37 Copper

STORAGE:

[empty]

Grimacing, I took my watch off and wound it up again. I wasn’t even sure why I did it – it was still set to the wrong time, and I wasn’t even sure if this world ran on a 24-hour day cycle in the first place. Just out of habit, I suppose.

My money was disappearing fast with my expenses, particularly considering I hadn’t even managed to buy a weapon or armour yet. I still had the notes and coins in my wallet that I hadn’t exchanged, but there was no telling how much I’d get back for those. No-one in the marketplace had been able to exchange them, although a few had suggested I try the guild seeing as they often dealt with adventurers from foreign realms.

There was also the matter of my storage. I’d asked around initially, but few people knew what I was talking about until one merchant at the trading post mentioned in passing how he’d seen groups of adventurers often pulling their goods out of a portal for trading at his store. Following on from that lead, I was later able to ascertain from an older knightly-looking fellow with a magnificent moustache that this was another service provided by the various guilds.

Finishing off my coffee, I left a few coins on the table to pay for my bill and started off for the guild, hefting the sack of clothing I’d bought over my shoulder. If I was going to buy more equipment, I’d need to get my storage and finances sorted out first.

Jamila was behind the counter again when I arrived at the Adventurers’ Guild building. “Ah, Gary,” she said, a faint smile on her face. “Back again so soon. Someone’s eager.”

I placed the sack of clothes down by my feet and gave her my best smile in return. “A pleasure as always, Jamila,” I said. There were even less people here in the early afternoon than there were yesterday evening – it was a wonder that there were any adventurers at all in Earlygrave. “I’m in need of your expert assistance yet again today. I only hope you’re not too busy?”

She chuckled. “I’m all ears, my boy – no pun intended,” she added with a smirk. “What can I help you with?”

First things first, I reminded myself. “For starters – are you able to exchange these into local currency?” I said, pulling out my wallet and emptying the notes and coins on the table.

Adjusting her glasses with a thoughtful hum, Jamila picked up the notes and held them up to the light one at a time. “Hmm. Paper currency typically isn’t worth much, sadly. Too easy to counterfeit; although this does look very well made, if that’s the case. Are these new notes from the Republic of Ralmir? I’ve heard tell they’re looking at moving away from metal currency.”

“Somewhere a bit further out than that, I’d wager,” I said. At Jamila’s curious stare, I added, “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

She raised a greying eyebrow conspiratorially, but went back to studying the notes and coins. “Regardless, there’s always a market for ancient or foreign currencies among collectors. I can take these off your hands for you now, if you like – you’d probably get more if you were to find a collector or curio store to sell to directly, but that’s not a guarantee.”

“How much would you give me for it now?” I asked.

Jamila tallied up the coins in her hand, seemingly ignoring the denominations on them for now. “If you put me on the spot? I’d say… twenty silver.”

“Is that the highest you’d go?”

“That’s just a low estimate, mind you – if these are genuine, and it looks like they are, then there’s a good chance I’d be able to offload them to a collector for a fair bit more.” She piled the coins up on the table next to the notes. “Since you’re a guild member, you’d be entitled to a percentage of any profit made on the exchange.”

Jamila’s offer seemed reasonable, primarily because it would save me a lot of further legwork trying to find someone willing to buy the currency. “What percentage are we talking here?”

She gave it some thought. “I’d split the proceeds 50/50 with you, once I’ve subtracted a handler’s fee and the initial twenty silver advance.”

“Done deal,” I said with a nod.

“Glad to hear it,” the elf woman said, opening up her draw and sliding four five-silver coins over the counter to me, taking my foreign notes and coins in exchange. “I’ll be in touch once I find a buyer. You said you had other business?” She looked across the desk at me from her seat.

“Yes, I wanted to know how I’d go about setting up remote storage at the guild, or whatever it’s called?” At her frown, I clarified, “One of the other adventurers mentioned that I can get a kind of portal thing that lets me put things in and draw them out of it at will? I can’t remember what they called it.”

“Oh, a port-bag!” she exclaimed, a look of recognition crossing her face. “Yes, of course, we can set you up with one of those. Apologies, I should have asked if you needed one yesterday. Give me a minute, I’ll need to duck down to storage and grab you an empty one. Just wait right there.” Jamila looked a little abashed as she got up from her chair and exited her office, coming out into the guild hall proper and shuffling over to a door marked STORAGE.

In retrospect, I really should have asked about it when I was there yesterday.

She disappeared through the doorway, returning a few minutes later with a small, unassuming drawstring sack in her hand. “Here you go,” she said, handing it to me. “It’s been registered in your name and to your guild card – your storage locker is kept downstairs with any belongings you put inside the bag, and you can retrieve them simply by reaching back into it and envisioning what you want to pull out.”

I took the port-bag from her and gave it a look over. It was a simple cloth bag, firmly made from thick material with a sturdy drawstring woven in through the mouth. Pulling it open revealed nothing but a dark void inside the bag, the opening ringed with a faint blue light.

Taking my keys out of my pocket, I tossed them inside to test it. They disappeared as soon as they passed the bag’s threshold, the bag itself showing no sign of gaining weight or having anything within its confines. I reached into the void and thought of my keys, my hand brushing against them almost instantly as I took hold of them and pulled them back out.

It seemed to work easily enough.

“Are these magic?” I asked her as she made her way back behind her little desk.

“Probably,” she said with a shrug. “Nobody remembers how they were made, they’ve just always been a part of the guilds. Every guild building has a storage facility and port-bags in their basement, to my knowledge, and they’re kept highly secure.”

That meant that this was my first hands-on interaction with anything magical – Jamila had filled out my guild card using what I assumed was also magic, but this port-bag was the first real magical item I’d obtained for myself since my arrival.

I threw my keys and wallet in there for now, seeing as they weren’t much good to me in my pockets. They’d be out of the way, but they’d still be safe just in case. After a moment of thought, I took my new clothes and my old sneakers out of the sack they were in and put them inside the port-bag as well, along with the sack itself – I could take them out once I was back in my room, and it meant I wouldn’t have to carry them around by hand in the meantime.

“One more thing,” I said, tying the drawstring from the bag onto my belt. “How do I go about taking on quests?” I assumed that was how I was going to make most of my money in this world, now that I was in the Adventurers’ Guild. I’d already overheard other adventurers discussing quests and rewards – it seemed like it paid pretty well.

Jamila tilted her head towards the large message board on the wall beside her window. “They’re all posted up there on the board; just take one down and bring it over to me, I’ll register you for it. Since you’re just starting out, I’d suggest aiming for the ones posted closer to this end of the wall, they’re the easier ones. Although,” she added, tapping her chin in thought. “You have proven adept at slaying goblins, so if you’re after some easy money and don’t mind the risk, there’s a job that’s just come up to clear them out of Earlygrave Forest.”

I stepped away from the counter and took a look at the message board. The length of it took up almost the entire wall, starting just beside Jamila’s window and extending out to the far end of the building. Small cards were pinned to it with the details of quests, requirements and offered rewards, with many of the low-ranking ones being fairly menial work; rat catching, tree felling, tutoring and collecting mushrooms among them. One request asked for an adventurer to bring back six aggravated wolf pelts – it specified the wolves needed to be aggravated and gave explicit details on where such wolves could be found.

Not knowing the first thing about skinning an animal, I decided to give that one a miss.

Moving up the board a little further, I found the quest that Jamila had mentioned. Some farmers in the region who had been dealing with increased theft and raids by feral goblins wanted them taken care of, and were offering a reward of two gold and fifty silver for anyone who could rid them from the forests around their land.

Quietly, I wondered if this quest was from Linda’s family – she had mentioned putting in a request at the Guild yesterday when we’d parted ways.

Taking the card down from the board, I returned to Jamila. “I’ll give this one a shot, then,” I said, passing it over the counter to her.

“Easy enough,” she said, stamping the card and placing it in a filing cabinet behind her. “You’ve got seven days to complete the quest; after that, it gets returned to the board and someone else has the opportunity to take it up.” She raised her eyebrows, looking over the rim of her glasses. “Still haven’t replaced that spear, I see.”

“It’s next on the shopping list, I swear,” I said with a grin.

The last stop on my itinerary before journeying into the forest was Grom the Blacksmith, who had been suggested to me by Jamila the other day. I found his workshop only a few stores down from the guild, the heavy-set bearded orc himself banging away at a length of red-hot metal to beat it into the shape of a horseshoe. He looked up from his work as I approached, grumbling out “One moment,” before finishing the task at hand and putting down his tongs and hammer. “What are you after?” he asked, his voice as rough and coarse as the weathered skin on his hands as he pulled his heavy gloves off and set them aside.

“I’m after a spear and maybe some light armour, something not too restrictive and easy to move in,” I said, taking a look around the workshop. The shop itself was more of a shed, with little more than a roof and a back wall to speak of. A large set of bellows fed a fireplace in the back, with several tongs, clamps, hammers and other smithing tools hanging from hooks on the wall or from the ceiling. Weapon and armour racks were by the front of the shop on display, a hand-painted sign next to them reading “THIEVES WILL BE SHOT” in no uncertain terms. Just behind the nearest rack, a heavy, dangerous looking crossbow was there to reinforce the threat.

Grom grunted, which seemed to be his way of giving either his approval or admonishment at my choices. “Looking for anything special with the spear? Plating, engraving, rare metals? Enchantment?”

This was more complex than I thought – I imagined it’d just be a simple transaction. “Just something basic is fine,” I explained, “I’m really only after something for a beginner.”

He nodded towards the racks by the front. “Could recommend a good iron spear; sharp tip, solid oak haft. Set you back 30 silver.”

I tried not to wince. Even a starter weapon seemed like it was a bit out of my price range at the moment. “Not to offend,” I said carefully, “but do you have anything cheaper available?”

The look on the orc’s face said everything – I had clearly offended. Tutting, he turned around to look through a barrel of weapons in the far corner of the shop. “Not normally in the habit of selling off rejects,” he grumbled. “Got a reputation to keep, after all.” He returned to the front of the workshop with a short spear, perhaps half the length of the one on the rack. The tip was black iron, and still looked astonishingly sharp without a single visible imperfection. I wasn’t an expert on metallurgy, but if this was what Grom considered a reject he was probably a damn good smith.

“Tried my hand at making javelins a while back for someone, couldn’t get the balance quite right,” he said, sounding somewhat ashamed as he spoke. “Only got a couple made before I gave up, been meaning to scrap them ever since. Could still do as a short spear in a pinch, if you’re desperate.”

“Something like that would suit me just fine,” I said. My eye had caught a studded leather vest that was hanging from the armour rack that looked like it’d be around my size; I pointed it out to him. “How much would both of these set me back?”

Grom set his brow firmly, the portly orc rubbing a hand across his wiry grey-black beard as he thought. “Not about to charge you for something I was planning to throw out,” he said gruffly. “I’d toss the short spear in for free if you took the vest.”

The armour was fifty silver, but I thankfully managed to get it down to forty-five with my guild discount since that was about all the money I had on me. I promised the grumbling old blacksmith that I’d be back for repeat business and it seemed to soften him up a bit, even if he didn’t look like he entirely believed me – and I couldn’t exactly blame him, with only a handful of coins left in my pocket.

He showed me how to fasten the leather vest over my shirt and tighten the straps so it wouldn’t slide around while I was moving about; chafing was the number one enemy of unprepared adventurers, he told me sternly. It fit like a glove and felt surprisingly comfortable, the vest thick yet flexible – not made by Grom himself, but by a leather worker in town that he often collaborated with. The smith seemed loathe to provide anything but the best quality possible, and I could see why Jamila had recommended him – no doubt a lot of guild members were among his patronage.

Heading for the main gates of the city with my shopping completed, I checked my phone again for a snapshot of my current status.

EQUIPPED:

IRON SHORT SPEAR

STUDDED LEATHER VEST

COTTON SHIRT

COTTON PANTS

LEATHER BELT

LEATHER BOOTS

WATCH

INVENTORY:

PORT-BAG

CURRENCY: 3 Silver, 17 Copper

STORAGE:

PHONE

KEY RING (house, car, hotel room)

WALLET & ID CARDS

COTTON SHIRT x2

UNDERPANTS x 5

SOCKS (pair) x5

SNEAKERS

BURLAP SACK

I was about to put my phone away when I saw the notification light blinking again. Curious, I tapped the Character app to bring it up.

SKILL UPGRADED:

Barter > Improved Barter

LEVEL UP: Merchant/1

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

ATTRIBUTE GAINED: Luck +1

CLASS UNLOCKED:

Merchant

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Luck Boost +1

Negotiate

It looked like maxing out Barter had unlocked a new class – and just like when I’d unlocked Warrior, it had come with an additional bonus attribute point as well. Personally, I would have thought a merchant class would have given an increase to Intelligence or Charisma, but I wasn’t going to complain about free points.

The choice in new class skills was limited, probably just derived from the Merchant abilities and the fact that I hadn’t done much since my last level up to influence any other options. I’d already received a point in Luck from the class unlock, so I decided to go with Negotiate. Given my Charisma score, it’d probably have some synergy there.

That just left my remaining attribute point. My first thought was to put it into Strength since I’d finally got a weapon, but as I hefted the short spear in my other hand it gave me pause. The blacksmith had technically made the weapon originally as a javelin – would that mean my effectiveness with it would be derived from Dexterity instead, or would that only come into play if I was planning to throw it?

I could always message Sennh for her advice, but she would probably just tell me to put it into Charisma again… which, considering my skill makeup, might be a better option compared to the risk of wasting points in an attribute that I didn’t need for my weapon of choice.

Eventually I gave up and tapped the icon next to Charisma to add my extra point to it. It was working out well for me so far, so who was I to judge? With that done, I reviewed my stat line.

Level: 4

Champion of Sennh/2, Warrior/1, Merchant/1

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 6

INT: 3

CHA: 11

LCK: 6

My low-average Strength, Dexterity and Intelligence scores were a little worrying, but the other three attributes more than made up for them. Besides, I’d been able to hold my own against a group of goblins effectively unarmed with little injury to show for it; surely it wouldn’t be too difficult to face similar odds again now that I was properly geared up for a fight.

Short spear – or javelin, whatever – in hand, I set out through the city gates and off towards the woods of Earlygrave Forest.


CHAPTER FIVE

The forest wasn’t far from the border of the city and only took about half an hour’s walk to reach. Lumberjacks felled trees on the edge of the forest, cutting up the logs and ferrying them by cart to a mill on the city outskirts for processing into lumber. I wondered idly about how woodworking was done in this world – was magic involved, or did they do it all by hand and machine? I hadn’t seen much in the way of magic being utilised in daily life outside of the guild identification cards and port-bags, although I’d seen a few people throughout the city who had the look of stereotypical mages among the adventurers. Perhaps it was more of a limited ability than I’d imagined.

As I climbed a hill leading towards the woodlands proper it afforded me an ideal view of the city itself. I could see the marketplace already bustling with people and colourful vendors at this hour, the red light district where I’d spent the night only a few blocks away. The eastern part of town was mostly obscured by Earlygrave’s large stone walls from the angle I was on, but much of the northern district was clearly visible; from what I could tell it appeared to be made up of larger storehouses and factories. The lumber carts were headed there, while others packed with goods made their way through the west city gate and followed the roads in the direction of the sea.

A thin stream of smoke plumed up from the north side, and I squinted to see what looked like a steam locomotive slowly making its way towards the north gates. The unmistakable metal rails of a train line extended further out of the city to the north and off into the distance through the intervening hills. It seemed the world had a certain amount of technology rather than relying on magic for everything, which at the very least meant I wasn’t as far out of my depth as I’d thought.

Earlygrave Forest was fairly dense with trees, many of their leaves starting to show the bright yellows or deep reds that signified the arrival of autumn. Most of the paths through the woods appeared to be little more than animal tracks, although a few well-walked trails were clearly visible around the fringe of the forest with rudimentary signposts marking their path. I passed a couple of hunters on their way back from a successful hunt, one of them a giant of a man with a whole deer carcass slung over his broad shoulders while the woman beside him had a pair of birds strung up beneath her dark green cloak, a cloth mask covering her face below her sharp eyes. An arrow had been shot clean through the doe’s neck, no doubt fired from the impressive looking longbow strapped to the man’s back. He shot me a grin as he and his partner walked past me on the path.

“Good hunting, friend,” he said in greeting, and I nodded in reply with a smile.

Shortly afterwards I pushed further into the thick of the woods off the beaten path, keeping an eye and ear out for anything out of the ordinary as the chirp of birds and occasional scrabble of a wild beast darting away through the trees filled the air. The quest details had specified that a band of feral goblins had set up camp somewhere in the forest and had been raiding the nearby farmlands; stealing crops and tools, rustling what cattle they could and slaughtering when they couldn’t to the best of their ability. So far, they hadn’t tried to attack any of the farmers, usually fleeing for the woods when confronted – up until yesterday, when Linda and I had been assailed in her barn. The fact that that incident had been specifically mentioned reinforced my theory that Linda herself had posted the quest just recently.

From what I could tell I was heading east through the forest, back in the direction of Linda’s farmlands where I’d first arrived in this world. It seemed like the logical direction to start looking for this goblin camp – if they were raiding the farms they’d likely be located somewhere close by, but not close enough to the point where they’d be obvious.

After roughly an hour of making my way through rough, unmarked forest trails I abruptly noticed a lack of birdsong in the air. The only sounds I could hear were the wind slowly moving the branches of the trees and a faint, scratchy-sounding voice in the distance that was being carried on the breeze. I crouched down and made my way forward as quietly as I could, the voice – no, voices – growing louder as I approached.

Just up ahead between the trees I could see a group of three goblins, bent over and foraging through a tangled mess of brambles. They were talking amongst themselves by the look of things, all while carefully picking berries from the thorny vines and placing them into a pouch that each one carried at their side.

“You hear Kerka’s looking for a mate?” one of them said. “Thinking I might ask her out.”

“Ha ha, yeah, good luck with that,” another chimed in. “Unless you’re hanging down to your knees, doubt she’s interested.”

It looked like my Language (Goblin) skill worked passively without my input. No longer were the goblins’ words coming through as incoherent screeches like before; instead it sounded like they were speaking my native tongue, albeit with a bit of a screechy accent. Similarly, I realised that I’d had no issues in understanding any of the people back in town, human or otherwise. It was just another oddity of this world – maybe every race had their own Language skill that they were born with innately, and anyone associating with them long enough just picked it up.

“Who’s to say I’m not?” the first goblin spat back indignantly.

The other two simply laughed in response. “I’ve seen what’s between your legs, Persh – it’s not enough for Kerka, trust me,” the second goblin said.

The trio of goblins suddenly stopped laughing as a dry patch of leaves crackled underneath my foot. I froze.

“What was that?” one of them hissed. “Another deer?”

“Haven’t been any around here for a few weeks. Townsfolk been getting them all before we could. Hunter, perhaps?”

“Shit, over there!”

I could see one of them pointing in my direction, the yellow-whites of his eyes bulging out of his head in fear. It was strange – none of the open hostility I’d seen from the goblins in the barn was present in these ones, almost like they weren’t feral at all. They still wore the basic skins, loincloths and moccasins that the other goblins had been draped in, but these ones were clearly terrified of me.

Plus, I could understand what they were saying – so that meant there might be a chance for us to negotiate rather than just running in and slaughtering them wholesale. Something about killing unarmed creatures felt wrong to me, especially when I could tell how scared they were.

“Hey,” I said, stepping out from behind the tree I was poorly concealed behind, carefully keeping my spear tip pointed at the ground and away from the goblins.

“Back off, man!” one of the goblins screeched, pulling out a small knife from a sheath at his back. “I’ll cut you!” The tone of his voice was more frantic than threatening, but it looked as though he could spring to action and try to attack me if I pushed him too hard.

Quietly, I was glad I’d left my Lower Inhibition skill toggled off.

“I’m not looking for any trouble, guys,” I said, putting my left hand up to stop them in what I hoped was an inoffensive gesture, but keeping my right firmly on the haft of my short spear.

The pointing goblin’s eyes widened even further. “Persh, he’s speaking Gob! Put your knife down, you idiot!”

Their astonishment seemed to confirm how language skills worked in this world; simply having the skill meant I could apparently both understand and speak the language effortlessly. To me, it just seemed like I was speaking English, but the goblins seemed to interpret it as their own language coming from my lips. I tried not to think of how the skill would sync up what they were hearing with my mouth movements, although from my point of view their speaking looked perfectly natural – so presumably mine did to them as well.

The goblin named Persh was still brandishing his blade in an attempt to appear menacing. “It’s a trick!” he shouted as he backed away from me. “No human speaks our language! How’d he even learn Gob?”

In fairness, he had a good point – I doubted that many humans would have the chance to learn the Language (Goblin) skill naturally. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” I said. “Look, I don’t want to fight if you three don’t. You don’t look feral to me.”

“Damn right, we ain’t ferals!” the second goblin spat.

“Gekk, shut the fuck up!” the first barked. “And Persh, put your fucking knife away!”

“Fuck you, Devvo!” Persh cried, his words ending in a shocked yelp as he tripped over a tree root and stumbled into the bramble bush he’d been pawing through earlier. “Shit! Ow, ow!” he yelled, flailing and doing little but getting himself more tangled up.

He’d finally dropped his knife, so I moved forward carefully to where he was thrashing around inside the thorny vines as his companions watched on silently. Turning my spear around, I used the haft to ease some of the vines out of the way and reached in to give the diminutive greenskin my hand.

“Persh, was it?” I said. “Come on, let me help you out of there. Grab on.”

Hesitantly, the goblin reached out and grabbed onto my hand, letting me pull him out of the brambles. He eyed me up warily, his body covered in tiny cuts and scratches from the thorns. “Thanks,” he said after a moment. Bending down to pick up his knife, I breathed a quiet sigh of relief when he slid it back into its sheath instead of going after my shins.

“Sorry, buddy,” the lead goblin said. “We don’t see too many humans out here – and those that do typically just try to kill us on sight. First time meeting anyone who can speak Gobbo, for that matter. I’m Devvo, this is Gekk and Persh,” he said, pointing to the other two in turn. “You got a name?”

“My name’s Gary. Sorry for startling you earlier.”

Devvo’s face scrunched up, trying to work his way around my name. “Garr-ee,” he mouthed out slowly, and I noticed he had an elongated tongue. “Garee. Gary. Was that right?”

I gave him a thumbs up. Probably a good thing I didn’t bother with my last name.

“Okay, Gary,” he said, “nice to meet you. Now, what brings you out our way?”

“There’s been claims of goblins raiding the nearby farms; stealing cattle, tools and the like. Would you three know anything about it?” My hand held firmly onto my spear – if they took this accusation badly, I could still end up in a fight.

Frowning, Devvo tapped his foot. “Can’t say that I do – we three boys are on foraging duty, they’d never send us out on a raid.”

Gekk raised a hand, and Devvo nodded at him to go ahead. “Tokka came back last night covered in blood, said all his boys had gotten into a fight and he was the only survivor. Looked like he’d seen a ghost.”

Devvo raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Hadn’t heard about that. Surprised Tokka let them off their leash, his gang’s one of the most disciplined in the camp.”

I thought back to the goblins I’d encountered yesterday. The leader had escaped; was he the Tokka they were talking about? Did that mean the goblins had been influenced into attacking us by my Lower Inhibition skill, and wouldn’t have done so under normal circumstances?

I wisely decided to keep my mouth shut about that possibility.

“The Adventurers’ Guild has put out a quest to remove goblins from the forest,” I continued, moving the conversation away from yesterday’s raid. “There’s also an open bounty on feral goblins,” I added, “and I don’t know if the guild is discriminating between feral or not.”

“Figures,” Devvo muttered. He eyed up the spear at my side. “You out here to collect, then?”

“I’m not here to kill you, if that’s what you’re asking.” That wasn’t entirely true – I’d set out to kill goblins originally, but it looked like another possible solution was opening up as we spoke. “I did take the quest to stop the raids on the farmlands; technically, the quest also includes clearing the goblins from the forest, but it seems like there might be room to negotiate a compromise.”

“Ain’t no ferals,” Gekk grumbled under his breath.

Persh spoke up. “Could take him to speak with the Chief.”

“First good idea out of your mouth today,” Devvo replied. “Up for a bit of a walk, Gary? Could take you back to our camp, let you hash things out with the Chief. Just, uh…” he said, glancing pointedly at my spear. “Don’t stick him, okay?”

I nodded with a smirk. “I won’t if he doesn’t try it first. Lead the way.”

The goblin camp was about twenty minutes walk from where they’d been foraging, which probably meant they’d been set up in the forest for some time now. The forest was dense and untamed this deep in, and I struggled to make my way through scrub and undergrowth that the smaller goblins were able to fit through with ease. They navigated through the uncharted terrain using small marks that had been carved into the trees – to my untrained eye, they looked just like scratches caused by birds or other animals.

Eventually we came into a clearing, and any notion of the goblins being feral was immediately dispelled. About a dozen tents had been erected of various sizes, with maybe thirty to forty goblins hard at work. There was a small crop patch being maintained, a ramshackle chicken coop and several cows in a makeshift corral on one end of the camp; in one tent, a blacksmith worked away making goblin-sized armour and weapons, while nearby a tanner worked on stitching leather clothes. A kitchen had been set up, with an older goblin matron attending a large cook pot over a roaring fire – whatever she was cooking up smelled surprisingly good.

Two goblins in burnished plate levelled spears as we approached, each weapon about the same size as my own. “Is that a human, Devvo?” one of them barked. “The hell are you thinking?”

“Whoa, whoa!” Devvo shouted, waving his hands. “Put ‘em down, guys, he’s cool! This is Gary; he speaks Gob, he just wants to talk with the Chief! He’s not going to start anything!”

One of the guards looked at me and sniffed derisively. “’Zzis true? You speak Gob, human?”

“Yes,” I said carefully. “I can speak the Goblin language.”

Both of their eyes widened. “Shit, you weren’t kidding, Dev. Speaks it more formal than the Chief, even.” One of them turned back to me. “You going to start any trouble… Garr-ee?”

“It’s not my intention. I’m just here to talk.” I held out my spear to them, haft-first. “You can take my weapon, if it’ll make you feel more at ease.”

The guard seemed to consider it for a moment, then shook his head. “Nah, keep it. Chief’s got his guards anyway, you wouldn’t be able to harm him even if you wanted to.” He nodded at Devvo. “Go on then, he’s in his tent.”

“Come on, Gary. This way.”

I followed Devvo as Gekk and Persh left us, each of them running away to no doubt tell everyone they could find of the strange human who’d just arrived that speaks their language. Not that they needed to, of course – practically the entire camp stopped work to gawk at me and murmur among themselves as I walked past. I picked up snippets of their conversations as I passed, most of it just being astonishment at being able to see a human this close without fear for their life.

The goblin chief’s tent was the largest in the camp, decorated in furs and situated at the centre of the clearing. I had to bend down to get inside, crouched down almost onto my knees as I stood before the chieftain’s throne, a black bear pelt draped over the back of his chair with the head mounted at the top. The chief himself was an older looking goblin, his skin wrinkled and grey-green with little hair left on his head – but his eyes were still sharp as they took me in. Beside him stood a younger goblin woman clad in steel half-plate, the metal heavily burnished and dented seemingly from years of use rather than shoddy workmanship. Her gaze was focused on me intently.

“Hyuu-mon,” the chief said, working the words out slowly. “Iz truu… yuu spekka Gob?”

I wondered why his words sounded strange, until I realised he was speaking the Human language – admittedly a little butchered. “That’s correct,” I said, unsure whether he’d interpret them in Human or Goblin. “I can understand Goblin… or Gob, as you’ve called it.”

He nodded, a smile creeping onto his wide mouth. “Interesting. There’s been many a goblin who’s learned Human… but so far you’re the first human I’ve met who’s learned Gob.”

“You could say I’m somewhat of an oddity,” I said, returning his gesture.

The chief chuckled. “And so fluent, too. Truly interesting.” He thumped a fist to his bony chest. “I am Okka Bearslayer; greetings, on behalf of the Iron Mountain Tribe. I’m told you have something to discuss?”

I explained the situation to Okka – how the farmers had been dealing with recent raids and thefts, and how I personally had encountered several apparently feral goblins just yesterday. The wizened goblin nodded along as I spoke, frowning intently when I mentioned the events at the barn.

“I understand you encountered Tokka, our guard captain,” he said slowly. “I’m not sure what possessed him to attack you or any other human, but it was explicitly against my orders – and against his own nature, for that matter. I don’t doubt your words, mind you; his own story corroborates yours.” The goblin’s brow furrowed deeply. “Still, it remains a mystery.”

“What exactly brought you to these woods?” I asked. “It looks like you’ve been settled here for some time.”

“Only a few months, at most,” Okka said. “We moved down from the mountains in search of more fertile lands – this forest has proven quite bountiful for our small group. This clearing that we’re in now was previously a bandit camp, from what we understand. Rest assured, they will trouble the region no further.” He didn’t embellish on that statement, but the hard look in his eyes told me all I needed to know. “I will admit, we have been taking from the nearby farms, but only in moderation, and only that what we needed to survive.”

A solution was slowly beginning to formulate in my mind. “It seems like you bear no ill will towards the farmers,” I said. “Would you be open to trading with them, or coming to some other arrangement in exchange for goods?”

The chieftain rubbed his chin. “Perhaps. Although I don’t know what we could offer; the goods we craft are sized for goblins, not humans.”

“You managed to drive off the bandits that were in these woods before you. How about serving as guards, or forming a militia to protect the farms in the region?” Linda had mentioned bandits during our first meeting – perhaps there were more groups of them around.

Silence stretched throughout the tent for a moment before Okka leaned back on his throne, fingers curling up together in contemplation. “I believe we could offer such services, yes. If the humans would have us and be willing to negotiate a fair deal, of course.” His eyes met mine. “Would you be willing to assist us in this matter, Gary?”

I nodded. “I would. I’d very much like to see this quest come to a resolution that doesn’t require bloodshed.” Not in the least because my fighting stats weren’t exactly up to scratch. I’d managed to fend off a few crazed goblins through luck, but fighting an entire camp of them by myself was another matter entirely.

Okka gestured to the goblin standing beside him. “My daughter Kerka will accompany you as my representative; she is a fine warrior, and can speak Human fluently.”

The goblin girl bowed her head to me. “Nice to meet you, Gary,” she said. Her eyes seemed to light up as she watched me, her tone of voice holding very few signs of the telltale scratchy goblin cadence and sounding almost pleasant to listen to in comparison.

“Likewise, Kerka. The pleasure is all mine.”

She grinned, her lips pursing briefly as she pantomimed a kiss. “I’ll bet.”

“Go with the gods, Gary,” Okka said, climbing off his throne and approaching me with his hand extended. “I hope for only the best.”

Taking his hand, we shook on it, the elderly goblin having a surprisingly firm grasp for his age and size. I glanced over at Kerka standing just behind her father’s shoulder, the goblin warrior’s lustful gaze locked on me as she slowly moved her fist back and forth in front of her open mouth, her tongue poking at the inside of her cheek to match the rhythm; the universal sign of “I’m going to suck your dick.”

It was at that point that I realised I might be in trouble.


CHAPTER SIX

Kerka seemed nice enough, I thought as we hit the trail together and began heading south-east in the direction of the human farmland. I’d never met a goblin woman before – not something I thought I’d be saying up until yesterday – but if she was any example, they were all fairly comely and very, very oversexed.

“So, Gary,” was the first thing she said once we were out of earshot of the camp. “How big is your dick?”

I almost tripped on an exposed root. “I’m sorry, what was that?” I asked, trying to brush it off. Maybe I’d misheard her.

“I was just wondering how big your cock was,” she repeated with a coy smile. “I’ve never had human dick before. I’m curious.” She moved closer to me, her armour clinking as she sidled up against my thigh while we walked – being a goblin, her head only came up to about my waistline. “Do you like goblin girls, Gary?” she asked, looking up at me.

It felt like a loaded question. I hadn’t given it much thought – I was attracted to women, sure, and honestly there was nothing about her appearance that threw me off. I glanced down at Kerka; she had a messy mop of dark purple-black hair on her head, a slender face and plump lips with pointed ears that poked out at the side of her head. Her eyes lacked the rotten egg colour of most of the goblins I’d seen, instead being more of a pale white with a brilliant blue iris.

Her armour covered most of her body, but it had been shaped with ample space at the chest; unless it was purely for show, Kerka had quite sizeable breasts for her diminutive size. Overall, as far as goblins went she was very attractive.

“Sure,” I’d said without even thinking. “I like them well enough.”

A smile lit up her features. “Do you like me, Gary?” she purred.

“I mean, yeah,” I said dumbly. “You seem really nice.”

She reached a hand up around my waist, pointedly brushing it over my ass and giving it a slight squeeze, her claws poking gently into my skin. “I like you too. I hope we can become very close friends.”

Holy shit. Goblin girls were not subtle in the slightest.

I brought out my phone just to check if I’d left my Lower Inhibition skill on by mistake; surprisingly that wasn’t the case, but there was a new notification flashing on the Character app. Opening it up, there was now an extra tab that had been added to the top bar with Kerka’s name on it alongside the one with mine. Tapping it brought up her own personal sheet.

NEW PARTY MEMBER ADDED:

Kerka Bearslayer

Level: 3

Warrior/3

STR: 4

DEX: 3

STM: 5

INT: 3

CHA: 3

LCK: 2

Skills:

Stamina Boost +1

Weapon Focus (Short Sword, Shield)

Heavy Armour Specialisation

Language (Human)

Huh, how about that – there was a Language (Human) skill.

Kerka’s attributes were lower than mine but still fairly decent across the board, with high Strength and Stamina and lower than average Luck. I recalled what Sennh had said about the average person in this world only reaching around Level 5 at best, meaning Kerka likely wasn’t going to be getting much better than she was currently – unless she went out in the world and gained more experience.

Judging by the way she was clinging to me as we walked, that was exactly what she had in mind.

“So, do you live in the city?” she asked, her free hand curling a finger through her hair.

“At the moment,” I replied. “I only just arrived yesterday, I’ve been on the road a lot.” Not entirely a lie.

Kerka hummed to herself. “I’d love to travel. I’ve been with the tribe most of my life.”

“Where did you learn to speak Human? You speak it well.” At least, I assumed she did – the way she spoke, she didn’t have any trouble pronouncing words like her father had.

“There were some city goblin traders who’d come and visit our original camp up in the mountains every few months,” she said. “They spoke Human, and my dad paid one of them to tutor me for a while until I was fluent. Each visit they’d bring me more books, so I ended up reading a lot in between my training.”

Well, that answered that question. It looked like I was a special case; I’d essentially skipped all the hard work and picked up the Goblin language skill without needing any lessons.

“It certainly paid off,” I said, and she smiled up at me.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Kerka said, running the tip of her elongated tongue over her lips. “Some of those books were very informative.”

We continued to walk for a bit longer, Kerka leading me through the forest towards the dairy farm where Linda lived. She kept scanning the forest, checking trees for hidden markings and looking out for familiar rock outcroppings, eventually letting go of me to run up ahead to a large fallen tree that lay across the narrow path we walked.

“Ah, here we go,” I heard her mutter under her breath as she scrambled up the side of the log, the massive trunk wide enough that even on its side it came up to my waist. “Eep!” she shouted, slipping forward on a patch of moss and falling onto her chest atop the log. Her legs wriggled around as her feet struggled to find purchase, trying – and failing – to distract from her hands furiously undoing her pants. The garment slid from her easily enough and dropped to the ground, exposing her bare hindquarters to me.

“Oh no, Gary.” she cooed, looking back over her shoulder with a smouldering gaze. “I appear to have lost my pants. Do you think you could you help a girl out?”

I wasn’t used to having women come onto me this strongly – but I had to admit, I kind of liked it. “Of course. Let me just get those for you,” I said as I approached the fallen tree, Kerka spreading her legs to give me an even better view of her nether region. Her ass was firm and pert like the rest of her diminutive body, her thighs slightly toned but still with a good amount of plump softness to them. I could smell her arousal as I walked up to her, her thin dark green lips glistening with moisture and parted slightly to reveal her paler insides.

Crouching down next to the log to pick up her discarded pants gave me a perfect view of her body as it drew my line of sight downwards. Lust practically radiated from her, the heat of Kerka’s body causing blood to rush to both my cheeks and my loins.

A tiny droplet of her juices ran down her slit before my eyes; unable to resist, I leaned forward and planted my face between her thighs, giving her a long, relishing lick.

Kerka let out a shuddering moan, her entire body quivering with arousal. She tasted surprisingly sweet with just a hint of tartness – wanting to taste her more, I pushed my tongue further between her folds and felt her legs wrapping around my head in response.

“Oh gods, yes, Gary,” she groaned. “That’s so good… just like that.”

I continued to tease her with my tongue, sliding a finger inside her as I did. She was incredibly tight, practically squeezing down around my digit – Kerka might not have been a virgin, but she sure as hell felt like one.

Her chest plate clanked and rattled as she moved atop the tree trunk and I could hear her pulling strips of bark from the wood with her claws. “Fuck yes,” she gasped out between panting breaths. “Fuck yes, I need you inside me right now.”

Giving her pussy one last tongue-kiss for good measure before parting my lips from her with a wet smack, I stood up behind her and unfastened my own pants. I was already stiff as a bar from her constant teasing and our little foreplay, my cock looking almost obscene against her small frame as I let it fall down onto her ass cheeks.

It wasn’t anything notable even back when I was alive, but it seemed like Sennh had given me a slight buff in size as part of my reincarnation, which was nice.

Craning around to look behind her, Kerka’s eyes almost bulged out as she caught a glimpse of my shaft. “Holy shit,” she breathed. “I knew human dick was big, but…”

I shot her a wry smile. “Having second thoughts?” Despite my flippant remark, a twinge of worry was at the back of my mind – the size difference between us was considerable, owing more to her diminutive size than my girth, and I didn’t want to end up hurting her.

“Fuck no,” Kerka replied with a toothy grin, moving her hips to slide her cheeks along the underside of my cock. “Shove that massive length of meat into me. Stretch me out and shape my goblin body into your human cock sleeve.”

Damn, this girl knew her way around dirty talk.

Pulling back slightly, I let the tip of my cock slide down to rest by her drooling lips, rubbing up against her to lubricate myself a little – I felt I’d probably need as much as I could get. As I moved my hips towards her Kerka let out a surprised yelp and lurched forward instead, almost sliding off the log.

“You okay?” I asked, quickly grabbing the collar of her chest plate to stop her from falling.

“Yeah, thanks,” she said, moving back into position. “Maybe you’d better hang onto me,” she added with a small laugh.

“Wait, I’ve got a better idea,” I said, reaching into my port-bag and pulling out one of the shirts I’d bought earlier. Laying it down over the log, I sat down atop it and picked Kerka up, hefting the goblin girl onto my lap. Her pussy sat just at the tip of my cock and I slowly let her slide down along my shaft, Kerka shuddering in arousal as gravity did the work and I gradually entered her.

“Oh fuck,” she groaned, “oh, fuck!” Her cry echoed out through the forest – I hoped no-one back at camp could hear us. “So big!”

My hands kept a firm grasp around her waist, easing her down onto me inch by painstaking inch. She felt even tighter than before, slick and warm and so hot it almost burned. Every shivering gasp she took sent tremors through her body, my own pounding heartbeat causing my shaft to throb with arousal in turn.

“Gary, I’m about to come already,” she whimpered, looking up at me with an almost pleading look. “Pull me down all the way in one go, I want to feel you bottom out inside me!”

Without saying another word, I gripped her body tightly and shoved Kerka down until her thighs slapped against mine. Her eyes rolled back in her head, body shaking atop me as her climax crashed into her with a wave of pleasure. She clenched down hard around my shaft, arms wrapping around my body and pressing her head to my neck, her dark purple hair brushing against my chin.

As her orgasm gradually receded she clung to my chest, the smell of sweat and arousal dripping from her small, lustful body. Kerka swallowed, her breathing slowing down gradually as she came to rest straddled atop my lap, turning to look up at me with an awestruck look on her face. “That felt incredible,” she breathed, craning her body to give me a quick kiss. “And you haven’t even filled me up yet.” Her hands practically flew across her chest as she unfastened the straps that held her armour in place, lifting it over her head and tossing it to the side with a loud crash of metal. “Think you can keep going?” she asked, pulling off the tunic she wore underneath and exposing her plump, perky breasts.

Not waiting for an answer, she started to slide up and down on my lap again.

It took about another hour before we reached the edge of the forest, Kerka thankfully dressed properly once again and acting very satisfied with herself. The dairy farm was only a short walk away from the treeline, and across the field I could see Linda leading one of her cows into the barn for milking.

“Don’t make any sudden movements or rash calls,” I said to Kerka as we exited the forest and began to approach. “Linda’s probably more than a bit wary about goblins after yesterday.”

Kerka pointed a finger at her chest and gave me an innocent doe-eyed look before breaking into a smile. “Don’t worry, I’ll behave myself. You can do the talking to begin with,” she said.

I returned the smile before looking back over the field towards the farm. “Hey, Linda!” I called out, waving my arm to get her attention, figuring it would be better to announce ourselves rather than letting her spot us at a distance. “It’s me, Gary!”

Linda looked up from the stubborn cow she was tugging along, shielding her eyes against the afternoon sun as she looked towards the forest. “Oh, hey, Gary!” she shouted back. “Who’s that with you?” she added after a pause, a touch of wariness entering her voice.

“It’s okay, she’s a friend,” I said as we got closer, Kerka dutifully keeping a few paces to my side so as not to appear threatening. “I’m here on a quest from the Adventurers’ Guild, about the goblins in Earlygrave Forest.”

“You mean the quest to drive them out?” she said coldly, looking down at Kerka with undisguised disdain. I was right – Linda had been the one to request it at the Guild. To her credit, Kerka didn’t rise to the bait and remained stoic.

I cleared my throat to break the tension. “The quest description did say to take care of the goblins, and that’s what I’m trying to do here. I’ve met with the goblins of the Iron Mountain Tribe myself and heard their side of the story; now I’m here to see if both parties can manage to come to an agreement that doesn’t involve further violence.”

The farm girl looked dubious as she pursed her lips, but she nodded. “I’m listening.”

“Let me introduce you two,” I said, stepping aside. “This is Kerka, she’s the daughter of the goblins’ chieftain and represents the tribe currently camped in the woods. Kerka, this is Linda, daughter of the farmers who own this dairy and the surrounding fields and orchards.”

Kerka bowed her head forward in greeting. “Pleased to meet you, Linda,” she said.

Linda couldn’t hide her surprise. “You speak Human?”

“A good amount. I’ve got a lot of practise under my belt,” she replied. “Been learning Human since I was young.”

A moment passed. “Huh,” was all Linda said, followed by a hesitant, “It’s nice to meet you too, I guess.”

Inwardly I felt a flush of satisfaction. This was going well so far – now for the negotiations.

“Now, Linda,” I continued, “From what I understand, your family has had thefts of tools, goods and cattle from your farm in the last few months, is that correct?”

“That’s right,” she said firmly, although a twinge of doubt appeared on her face for a second. “That is to say, we’re fairly certain it was these goblins that did it.”

“You mentioned to me that you’d been having troubles with bandits in the past, right?”

Linda gave a nod of agreement. “They’d been stealing valuables and trying to rustle our cattle fairly regularly for the last several years. It stopped a few months back, only to start again not long after – except now we could never catch them in the act, and they were only taking crops, tools and the occasional cow or chicken.”

I turned to Kerka. “Does that line up with when your tribe arrived in the forest?”

Giving it some thought, Kerka muttered an affirmative. “It sounds about right. We did drive out a group of bandits that were camping where we are now; they had some gold, silverware and jewellery in a lock box if I recall. My father should still have it.” She looked up at Linda. “If they belonged to your people originally, I’m sure he’d be happy to see them returned to you.”

The look on Linda’s face said enough – she certainly wasn’t expecting that response. “That… that would be very kind, thank you.”

“There’s also the matter of the more recent thefts,” I said. I wasn’t about to let the goblins off the hook for their raids on the local farms; there would have to be some form of reconciliation that put an end to them, or the problem between the farmers and the goblins would just continue on after I’d left. “Kerka, your father said that the goblins had been stealing from the farms?”

A shade of red tinged Kerka’s green cheeks as she spoke. “...Yeah, the more recent thefts were our fault,” she said reluctantly, “although we never took valuables, only what we needed. Things like food, supplies and the occasional tools that our blacksmith didn’t know how to make.”

Before Linda could interject, I addressed her directly. “Chieftain Okka said to me that he’d be willing to discuss a fair trade of services for goods in the future instead of resorting to raids,” I explained. “He suggested allowing his goblin warriors to be employed as guards for your farmland against any future bandit forays – would this work for you and your family, Linda?”

Linda scratched the back of her head as she pondered the offer. “That... sounds fair,” she said, “although I’d have to run it by Mom and Dad first. There’s also the matter of our farmhands,” she added, waving a hand around to indicate the almost abandoned dairy. “None of them came back after yesterday – it looks like they’ve packed up their belongings and left for good, too.” She eyed Kerka sceptically. “Don’t suppose any of you goblins know how to milk a cow or tend a field?”

To her surprise, Kerka grinned in agreement. “We’ve got our own – well, some of your cattle at the camp, and we’ve been taking care of them as well as seeding a small patch of crops. If you need any help running the farm, I’m sure we could scrounge up some eager workers to send down here as well. Hell, we could even return the cows if you’d be willing to trade for milk and meat – there’s far more land for them to graze down here than there is in the thick of the woods.”

A smile crept across Linda’s face at Kerka’s words. “I think that’ll work out. If they can do a good job, we might be able to come to an arrangement – who knows, Dad might even let you keep the chickens.” She put her hand out to Kerka, and the goblin girl reached up to shake it vigorously.

I breathed a sigh of relief. It looked like this had the potential to turn out nicely.

“Linda, you said you’ll need to check with your parents,” I said. “Do you think we can arrange a meeting tomorrow to finalise this?”

“Sure,” she said. “I’ll head back home this evening to run it by them – we can meet back here around this time tomorrow, if you like.”

Turning to Kerka, I added, “Any chance of Chieftain Okka making it as well?”

The goblin nodded. “I’ll have to accompany him to translate, but it’s not too far from the camp. He should be able to make the trip easily enough.”

“All right then,” I said. “We’ll meet again tomorrow and hopefully get ourselves a peaceful resolution out of all this.”

Kerka and I returned to the goblin camp – she wanted to stop again for another round of sex when we passed by the fallen tree, but it was getting dark already and I still had to get back to my bed at the Bear Arms, so I somewhat reluctantly turned her down. The disappointment was clear on her face even in the dim twilight.

Okka was overjoyed at the news when we presented it to him, the aged goblin’s face cracking into a broad smile as he got up from his throne to embrace me for my assistance. He offered to let me stay in the camp for the night, but the thought of curling up in a goblin-sized bed after a long day of walking filled me with a quiet dread – so I carefully explained instead that I’d already paid for my room and board and needed to get back to Earlygrave.

He understood, thankfully, only for Kerka to volunteer to guide me through the forest back to the city, the goblin girl deciding to stay the night with me to guide me back the next morning – which I suspected was her ploy all along. As anticipated, we spent much of the night tangled in the sheets of the small bed I’d rented at the Bear Arms Hotel, the small yet oversexed warrior all but throwing herself atop me as soon as the door had shut behind us.

I lay on my back as the morning sun streamed in through the room’s singular window, Kerka’s naked body pressed against my side with her head resting on my chest and my arm wrapped around behind her. She stirred shortly after I awoke, her warmth a welcome comfort against the chill of the early hours.

“Mmm… morning, lover boy,” she purred, sliding up to press her lips against mine. “Can’t believe you were able to keep me up that late. First person I’ve met who could outlast me in bed.”

The benefits of an above-average Stamina score, I supposed.

She let out a long yawn. “Think I’m going to have to make you my boyfriend,” she added groggily.

“Up for another quick tumble before breakfast?” I asked with a sly smile.

With a chuckle, Kerka slid her body down towards my crotch. “You must have read my mind.”

We ended up spending another half hour in bed before finally climbing out, freshening up in the small washbasin tucked into the corner of the room and getting dressed. Downstairs we grabbed a quick meal at the buffet – Vivian had graciously included Kerka’s breakfast in my board, and I gave her another silver piece for the upcoming night in advance again. My funds were getting awfully light; hopefully I’d be able to turn in this quest for the reward at the guild later that afternoon.

Thankfully Kerka’s table manners were better than the goblin whose meal I’d interrupted at Linda’s farm, her clawed hands not getting in the way of her using a knife and fork in the slightest. I had a quick look through my phone while she finished up her food.

LEVEL UP: Champion of Sennh/3

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

SELECT NEW SKILL:

[Improve Skill] Stamina Boost +2

Increase Sensitivity (Target)

SKILL SIPHONED:

Weapon Focus (Short Sword)

I’d gained another level, this time in my Champion class. That made two levels gained – one after I’d received a blowjob from Linda and the second after Kerka and I had spent the night together. It left me with a conundrum – did the class level up based on my number of sexual partners or the volume of sex I was having? I’d certainly had a lot more sex with Kerka than I had Linda, which lent credence to the latter, but at this stage there was still no way to tell.

Perhaps I’d have to request the services of one of Vivian’s girls this evening.

Just to test the theory, of course.

Scrolling down, it looked like Experience Siphon (Sexual) had triggered last night; I’d learned one of Kerka’s Weapon Focus skills as a result. Sadly, it was useless to me at this point with the short spear I was currently using, but beggars couldn’t be choosers – particularly seeing as the spear had been free as well. On the plus side, this revealed that Experience Siphon didn’t give me a choice in the matter as to what it was taking from my partner, meaning that if I wanted something specific I’d likely need to sleep with them several times until I got it.

Kerka didn’t have any skills that I was desperate for, although I was curious to see if her Stamina Boost would stack with mine. My skill choices gave me the option to improve my own copy of the skill, so maybe siphoning her copy would translate to another +1 to mine.

Then again, maybe mine would just cancel hers out and I’d get nothing from it.

As it was, I didn’t really feel like I needed more Stamina at this stage anyway – with six points in the attribute I was already well above the average person, and I’d already seen how quickly my wounds healed at this level. I selected Increased Sensitivity more out of curiosity than anything else.

That just left my attribute point. My finger hovered over the Strength button for a moment before I reconsidered. I wasn’t sure if Experience Siphon was able to take attributes as well – if it did, Kerka had a higher Strength rating than I did, so I could be wasting a point by putting it into Strength if I could just copy it over from her. It was her only attribute that was higher than mine, so if I could siphon it over then it’d only be a matter of time.

Although that was all contingent on whether she’d choose to stick around in my party.

“Hey, Kerka,” I said, putting down my phone for a moment. “Got any plans after this?”

She looked up at me from the plate of sausage, beans and toast she was eagerly devouring. “Why do you ask?” she said around a mouthful of food.

Her table manners were better; they still weren’t good.

“I was wondering if you’d want to form up with me, maybe take on some quests as a group.”

She swallowed her food, shoving another half-sausage into her mouth before responding. “Yeah, sounds good,” she said while chewing. “I was hoping you’d ask. Think I’d have a chance of joining the Guild?”

Honestly, I had no idea. I gave her a shrug. “Worth a shot. If we can get the farmers to come to an agreement, I’ll have to drop by there this afternoon to turn this quest in; we can check then.”

Kerka mumbled something that sounded positive while wiping up the grease from her plate with a piece of bread and jamming it into her already-full mouth.

I wondered if this world had their own version of the Heimlich manoeuvre.

Still, Kerka seemed keen to remain in my party – and we certainly couldn’t keep our hands off one another – so I’d have ample opportunities to use Experience Siphon. Taking my phone up I considered putting my extra attribute point into Intelligence, but hesitated again. My overall goal was to take down the Succubus Queen, and for that I’d probably need a full party of adventurers by my side… including a magic user, presumably.

And it would make sense if magic was tied to Intelligence.

So it would then be logical to stack my Charisma in order to recruit a cute spellcaster who was smitten with me, or to seduce another woman with higher Intelligence.

Right?

I’d already pressed the button to apply the extra point to my Charisma score before I could change my mind.

Whatever. It made sense.

We set out to the forest after breakfast, meeting up with Chieftain Okka and a few of his hand-picked guards before continuing on to the dairy farm. Linda was there when we arrived, along with an older man and woman that I took to be her parents. Both of them looked apprehensive as the small group of goblins came out of the forest, but things smoothed over quickly enough; Okka had brought with him the bandits’ lock box of stolen valuables which helped immensely to improve relations once he’d presented it to the farmers. Linda’s mother was ecstatic to have her heirloom jewellery and silverware back, and her father sat down with the goblin chieftain to work out an arrangement that suited both parties, Kerka and I both functioning as translators during the exchange.

Eventually an agreement was reached: the goblins would provide both guards and workers to the farmers, receiving wages and a small plot of land for the tribe in exchange to set up a more permanent camp and farm of their own, located closer to the human farmlands for the sake of convenience. The goblins would also be free to continue hunting and foraging in the nearby woods, with the farmers happy to trade for whatever the goblins didn’t need.

Linda took a few of the new goblin farmhands into the barn to teach them how to milk the cows, Kerka accompanying her to convey a few basic words of both Goblin and Human languages to start with in order to facilitate better communication. Before we left, Okka beckoned me over and took me aside.

“I can’t thank you enough, Gary,” the wizened goblin said, shaking my hand again with a firmness that belied his age. “Not only have you helped to broker this arrangement between human and goblin and ensured us a new home, but my daughter is the happiest I’ve seen her in years.”

My smile faltered for a split second despite my best efforts. “Kerka’s a lovely girl,” I said carefully. “I’m glad to have been of assistance.”

“You don’t need to be coy with me, young man,” Okka chuckled. “I know how my daughter can be. She’s wanted to see the world away from the tribe since she was but a child.” He placed his other bony hand atop mine.

“Promise you’ll take care of her for me.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

Kerka and I returned to Earlygrave after saying our farewells, reaching the city some time in the afternoon. We stopped off for a small late lunch and I vowed to remember to buy travel provisions for the next time I left the city – just as soon as I managed to get some money in my pocket. Thankfully I got both of us fed for only forty coppers, a bargain considering how much food Kerka practically inhaled at the table. Our bellies filled, the two of us set off for the Adventurers’ Guild to turn in the quest.

The orc guard was by the door at the guild house and gave Kerka a curious look as we walked in, but no further trouble. I’d seen a few goblins walking the streets of Earlygrave in the last couple of days, most of them speaking Human or some mixed variant of it, so they didn’t seem to be rare enough to be an oddity – although being an adventurer might be a different matter.

I went up to Jamila’s counter and tapped on the glass to get her attention, the elf woman busy rifling through a filing cabinet in the back of her office. She turned around with a huff and took her seat by the counter, adjusting her glasses to get a better look at me. “Gary,” she said, glancing down at Kerka with the hint of a frown. “And friend. What can I do for you today?”

“A couple of things, Jamila,” I said, attempting to lighten her mood with a smile. “First things first; I’ve completed that quest.”

With a sigh, she turned to the cabinet beside her and flipped through the quest cards within. “Let’s see… here it is.” Pulling it out, I could see that the red ink she’d stamped it with when I’d taken the quest had now turned to a bright green instead. “So you have. I’ll get your payment.”

It looked like quests updated automatically at the guild once they were completed. I didn’t bother to question Jamila on the details, just knowing how the quest process worked was enough for me right now – besides, she looked like she was having a bad day already. Reaching into the drawer beneath her desk, she pulled out two gold coins and an assortment of silver. “All sorted,” she said as they fell onto the counter with a clatter. “Anything else?”

“My friend here would like to register as a guild member as well, if that’s okay.” Beside me, Kerka offered a wave.

Jamila looked up at me over the rim of her glasses. “Are you willing to vouch for her?”

I shrugged. “Sure.”

“All right then. We can skip the aptitude test if a guild member who’s completed at least one quest can verify the applicant’s credibility.” I was starting to think Jamila just didn’t want to spend the time performing the test, given how eager she seemed to bypass it entirely. She hefted out the heavy leather-bound guild register and dropped it onto the desk along with a fresh guild card. “Name?”

Kerka stood up on her toes to get a better view of the counter. “Kerka Bearslayer.”

“Profession?”

“Goblin.”

“That’s your race, dear.” I could see the twitch forming at the corner of Jamila’s eye. “What do you do for a living?”

I could see this going pear shaped, so I interjected. “You’d be a swordfighter, right?”

A light bulb went on inside Kerka’s head. “Oh, right! Yeah, sword-and-board, that’s me.”

“You use a shield as well as a sword?” Jamila asked.

Kerka nodded. “Yep. I haven’t got one at the moment, though.”

“A perfect match for Gary, then,” she said drily, Kerka smiling happily as the comment went over her head both figuratively and literally. “I’ll put you down as a vanguard for now. Hold still, please.” She flashed a photo with her glasses, copied Kerka’s details over to the guild card and handed it to her. “Welcome to the Adventurers’ Guild, Miss Bearslayer.”

Examining the card before tucking it away into her breastplate, Kerka looked quite satisfied. “Nice. Do we just pick what we want to do from this board over here?”

I could tell Jamila was trying her hardest not to sigh again as she muttered something under her breath. “Gary, can you show her the ropes,” she said, “and please, give me some time to get my affairs in order before you accept another quest, if you have any mercy at all for me.”

“Sure thing,” I said, giving her a sympathetic smile. “We’ll come back a bit later, if that’s better.”

“Much appreciated,” Jamila said, leaving the counter to resume pawing through her files.

Newly rich and now fully certified Adventurers’ Guild members, the two of us hit the marketplace. I picked myself up a nice leather coin pouch for sixty coppers since my pockets alone were struggling with the task of holding my money – my old wallet could have sufficed in a pinch, but it was more designed to hold notes and cards along with the occasional spot of loose change rather than a wealth of heavy coins. I haggled a decent discount from the vendor who’d sold me my boots the other day, scoring a much higher percentage off the price than I’d bartered previously now that my skill had improved.

We dropped by Grom’s workshop as well, where I picked up a new shield for Kerka; a steel buckler that was just a touch too small on her for a proper shield, but too large for its intended purpose. Made for a human-sized wielder, Kerka was still happy with it, but Grom insisted on giving us a discount as he didn’t have any armour suited to someone of goblin height. We snapped it up for thirty-five silver – a bargain considering the original asking price of sixty. Kerka left her dented half-plate with the orc blacksmith to have it repaired for an additional five, Grom promising to have something made in her size to replace the buckler within the week and even offering us a trade-in if it wasn’t too badly damaged by that time.

Returning to the guild later in the day, we picked up a couple of easier quests – culling wolves from the rocky hinterlands to the west of Earlygrave and gathering wolf fangs for a client in the Alchemists’ Guild, two jobs that complemented each other nicely. As it was getting late, we decided to head out the following day and retired to the Bear Arms for the evening after registering for the quests.

The red light district was a bit more quiet than usual that evening, and I saw the cute blonde succubus out in the alleyway in front of the brothel again as we approached. “Hey, Ellie,” I said, her face lighting up at the thought of a customer but turning a little crestfallen when she saw it was only me. “Slow night tonight?”

“Quiet as the grave in there, Gary,” she replied with a sigh, crossing her arms to push her considerable chest up towards my view. “Interested in having some fun tonight? I’ll give you a discount.” The succubus prostitute cast a lustful glance down towards Kerka. “We can make it a threesome, if you like. I won’t even charge extra for it,” she added with a wink.

Beside me, Kerka tugged at my shirt. “We should do it, Gary,” she hissed. “Come on, don’t cheap out, it’ll be sweet.”

I did have that theory about my Champion of Sennh experience gains I still wanted to test… and Ellie, like most of Vivian’s girls, was incredibly hot. “Tell you what,” I said, moving closer to Ellie and stroking my finger under her chin, the succubus cooing with pleasure. “I’ve got to chat with Vivian first and the two of us need to get some food, but if you’re still free after that, we’ll see about that threesome.”

She looked back at me with her deep violet eyes, taking my hand in hers and pulling it away playfully. “No touching if you aren’t paying, Gary,” she teased, wrapping her lips around my finger and suckling on it for a moment, her tongue giving my digit one last lick before letting go.

I could tell Kerka was squirming behind me even without glancing down at her as we went inside.

Predictably, the Bear Arms Hotel was as quiet as any of the other brothels in the area that night, many of the girls idly milling around the lounge area by the entrance or sitting down to a meal at the restaurant tables. Vivian wasn’t at her normal place behind the front desk – instead there was a busty, nervous-looking brunette succubus that I’d seen around a few times, her nose buried in a thick ledger book on the counter. I handed Kerka some coppers to get us dinner from the buffet and went up to speak with the woman.

“Is Vivian around?” I asked.

She looked up from the pages with a start, her thin-rimmed glasses almost falling from her face. “Oh, Gary!” she said, giving me an awkward looking smile. “Um, yes, she’s just in her office at the moment. Do you want me to get her for you?”

Meeting Vivian in her office would be perfect; the conversation I had planned wasn’t exactly something I wanted to discuss in public. “That’s fine, thanks. Would it be okay if I went in? I kind of need to have a…” I paused to glance around conspiratorially, lowering my voice as I did. “A private conversation with her, if you catch my drift.”

It had the desired effect, the bookish succubus turning a bright shade of scarlet. “O-o-oh! Of course, yes, go right ahead!” she stammered, turning back to her paperwork. “Her office is just down the hall behind me, second door on the right!” The quill in her hands shook as she spoke.

I wasn’t aware it was possible for succubi to be embarrassed, but it was quite an adorable sight. Perhaps that was part of this girl’s charm – if so, Vivian’s girls truly did cater to all types. “Thanks, I’ll try not to take up too much of her time,” I said, unable to resist leaning in for a quick peck on the woman’s cheek as I passed the desk, her skin hot to the touch.

The succubus gave a quiet squeak in response.

I knocked quietly on Vivian’s door as I came to it. “It’s open,” came her disinterested call from inside, and I turned the knob to carefully open the door. Vivian’s office was small but cosy, with a dark mahogany desk and ornate carved chair facing the door and a more modest chair opposite those. Bookcases crowded the walls, each of them stacked to the brim with dense tomes and novels to the point that several shelves had begun to bow under the weight, while in the back corner something tall and bulky was wedged in between a pair of cases and concealed under a dust-covered sheet.

Vivian herself lay stretched out on a love seat that sat along the left hand wall, her head propped up by a pillow on the armrest while her legs dangled over the opposite one. Her dress had been discarded and was draped over the back of her chair, leaving her relaxing in just her fine lace underwear, the room’s temperature quite warm despite the late hour of the day. In her hands was what appeared to be a romance novel judging by the cover, and she glanced over the top of her book only to hurriedly tuck it away in the cushions once she saw who was at her door.

“I hope I’m not interrupting anything?” I said carefully, closing the door behind me.

“No, not at all,” she said, her dark locks swaying as she shook her head. “I was just catching up on some reading. It’s fairly quiet tonight, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Thought I’d use the opportunity for a little break.” Her state of undress didn’t seem to bother her even with me in her room; but then again, she was a succubus.

Recalling the effect she had on me during our first meeting, I did my best to avoid staring directly at her voluptuous body and instead cast my eyes over some of the books on the nearby shelves. Many of them were packed two books deep, with more laid horizontally across the top wherever there was space. Titles like The Princess’s Forbidden Wedding, Taken by the Renegade Ranger Lord and My Fated Lover is a Werewolf stuck out to me among the less common almanacs and atlases – a lot of Vivian’s books were romance novels, it seemed.

“You’ve got quite the collection here,” I said, watching her out of the corner of my eye as she reached for something on her desk – an embroidered bookmark, which she quickly put in the book she’d been reading before hiding it away again.

Vivian gave a dismissive chuckle. “Everyone needs a hobby.” With a languid yawn she pulled herself upright, leaning on the arm rest and looking at me curiously. “Did you just want to borrow one of my books, Gary, or is this more of a social call?” she asked, coyly sliding her slender legs out across the love seat cushions. “I’m flattered if that’s the case, but you must know I’m a businesswoman; my company isn’t cheap.”

“It’s nothing like that,” I said with a hint of regret – one that I could detect in Vivian’s demeanour for a moment as well. “I just wanted to discuss something with you.”

She smiled, a broad Cheshire Cat grin. “Go right ahead, then.”

“Do you know anything about the Succubus Queen?”

A pause hung in the air for the briefest of moments, Vivian’s features seemingly frozen in time before a thoughtful look crossed her face. “There’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time,” she said, her words coming out slow and measured.

I’d caught her off guard by being direct, just as I had planned – but she’d recovered almost immediately. It was clear Vivian knew something about the Succubus Queen, but she appeared intent on guarding that knowledge from me; understandable, seeing as I’d blabbed about being the Champion of Sennh within a few seconds of meeting her.

“You’ve heard of her, then?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if she knew I was on to her ruse, but I’d keep up my own charade as long as I could in turn.

Vivian nodded. “She used to hold court further up north, in the region of Summerfall,” she explained, rubbing the bridge of her nose as she spoke. “They say she ruled over all succubi, but I never had the chance to meet her before she vanished.”

Now it was my turn to be surprised. “She’s no longer there?”

“The queen disappeared maybe twenty, thirty years ago,” Vivian continued. “The last anyone saw of her she was still in her tower. Nobody knows where she went – just fell off the face of the earth.”

This was news to me. “Did she die?”

Vivian’s lips tightened. “Possibly. If she didn’t, then she certainly seems to want people to think she did. From what I can tell, a lot of people wanted her dead... many of them claiming to be champions of the gods.” She shot me an unreadable look. “Is that what you’re after, Gary? To kill her?”

The overall goal that Sennh had given me was to defeat the queen to stop her from plunging the world into darkness somehow… but I wasn’t sure if that necessitated killing her. “I don’t know,” I confessed after a moment. “I think… I think I’d just like to meet her, first.”

A silence fell over the room, broken by a short sniff from Vivian. “Well, that’s all I know,” she said with an air of finality, bringing her legs back up over the armrest and settling back in with her book. “If you’re dead set on seeking her out, my suggestion would be to head north. Otherwise, you’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. Gods know I could use the business,” she said, muttering the last part under her breath.

I watched as Vivian opened up her book and resumed reading, content to ignore my presence in her inner sanctum as she shifted to a more comfortable position. There was more she wasn’t telling me, I just knew it – but it could wait for another time. Perhaps I could try again after I’d acquired some more skills or improved my attributes further… or perhaps that genuinely was all she knew, and I’d already gotten everything out of her that I could.

No. That was foolish. She knew something, that much I was sure of.

Man, I really needed to improve my Intelligence.

“You still here?” she said flippantly, not looking up from her book. “Anything else you’d like to waste my precious leisure time with?”

Sheepishly, I made my way to the door. “I was thinking Kerka and I might spend some time with Ellie tonight, if that’s all right by you.” Something about Vivian made it hard to keep any thoughts to myself around her.

“Why wouldn’t it be, as long as you’re paying for it?” she replied. “Close the door behind you on your way out, please.”

Kerka had already found a table and brought over several plates from the buffet, each of them piled high with food. “I wasn’t sure what you were in the mood for,” she said around a drumstick that she was busy gnawing every last scrap of meat from, “so I grabbed a bit of everything. I can eat whatever you’re not feeling like,” she added cheerfully, pausing her meal to down half a pint glass of golden beer, the froth leaving a white moustache on her upper lip.

Behind her, I could see the succubi that made up the kitchen staff glaring daggers at her as they worked overtime to cook up replacement meals for the sparse looking buffet table.

I took some roast lamb and beef shanks, potatoes and gravy and some greens to top it off. There wasn’t much of the latter on the table despite the volume of food, Kerka having prioritised meat dishes overall. I wasn’t about to lecture her on the benefits of a healthy diet – not that it mattered much anyway when the short goblin seemed to eat almost anything put in front of her.

“What say we get up early tomorrow, head out west to track us some wolves?” she said midway through bites.

I nodded, carefully cutting a piece of lamb on my plate. “Sounds like a plan,” I replied before bringing it to my mouth.

If I wasn’t going to berate her eating habits, I could at least try to lead by example.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Despite our plan of waking up early we both slept in late the following morning, likely due to us staying up all night with Ellie after hiring the promiscuous succubus. True to her word, she did give us a discount – only fifteen silvers per hour of mind-blowing sex. With our peak Stamina scores Kerka and I both put in a good showing, although not enough to outlast Ellie herself, the succubus politely excusing herself somewhere around the three hour mark after we were both left lying exhausted on the small bed we now shared.

We finally woke up around noon, covered in sweat and tangled up in the sheets together. Forced to skip breakfast given that the kitchen had already closed by that hour, I gave another silver to Vivian for the coming night’s room and board before Kerka and I set out for the market to gather food and supplies.

While Kerka picked out some trail rations for our afternoon hike through the hinterlands, I busied myself with my phone.

LEVEL UP: Champion of Sennh/4

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

SELECT NEW SKILL:

[Improve Skill] Stamina Boost +3

Charisma Boost +1

SKILLS SIPHONED:

Stamina Boost +1 [Existing skill improved]

Stamina Drain

A flush of pride came over me; with this, along with my singular levels in Warrior and Merchant, I was officially now one level above the average in this world. Not the most interesting selection of skills to chose from on this level, although it did give me answers to some of the questions that had been bugging me. Experience Siphon had taken Kerka’s Stamina Boost +1 this time, and a quick glance at my Character app showed that doing so had increased my own skill to +2 and bumped up my Stamina score by another point – meaning that siphoned skills did stack with existing ones.

Charisma Boost had appeared as one of my class skills, and it seemed like the obvious choice given that I was already gaining a point of Stamina via Experience Siphon. Again, I wasn’t given any bonus attribute points automatically assigned on top of the one I normally got for levelling up a class; it seemed like I only got those when unlocking a new class, as I had with Warrior and Merchant.

With two points already assigned to my primary attributes, it was finally time for me to improve Intelligence or Strength – or so I’d thought to, until I took a look in my inventory.

EQUIPPED:

IRON SHORT SPEAR

STUDDED LEATHER VEST

COTTON SHIRT

COTTON PANTS

LEATHER BELT

LEATHER BOOTS

WATCH [!]

INVENTORY:

PORT-BAG

COIN POUCH

CURRENCY: 1 Gold, 64 Silver, 67 Copper

STORAGE:

PHONE

KEY RING (house, car, hotel room)

WALLET & ID CARDS

Cursing, I wound my watch up again; but my main concern was with our finances. Kerka had agreed to let me take care of the money we earned, judging that she’d more than likely only end up spending her share frivolously. In that regard I wasn’t doing much better, having just blown forty-five silver on the charming Ellie’s many and varied sexual services last night. Considering that I’d apparently managed to siphon Stamina Drain from her, which seemed like an incredibly useful skill to have considering my lack of combat abilities, I reasoned that I might want to spend more time with her or some of the other girls to build up more skills and attributes… and to do that, I’d need a lot more money.

I put my extra point in Luck – the gambling tables at the Bear Arms would make a good proving ground for this experiment once we got back tonight.

That just left… wait.

Why was my phone showing up in storage? Was it doing that before?

Opening up my port-bag, I reached inside and pulled out my phone, the device itself disappearing instantly from my other hand as I did. It was even still open to the same menu I’d had it on before.

What.

Was this a glitch or something?

I fired off a quick message to Sennh asking about it and got a reply shortly after.

Hey Gary,

Nope, it’s a feature! If you ever lose your phone, or it breaks or anything like that, you can just pull it back out of your little magic bag at any time, good as new! Just don’t lose your bag! (Kidding, you should be able to get another one back at the guild if you do!) -S

That actually made a lot of sense – my phone was my only real method of levelling up and assigning attribute points from what I could tell, so losing it would mean I’d be stuck at whatever level I was at the time. It was nice to know I had some insurance against that.

I put my phone back in my pocket for the time being as Kerka returned with a sizeable bag of trail mix, a loaf of hard bread and some cheese and salted meat wrapped in wax paper, along with a couple of deep blue potions in small glass vials with a cork stopper in the end.

“What are these?” I asked, indicating the small vials.

“...They’re health potions,” Kerka replied, in a tone that said the answer should be obvious. “Don’t they have them where you’re from?”

I shook my head. “How do they work?”

“They’re pretty straightforward – you just pop the cork, drink it down and any wounds you’ve got will start to heal faster. Couple of hours later, you’re usually right as rain, assuming it’s nothing serious like a broken bone or anything.”

So they were a regenerative potion instead of an instant heal. Good to know.

On the way to pick up her repaired armour from Grom’s I bought a small backpack as well, just to carry the food in – something told me putting perishables in the port-bag was a bad idea, particularly if what went in there was just kept underneath the Guild building. I didn’t want to leave something in there only for it to go rotten if I forgot about it.

With that done, we headed for the west gate of the city as the sun reached its peak above.

Once we were out on the trail by ourselves and away from the ears of the city, I decided it was time to let Kerka in on my goals. I explained what I knew about the Succubus Queen – which admittedly wasn’t a lot in the first place – and that I had a mission to put a stop to whatever nefarious deeds she was planning to commit.

For her part, Kerka took it in her stride and agreed to help, not wanting to leave my side anyway. She seemed eager to head north to Summerfall – she’d never heard of the place, but anywhere that she hadn’t been before had a natural appeal to the goblin girl’s sense of wanderlust.

Besides, she’d already settled on having me as her boyfriend, which she made clear to me in no uncertain terms. I didn’t exactly have a choice in the matter – but I was okay with that.

The hinterlands to the west of Earlygrave were verdant rolling hills, the land crisscrossed with wagon trails worn into the dirt and spotted with jagged outcroppings of mineral-rich rock. Caves had been dug out into the larger mounds, many of them expanding into full blown shafts as miners worked to claw out the riches of the earth buried beneath the waving fields of grass.

Far off towards the horizon I could see hints of the sea between the landscape; I’d heard talk in the city of a modest port town a few days travel to the south west. I asked Kerka about it, but she was as clueless as I was, having never travelled much beyond her tribe’s mountainous lands herself.

It was a couple of hours walk to the area where the wolves were last spotted. Surprisingly, I still felt fairly light on my feet by the time we’d arrived, something I chalked up to my recent Stamina improvements. Kerka looked only a little worse for wear, settling down on a rock by the side of the road and waving to me to break out the supplies as she caught her breath.

In fairness, she’d walked the same distance all while wearing half-plate.

The rock was smooth and flat and made for a good makeshift table as we sat down and opened up my backpack. I placed the bread, cheese and salted meat down on the wax paper, staring at them with a furrowed brow. “Shit.”

“What?”

“I forgot to buy a knife.”

Kerka snorted a laugh. “Just use your hands, you big baby,” she said, tearing the loaf of bread in two and handing one half to me. “See? Simple.” She stuffed a full quarter of the loaf into her mouth in one go while digging out a handful of cheese from the block with her clawed hand, shoving that in her maw along with it as she chewed. “S’good cheese,” she mumbled.

I broke a piece off the other end of the cheese, tearing a bit of bread from my portion and trying it out. The bread was a little dry and chewy, but the cheese wasn’t bad for trail rations. On the other hand, the meat was more difficult to tear; Kerka saw me struggling with it and tried – unsuccessfully – to suppress another laugh.

“Here,” she said, “Let me do it.” Swallowing her food first, she took the hunk of dried meat from me and sank her teeth into it, pulling the rest of it away until it tore. She spat the piece that was in her mouth out into her other hand and offered it to me. “There you go.”

I looked at it sceptically. Was this just how goblins ate?

“What, want me to chew it up for you as well?” Kerka teased with a grin.

Well, I wasn’t going to be called out like this. I took the gobbet of meat still warm with her saliva and put it in my mouth. It was tough like jerky but very flavoursome, covered with enough spices that I wasn’t even entirely sure what animal the meat had come from.

Across from me, Kerka almost fell off the rock laughing. “I can’t believe you ate it!” she said, tears welling up in her eyes. “That was in my mouth and everything! You’re gross, Gary!” She snatched up the other piece of meat and took another bite.

If that was how she wanted to play it, then fine.

As Kerka put the meat down again and began to chew, I reached over the makeshift table and pulled her towards me, moving forward to kiss her on the lips. The goblin girl’s eyes shot wide open in surprise, and I pushed my half-eaten piece of jerky into her mouth with my tongue before breaking the embrace.

“Euugh!” she shouted as our lips parted, spitting both wads of meat onto the ground. “Oh, great, now I can’t tell which one is which!” She leaned over to examine them more closely, picking one of the half-chewed, dirt-covered lumps up carefully between her thumb and forefinger. “This one looks like mine,” she said, popping it into her mouth and resuming eating. “You’re fucking disgusting, Gary,” she added with a pout.

“...Kerka, you just ate that off the ground.”

“Yeah, and?”

I sighed. “Never mind. Just hand me the meat, I’ll bite my own pieces off, thanks.”

She looked at me with a mischievous glint in her eye. “You know, Gary,” she said, swallowing her food and running her tongue over her lips. “I can think of another piece of meat you could shove into my mouth.”

A sudden howl from nearby cut off her flirting attempt. “That sounded like it was close,” I said, hastily wrapping our food back up and tossing it carelessly into my backpack.

“Yeah,” Kerka said, suddenly alert and glancing around as she tried to ascertain where the noise had come from. “Over there.” She pointed towards a nearby hill, the sound of loud snarling coming from the other side – and the abrupt piercing shriek of a woman’s cry.

I grabbed my spear and was up and running before I knew it.

As the two of us crested the hill we saw a pack of wolves below, circling around and snapping at a woman in a dark green hooded cloak. Bloodstains seeped through her clothes, bright red dripping from several of the wolves’ snouts as they snarled and gnashed their teeth at her menacingly. One of the animals lay dead on the ground a short distance away with a crossbow bolt sticking out of its neck, the weapon itself in the woman’s hands as she smacked the butt of it against the wolf trying to tear a chunk out of her calf.

“We’ve got to get them off her.” I shouted to Kerka as I broke into a run. “Make as much noise as you can, try to scare them off or draw them away!”

I sprinted down the hill at full tilt towards the woman, Kerka following close behind and banging her sword against her buckler in an attempt to ward the wolves off, both of us shouting at the top of our lungs. They were technically our quest target, but that didn’t matter right now – even if they hadn’t been, I wasn’t about to stand by and let someone get mauled to death.

A few of the wolves turned to look at us, heads lowered and backing away slightly until a loud growl from the largest one of the group sent them bounding straight at us.

I hadn’t actually planned this far ahead.

One wolf came at me and another two at Kerka, the pack likely identifying her as the easiest prey due to her size. It was their mistake as the goblin warrior charged headlong into the first one with a bestial roar, belting her buckler against the side of its head as it bared its jaws towards her, leaving it stunned. Her sword flashed as she ran it straight into the maw of the second, the wolf trying to come at her from another angle while its pack mate had her distracted – instead, it fell to the ground with little more than a surprised yelp. Drawing her sword arm back, she spun and finished off the dazed wolf before turning her attention back to the pack, bellowing out a wordless challenge.

My encounter went considerably worse, the wolf barrelling into my chest with a leap and knocking me back onto the ground, its drooling maw snapping towards my face. In a panic I swung out with my fist, hitting it in the throat before kicking it off me. Rolling up to my feet I grabbed my discarded short spear, thrusting it towards the wolf with a loud yell as it backed off warily. It bared its teeth in response before darting away, circling around to try and ambush Kerka instead.

“Kerka! Behind you!” I shouted, but needn’t have bothered – she heard it coming and spun around in a flash of steel, almost taking the wolf’s head clean off with her strike.

A pained cry came from the cloaked woman and I turned to see the pack’s alpha wolf with its teeth sunk deep into her arm, the woman frantically trying to shake it off. Spear in both hands, I bolted down the hill towards her and rammed it into the wolf’s flank as hard as I could, the wounded beast letting go and falling to the ground with an agonising howl. Stomping down onto the wolf with my foot, I put all my weight onto it to pin it in place as I pulled the spear out and thrust it down again, piercing its neck. The wolf gave a quiet whimper, then stopped moving for good.

With their leader dead, the remaining wolves broke and scattered. The woman let out a shuddering sigh and I rushed to catch her in my arms as she fell. “Hey, are you okay?” I asked, immediately feeling stupid for even asking – with all that blood on her, of course she wasn’t. I took off my backpack and rifled around inside until I found the potions we’d bought earlier.

The woman wore a dark cloth mask over her lower face – I carefully pulled it down for her, popping the cork on one of the potions and bringing it up to her mouth. “Here, drink this, it should help.” Her skin was tanned a light brown, tufts of sandy blonde hair poking out from underneath her hood to frame her elegant, slender features.

It felt a little bad thinking about it at a time like this, but she was very attractive. I couldn’t help but shake the feeling I’d seen her somewhere before.

“She’s lost a lot of blood,” Kerka said as she came up beside us, wiping her sword off on her tunic. “Oh, shit; you’re bleeding too, Gary,” she added, her face turning a touch paler.

Following her gaze, I turned my neck to see a red stain slowly spreading from my shoulder. The wolf that had tackled me to the ground must have done that without me even noticing. I prodded my finger against it – it stung slightly, but didn’t feel like anything too serious. My arm could still move, at the very least.

“You should take that other potion,” she said, a hint of worry creeping into her voice.

I looked back down at the injured woman. Her eyes were unfocused and her breathing was a little ragged, but she’d managed to down the potion. “Listen to your friend,” she said through gritted teeth, hissing with pain as she tried to sit up. “I’ll be fine.”

Without saying anything more, I opened the second potion and held it up to her lips.

Her eyes looked up at me for a moment before giving me a small sigh and a nod, letting me tip it slowly into her mouth. “Thanks,” she croaked out once she’d finished.

“Got a name, friend?” Kerka said, a terse edge to her voice.

“Rosalie,” the woman replied.

“I’m Kerka – this selfless hero over here is Gary.”

“Charmed.” Gradually she pulled herself upright, taking a fresh bolt from a bandoleer strapped across her chest and struggling to load it into her crossbow. “We shouldn’t stick around here,” Rosalie said, her breath still coming shallow. “Those wolves could be coming back.”

The potions had stabilised her bleeding by the looks of things, but she was still heavily injured. “Rosalie, do you think you can you walk?” I asked.

She raised her knee to try and stand, only getting it halfway up before biting back a painful sounding grunt. “I’ll manage,” she forced out, her jaw set firm as she moved her leg another inch.

I took off my backpack and handed it to Kerka to carry along with my spear, bending down to putting my arm under Rosalie’s shoulder. “Here, grab onto me, I’ll carry you on my back.”

Rosalie glared at me. “I don’t need your pity.”

“It’s a two hour walk back to Earlygrave from here,” I said, carefully lifting her up and letting her put her weight onto me instead of her legs. “You won’t make it there before nightfall in the state you’re in.”

She hesitated. “You’re injured, too. You shouldn’t have to carry me.”

“It’s nothing. Now just hang onto me, we’ll get you back safe.”

With a small grunt of exertion, Rosalie draped her arms around my neck and held on while I carefully hoisted her on my back, holding her up in place with my hands underneath her thighs as she straddled her legs either side of me. Her pants were sticky with blood, but thankfully it didn’t seem like I was grabbing her near any of her wounds – or if I was, she was too proud to let on. Her head came to a rest on my uninjured shoulder, her breath warm against my cheek.

“Doing okay back there?” I said jokingly.

She managed a quiet chuckle. “Well enough. And… thanks again.”

“No worries. Let’s get going, the road back to town’s just over this hill.”


CHAPTER NINE

Even with my injured shoulder and the added weight of carrying Rosalie, I didn’t really feel all that much strain on the walk back to Earlygrave. With my Stamina as high as it was, it made this sort of thing come as second nature, which felt about right when considering how much loot that wouldn’t fit in their port-bag the average adventurer or hunter would need to carry back to their base camp. I was reminded of the burly hunter I’d passed the other day on the forest trail, a hefty sized deer slung over his shoulders like it was the easiest thing in the world.

Was that where I’d seen Rosalie before?

“Hey, Rosalie,” I said. “Were you hunting in Earlygrave Forest a couple of days ago?”

I could feel her eyes boring into my skull. “Yes, I was,” she replied carefully. “Why do you ask?”

“It’s nothing – I might have seen you and your friend on the trail, is all.”

A moment passed before Rosalie spoke. “Oh, right,” she finally said. “I think I remember seeing you back then. Forgive me, you didn’t leave much of an impression at the time.”

I smiled. “It’s fine. I was still pretty new as an adventurer.”

“And you’re not still now?”

“Fair point,” I replied, resisting the urge to shrug with her draped over my shoulders. “Is your friend around? Should we look for him too, see if he needs help?”

“Don’t bother,” Rosalie said curtly. “Arrac’s dead.”

“Oh.” I exchanged a glance with Kerka, who shot me a sympathetic grimace. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. You weren’t to know.”

We continued on in silence, the shadows growing longer by the minute as the sun began its descent towards the horizon.

“How’d it happen?” Kerka asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

If Rosalie took offence at the goblin girl’s inquiry, she didn’t show it. “Dire bear,” she said simply in response; when she noticed Kerka’s perplexed look, she continued with a sigh. “We were hunting it for a quest. It settled down in a quarry not far from where you found me, apparently drove out most of the miners and killed those that weren’t fast enough to run away. Managed to wound it a little before it took a lucky swing at Arrac and tore his guts out. I got away with some light injuries and was limping back to the road when the wolves fell on me.”

Kerka clicked her tongue in annoyance. “The wolves,” she said regretfully. “I just remembered we were supposed to collect their fangs.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “We’ll head out again tomorrow, try to find some more.”

Assuming we didn’t end up sleeping in again.

“I can help you with that, if you’ll let me,” Rosalie chimed in. “It’s the least I could do to pay you back for pulling me out of the fire.”

Shaking my head as best as I could with hers right next to mine, I tried to turn her down. “No need. Besides, you’ll still need to rest up from those wounds.”

Behind me, Rosalie scoffed. “I’ve got two health potions swimming around in me; I’ll probably be able to walk by the time we get back to town. A good night’s sleep and I’ll be up again, sturdy as you like.”

Were those potions really that effective? I thought about how they might work – if they provided regeneration rather than immediate healing, could they be tied to the Stamina attribute? My own Stamina was high enough to heal up minor cuts in a matter of hours – I could easily see myself healing just as quickly from more significant wounds at a higher level, similar to what Rosalie and Kerka had described when under the potions’ effect.

What if health potions worked by just giving a temporary boost to the user’s Stamina score?

This was definitely something that merited more investigation. I’d need to try one of the potions out myself and check my stats after to see if there were any visible attribute changes.

Beside us, Kerka eyed up the crossbow hanging from the strap over Rosalie’s shoulder. “You any good with that?” she asked.

Rosalie snickered. “Why don’t you ask the dire bear?” she said, placing a hand over her left eye. “Just be careful; he might not see you coming, if you know what I mean.”

Kerka looked up at her thoughtfully for a moment.

“I don’t get it,” she said finally, as Rosalie made a groan of disgust.

Just as she’d predicted, Rosalie was able to walk on her own feet by the time we’d arrived at the city’s western gate, gingerly climbing off me as I crouched to let her down.

“Sorry for bleeding all over your clothes, Gary,” she said, patting me on the back as she straightened her legs and hissing through her teeth as she did. “No, no, I’m okay – just a little stiff from the ride,” she clarified, yawning and stretching her muscles a bit.

Without noticing, she’d hit me on the shoulder that the wolf had taken a chunk out, but surprisingly it didn’t even hurt. “Have you got a place to stay?” I asked her.

“Afraid not,” Rosalie replied; she’d pulled up her face mask again, but I could see the grin in her eyes. “Any chance I could stay with you two?”

“Sure,” Kerka said, tossing my backpack and spear back to me. “As long as you don’t mind Gary and I fucking each other ragged all night.”

The blush on Rosalie’s face was visible even behind her mask. “O-oh, that’s, uh,” she stammered. “That’s… fine. I didn’t realise you were a couple.”

Kerka looked confused. “We’re not a couple,” she said. “Gary’s my boyfriend.”

Now it was my turn to look confused.

What did Kerka think ‘boyfriend’ meant, exactly?

“I don’t mind if you want to join us, Rosalie,” Kerka said flippantly, leading the way through the evening streets to the Bear Arms Hotel. “Hell, you wouldn’t even be the first girl I’ve shared Gary with.”

Rosalie clutched at my shoulder to brace herself, her knees suddenly going weak.

I’d have to speak with Vivian about renting a larger room. Maybe one with two beds.

“Gary? Gary, you’re hurt!”

“Oh, my poor baby, come here!”

“Gary, let’s get these clothes off and get you washed up!”

Before I’d even stepped through the front door of the Bear Arms I was set upon by a gaggle of fawning succubi, each of them crowding around and showering me with concern over my bloodstained clothes. Kerka had a pair of girls helping her out of her armour as well, the goblin girl all but being carried over to a table at the restaurant area.

Vivian was nowhere to be seen, the front counter staffed again by the bespectacled succubus from the previous evening. Amidst the press of soft, warm bodies, I soon realised I could chase her down to discuss paying for a new room later in the night – besides, it wouldn’t do to present myself to her covered in blood and dirt.

“All right, all right girls,” I said, putting my hands up. “Ease up. You win. Can my friend Rosalie here get a bath as well?”

The succubi turned to Rosalie, who froze like a deer in the headlights of an oncoming truck. Several of them broke off from me to swarm over her with a chorus of coos and purrs, the other woman half stripped by the time she was at the top of the grand staircase that led to the upstairs bathroom.

Before they were able to spirit me away as well, I pulled two silver coins out of my pouch and handed them to the girl behind the counter. “Will this cover the two baths and dinner for the three of us?” I asked the blushing receptionist.

“I-it should be enough,” she said, giving me a nervous smile as the other succubi led me upstairs.

“Oh, and I’ll need to speak with Vivian once she’s available,” I called back.

“I’ll let her know you’ve arrived!” she shouted out after me with a wave of her hand. “Please, enjoy our bath service!”

Slowly lowering myself into the steaming bath made me realise how much I’d missed being clean. I hadn’t been able to give myself a proper wash outside of using the small basin in the room I was renting, and showers didn’t seem to be a thing in this world as far as I could tell. Perhaps after all this was over I could develop a basic design for one and sell it to some rich entrepreneur for a fortune, then buy a nice little place and retire.

I let out a relaxing sigh as I sank to the bottom of the tub. As convenient as a shower was, there was just something about a nice, warm bath that made it feel like heaven after a long day.

The hotel’s bath room was at the back corner of the second floor, with several tubs separated by waist-high walls for a semblance of privacy that still allowed occupants to converse among themselves. A skylight in the ceiling allowed the rising steam to escape or be kept in as desired while offering a pristine view of the sparkling night sky as one bathed. Beside each tub was a small shelf for clothes, as well as towels, soaps, oils and a soft mat or chair for the bath attendants.

One of Vivian’s girls – Carlie was her name, or maybe Carmen; I didn’t recall and I was too ashamed to ask at that point – knelt beside the bath and used a soft sponge and cloth to wash me down while I bathed. It was nice being doted on like this, particularly given that she stayed on the right side of the bath and leaned over me to clean my left, her ample breasts bumping into me each time she did.

The bite on my shoulder looked much worse than it felt, although I still let out an involuntary hiss as she cleaned it up with the cloth in her hand. “Oh, you’re so brave, my big, strong boy,” she cooed, leaning in to press her lips to my shoulder. “Let Carmen kiss it all better.” Every touch of her lips seemed to send warm tingles through my shoulder, easing what little pain still lingered in the wound. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was another succubus ability, and if it was something I could learn through Experience Siphon – thoughts that drifted from my mind as she slipped a hand underneath the water to stroke my cock.

“Mmm,” she purred, running her tongue from my shoulder to the base of my neck. “Just relax and let me take your mind elsewhere for a little while.”

I sat back in the bath, my head resting on a cushion set up on the edge while Carmen showered me with kisses and teased my shaft. A couple of the other girls brought in buckets of hot water to fill another bath just nearby, while a third succubus led a clearly embarrassed Rosalie into the room and began to help her undress.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Carmen said, leaning over my head to cover my field of view with her breasts. “It’s impolite to peek on a lady, Gary.” She pushed them up into my face playfully.

In fairness, I wasn’t about to complain about the view I was getting instead. Carmen sat back down next to me once I heard the splash and quiet sigh of Rosalie getting into the bath, and I caught a glimpse of her as she sunk down to her neck in the water.

Rosalie’s sand-coloured hair was messy and clumped, extending to just above her shoulders, the condition of it unsurprising considering both times I’d seen her she’d had it tucked into her hood. Her head fell back onto the cushion mounted for her, and I saw a pair of pointed ears poke out from between her locks – Rosalie was an elf.

The trio of succubi surrounding her began to lather up her body, carefully massaging her already fading wounds with their hands and tongues. I saw a slender tanned leg poke up out of the water, one of the attending girls removing her top and sliding it between her bare chest, the other two quickly getting the same idea and washing Rosalie’s body with their breasts.

A firm grip on my cock jolted my attention back to Carmen, who was looking at me with mock disapproval. “Don’t you start getting jealous,” she scolded. “By the looks of her, your friend’s been through a lot today, so she deserves a bit of special treatment.” Glancing around the room surreptitiously, the succubus quietly slipped her own gauzy top off.

“But I won’t tell if you don’t,” she whispered with a poke of her tongue, pressing her tits into my face as she resumed her service.

The girls left us to dry ourselves off and get changed once they were done, Rosalie and I alone in the bath room as we wrapped ourselves up in the fluffy towels stored on the shelves. She came over to where I was standing, the plain white cotton of her towel a stark contrast to her light brown skin.

“First time I’ve had a bath like that,” she said, a sly smirk on her lips. “You?”

“Yeah, same,” I replied, echoing her gesture. “Kerka’s going to be upset she missed out.”

The succubi girls had washed Rosalie’s hair for her; it looked considerably less tangled than before, falling to her shoulders in silky waves. Faint scars and bite marks on her arms and legs were still visible, but already looked well on the way to healing. “You look a lot better than you were before,” I said, and she blushed slightly.

“I’m told I clean up all right.” Her eyes darted to the top of my head, my own hair still matted and wet from the bath. “Want me to dry your hair?”

I gave her a shrug. “Sure.”

“Sit down, then.”

Taking the small stool by the bath, I sat down as Rosalie came up behind me. A warm towel came down over my head and I could feel her hands as she began to rub my hair dry, as well as the occasional press of soft, bare skin against my back while she worked.

Was she using the towel she’d just been wearing?

Soon enough, she’d finished and the towel came back off my head. I turned to get up and inadvertently caught a look of Rosalie holding the scrunched-up towel just under her face, eyes half-lidded as she drew in a deep breath. The towel itself trailed down over her modest chest – but not far enough to obscure her flat belly, soft mound and glistening pussy.

Our eyes met for the briefest of moments and the towel shot back down to cover her crotch in embarrassment, in turn leaving her firm breasts uncovered. Rosalie’s cheeks burned bright red as she gave a quiet squeak of a yelp and brought an arm back up to cover her faint pink nipples, the sight of her naked body already burned into my mind’s eye even as I turned away to preserve her dignity.

“I-I-I should… get dressed,” she stammered, carefully backing away to where she’d left her clothes by her own tub. “I’ll meet you downstairs at the restaurant.”

Vivian was waiting for me downstairs behind the front desk once I’d gotten dressed myself. The hotel manager had a scowl on her face, stabbing a finger at me as I descended the staircase and pointing at the counter to beckon me over. Whatever was on her mind, it was likely not pleasant.

“Bath service is normally five silver, Gary,” she said coldly as I came to her desk. “Per person. Francisca tells me you only paid two for the both of you, including dinner?”

I gulped. “Sorry, I… thought I was just paying for a regular bath.” Her eyes were smouldering, and I could sense hints of the familiar befuddlement I’d felt on my first arrival – but not nearly as intense and oppressive as before. The slight twitch in Vivian’s eye told me that she knew she wasn’t having the desired effect. Perhaps it was the Iron Resolve skill I’d obtained coming into play, or my enhanced Charisma counteracting her charms.

Regardless, I reached for my coin pouch anyway – it’d probably be best to smooth things over with Vivian before it got too out of hand. “I can pay the difference, if you’d like,” I offered.

A tilt of her head to the side made it look as if she was considering it, before she put a hand up to refute me. “It’s fine,” she said after a moment. “I’ll just have to make it clear to my girls that we’re not running a charity here. I swear, Gary,” she added with a sigh. “You’ve only been with us a few days, but they’re already acting completely different around you than they would any other customer. It’s almost like you’ve got them tamed and on a leash.”

“Believe me,” I said with a nervous chuckle, “It’s not like I’m trying.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That’s what makes it worse,” she responded acidly. “Go on, then, get some food. I can see your friends already have a table.”

“Actually, I wanted to talk about that. Is there any chance we could rent a larger room? Maybe something with two beds?”

Vivian gave me a sardonic look. “What makes you think I have any rooms with two beds?”

She made a good point. “Just thought I’d ask.”

Casting a glance down at the open guest ledger before her, Vivian made a point of scrutinising it despite the fact that there were practically no other guests at the moment. “I can put you in one of the double-bed rooms starting tomorrow night,” she said finally.

“You can’t move us in tonight?” I asked, to which she shook her head.

“I’d need the maids to set the room first. Tomorrow’s the earliest I can do.” Her features hardened. “And it’ll be five silvers each night for real this time.”

Her powers were having less effect on me than before, but I still got the sense she was trying to influence me towards a higher price. “Two silvers.”

Vivian’s lip quivered ever so slightly. “Three.”

In all honesty, I felt a little sorry for undercutting her so drastically before on the bath, so I decided to give her some concession. “Done. I’ll still pay in advance as before, starting tomorrow.” Besides, her pride was already clearly wounded; it wouldn’t do any good to rub salt into it.

A smile crossed Vivian’s face, her demeanour brightening up immediately. “A pleasure as always, Gary,” she said, taking my hand in hers to shake on it. “I’ll have the girls make sure your room is ready by tomorrow afternoon.”

Hmm. Perhaps her ego hadn’t been as bruised as I’d thought.

I left her in good spirits and met up with Kerka and Rosalie in the restaurant, their table piled high with food from the buffet and both girls already gossiping like old friends. Rosalie’s appetite seemed as ravenous as Kerka’s, although her manners were somewhat neater in that she didn’t make a habit of talking with her mouth full. I picked out something from the assortment crowding the table that looked like a turkey breast, peas and gravy and browsed my phone while I ate – it might have been a little rude, but if those two were going to have a full conversation between bites then they could allow me this small indulgence.

Sure enough, a new tab had opened up on the Character app for Rosalie, so I brought it up first to check her stats.

NEW PARTY MEMBER ADDED:

Rosaria Lilianna il Mannacreft von Waffslechter

Level: 6

Pirate/4, Hunter/2

STR: 4

DEX: 6

STM: 3

INT: 3

CHA: 4

LCK: 5

Skills:

Improved Seamanship

Scavenge

Escape Artist

Weapon Focus (Crossbow)

Dead Eye Shot

Survivalist

Quick Reload

Improved Tracking

Well, that was certainly a mouthful. It looked like ‘Rosalie’ was a portmanteau of her first two names for the sake of convenience, or possibly a nickname or alias. Whatever her deal was, I wasn’t about to make a point of it – just Rosalie would do fine.

Her levels in Hunter seemed obvious, but four levels in Pirate caught me by surprise. Rosalie seemed fairly at home on the land, although if she’d spent a lot of time at sea then that would explain her tanned complexion. Attribute-wise, she had above-average Dexterity and a decent Luck score; not bad overall considering her level was just above this world’s baseline.

Both my tabs and Kerka’s were blinking with notifications as well. I opened Kerka’s next.

LEVEL UP: Warrior/4

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

ATTRIBUTE POINT AUTO-ASSIGNED: STR

NEW SKILLS ASSIGNED:

Cleave

Shield Bash

Kerka was moving up, her Strength attribute now at five points and a couple of new skills on top. True to what Sennh had told me initially, her points and skills were chosen automatically – although now that she was a member of my party, I wondered if there was an option to override that somewhere and manage her levels manually. I typed out a message to Sennh to ask, but didn’t get a response immediately. Maybe she was checking with the other gods… or maybe she was just asleep.

Regardless, I brought up my own character tab.

SKILL UPGRADED:

Improved Barter > Expert Barter

LEVEL UP: Warrior/2, Merchant/2

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 2

SELECT NEW SKILL x2:

Finishing Strike

Weapon Focus (Short Spear)

Light Armour Specialisation

[Class Synergy Skill] Improved Loot

I hadn’t expected to see either class level up so quickly; but then again, I had been getting better at bartering and I did slay the wolf pack’s leader in our last encounter, so that may have had something to do with it. This was the first time I was seeing a class synergy skill, so I picked Improved Loot almost by reflex. Anything that would get us more money would be a valuable aid.

That left a combat skill for my remaining choices; again, Weapon Focus seemed somewhat limiting, particularly if I ended up finding something better than the repurposed javelin I was using right now. Finishing Strike could be handy to have, but with Rosalie in the group we now had two people who were more skilled fighters than I was, making it unlikely that I’d be in the position to deliver a coup de grace if we got into a fight.

Light Armour Specialisation it was, then. For my attribute points, I put one into Charisma and one into Luck, rounding them both out to even numbers. My character sheet was looking considerably more impressive as I scrolled down to review:

Level: 8

Champion of Sennh/4, Warrior/2, Merchant/2

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 7

INT: 3

CHA: 14

LCK: 8

Skills:

Lower Inhibition (Lesser) (12%)

Expert Barter (10%)

Seduction (35%)

Negotiate (30%)

Experience Siphon (Sexual)

Increase Sensitivity (Target)

Stamina Drain

Stamina Boost +2

Charisma Boost +1

Improved Loot

Light Armour Specialisation

Weapon Focus (Short Sword)

Language (Goblin)

Iron Resolve

I was quickly amassing a wealth of skills, and several of my attributes were well above the baseline. While I might not have been the best in a stand-up fight, I was quickly getting to the point where it might be more feasible for me to simply avoid them entirely.

“Gary, Gary!” My attention was drawn by Kerka excitedly talking to me through a mouthful of several different foods I didn’t want to try and identify. “Did you know Rosalie’s a sea elf?”

I glanced over at Rosalie currently wolfing down a bowl of some kind of noodles in broth. Mercifully she didn’t make an effort to talk through it, merely pausing to look up at me with several strands running from her mouth to her bowl; hardly the stereotypical picture of elven grace.

“I had an inkling,” I lied. “Although I can’t say I’ve heard much about sea elves before. What makes them different to regular elves?”

Rosalie slurped up her noodles loudly, the last one smacking against her chin and leaving a wet patch that she didn’t bother to wipe up. “Not much,” she said after chewing and swallowing. “We tend to be more tanned and have fairer hair since we’re out on the water a lot. Plus, we’ve got better sea legs, make better sailors, and some of us know Deep Magic.”

“Why do they call it Deep Magic?” Kerka asked.

Grinning, Rosalie scooped a large spoonful of pepper oil into her bowl. “Because anyone on the receiving end of it is in deep shit.” She snorted at her own bad joke. “No, but seriously, it’s actually all about ocean stuff; summoning waves, wind and storms and all that. Pretty standard.”

Kerka looked at her in awe. “That sounds cool! Can you use it, Rosalie?”

“Nope. We had a wavecaster on board the ship I grew up on, though.” Stirring the oil into her broth, Rosalie took a small sip before frowning and adding more for good measure.

“You grew up on a ship?”

“Yeah. It sank off the coast a few years back and I wound up here on my lonesome.” She paused to eat some more of her noodles, humming to herself happily as she ate even while sweat beaded on her skin from the sheer amount of spice she’d added to it. “From there, Arrac took me in and taught me how to hunt. Then I ran into you two. That’s my life story in a nutshell.”

We ate a little more in relative silence, before Rosalie chimed in again. “So, I was thinking,” she said, placing her fork across the top of her now-empty bowl. “If you two wanted to help me out in taking down that dire bear, I’d be willing to split the reward with you.”

“How much is it paying?” I asked. Any extra money at this stage would be a welcome windfall, but this bear had already killed one experienced adventurer and wounded another. It’d be more than a challenge for Kerka and I alone.

Although with Rosalie on board as well, we might stand a chance at taking it down.

“Fifteen gold for confirmation that the bear’s been slain.”

Kerka spat out the beer she’d been chugging down, almost choking on it as one of the succubi kitchen staff ran out with a mop and bucket to clean up what she’d spilled over the floor. I reached over to pat her on the back until she settled down.

“Thanks, Gary,” she coughed out, wiping her watery eyes as she looked up at Rosalie incredulously. “Fifteen? For just one bear?”

Across the table from her, Rosalie smirked. “You haven’t seen the size of it.”

“We’ll help you to take care of it,” I said. “Afterwards, you’re welcome to stay with us, of course.”

Rosalie’s eyes flicked over to me for a moment. I couldn’t quite tell what she was thinking. “We’ll see,” was all she said in response.

I recalled Jamila at the Guild mentioning the one week time limit for quests. “How much time is left to complete it?” I asked Rosalie.

She was lost in thought for a second. “A couple of days, at least. I think we registered for it a day or two before that time I saw you in the woods.”

I had the start of a plan forming in my head, but I’d need to test a couple of theories first – and for that, I’d need more money. Excusing myself from the table and leaving the two girls to their dinner, I took my drink and went over to the gaming area, my eye specifically on the roulette table.

Fumbling around in my coin purse, I produced a ten-silver piece and exchanged it for chips, finding an empty space around the table in between the other men and women gambling and the succubus croupier taking bets. It was time to put my extraordinary luck attribute to the test.

“Two on red,” I called out amidst the hubbub, placing two chips on the table.

Moments later the ball fell from the edge of the roulette wheel, clattering to a stop on number 18 – one of the red numbers. Chips changed hands, curses and exclamations were uttered, and I’d come out with an extra two silver’s worth. Not a bad start.

The next spin, I put two chips on the third dozen; the ball landed on 26. Another four silver.

On the third run, I diversified my options a little: one chip on the square of 17, 18, 20 and 21; one chip straight on number 26. The ball spun, bounced and finally settled on 20, netting me seven more silver counting the one I’d lost on the straight bet.

Either my luck wasn’t good enough to guarantee 1/37 odds, or it was settling for the most viable chance instead. I’d need to keep pushing it.

A few of the other patrons were starting to take notice of my winning streak, so I decided it was time to change tactics. “Kerka,” I called out from the roulette table as she walked past on her way upstairs. “Pick a number.”

“Seventy-two,” she shouted back.

The roulette wheel only went up to thirty-six, but since thirty-six was half of seventy-two I put three silver straight on that. Kerka only had two points in luck; if I was right, I’d lose this one.

And lose it I did. The ball came up on 0; the house won all bets that round. I was still up overall, but I’d managed to divert attention away from my luck. Additionally, my hot streak had encouraged the other punters to put more on the table, leading to more winnings going to the Bear Arms and making me feel a little less bad about my next move.

I had twenty silver chips left over, and I placed them all in a neat stack on number 12. Some of the more discerning gamblers at the table placed bets in the vicinity of mine, not willing to risk throwing away as much as I was on the long odds, but curious to see if my luck would hold up all the same.

The attendant made the call of “No more bets” and the ball clacked and clattered as it bounced around the wheel, finally settling into the number 12 slot.

A chorus of cheers resounded from the table as winnings were paid out to those who’d followed my streak to the end, none of their dividends quite as high as mine. At a 36:1 payout against my twenty chips, I received a whopping seven hundred and twenty additional chips from the croupier.

Not counting the ten I’d started with, I came away from the roulette table seven gold and thirty silver richer. Kerka and Rosalie had both already finished their meals and gone upstairs by the looks of things, so I cashed out at that point, collecting my earnings and heading up to our bedroom as well. The last thing I wanted to do was attract more of a scene at the hotel than I already had by sticking around.

My phone vibrated as I ascended the stairs, and I pulled it out to a new notification.

NEW SKILL UNLOCKED:

Gamble

A quick check of my character app showed that the new skill was already sitting at 45% of the way to an upgrade.

Not bad for just under an hour’s work.

I could hear the sound of light snoring coming from inside the bedroom as I reached the door. Opening it as quietly as I could manage, I saw both Kerka and Rosalie in bed snuggled up underneath the sheets, the taller Rosalie hugging Kerka from behind like a giant teddy bear as the two of them slept.

There was maybe just enough space left over in the single bed for me to slip in behind Rosalie. Picking up one of the spare blankets from the foot of the bed, I instead lay down on the wooden floor and tucked my backpack underneath my head as a makeshift pillow.

At least it was only for tonight, I told myself with a resigned sigh.


CHAPTER TEN

The next morning saw me waking up well before my companions, the sky outside the room still a hazy dark blue as the sun began to peek past the horizon. Doing my best to freshen up and get dressed quietly so as not to wake Rosalie and Kerka, I crept out of the room and downstairs to the hotel lobby.

Vivian was waiting for me behind the desk, already up at this hour. “Morning, Gary,” she said cheerfully, her hand already out for the coming evening’s payment with a smile.

I fished out three silver coins from my pouch and handed them to her, Vivian graciously taking them and placing them in the register. “Your new room should be ready by this afternoon. Come see me later and I’ll exchange the key for you.”

“Thought you’d be a little more upset,” I said, failing to suppress a yawn. The last night hadn’t been my most comfortable; I was looking forward to sleeping in a larger bed that evening.

The succubus looked puzzled. “Whatsoever for?”

“I did win pretty big on the roulette table last night.”

With a knowing chuckle, Vivian brought a hand up to her chest. “My dear boy,” she said. “If you think what you took from me was sizeable, you’ve no idea of the size of my coffers.” She brushed an errant strand of hair behind her ear with a smirk. “Besides, word travels fast among gamblers. After you left the table, we had a considerable influx of new players. A good win always brings in the punters. My girls made back the losses tenfold before closing.”

I should have known better. The house always wins, after all.

Vivian suddenly frowned, leaning over the desk to look at me a little closer. “You look terrible, Gary,” she said, cupping my chin in her hand and angling my face to get a better look. “Those bags under your eyes are unflattering. Are you getting enough sleep, or are your two lady friends keeping you up all night?”

“Nothing like that,” I said wearily. “Well, Kerka maybe – but no, last night I slept on the floorboards. We’ve only just met Rosalie, I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable.”

Tutting, Vivian let me go. “You should have come to see me, you silly boy. I’d have got you a spare mattress or something to sleep on instead. One of the couches downstairs and some soft cushions, at the very least.”

“It’s fine. But... thanks.” It felt strangely nice to know that Vivian was looking out for me like that. “I’ll keep that in mind if it happens again.”

She gave me a sly look. “Given how you are with the ladies, I doubt they’ll let you sleep on the floor tonight,” she teased as I left the hotel.

With my newfound riches from the roulette table I was headed to the marketplace, specifically the store where Kerka had picked up the health potions yesterday. The place was situated just a little off the main thoroughfare, a simple hand-painted sign over the door reading ‘Mannanah’s Potions’ in a barely decipherable scrawl. The inside of the shop was a kaleidoscope of colour, with vials, beakers and bushels of herbs and powders lining the shelves, all of which were meticulously labelled in the same messy handwriting. A young harpy sat behind the counter on a wooden stool, one leg stretched out and stirring a cauldron over a nearby fireplace with a wooden spoon held in one of her talons.

“Yes, yes, a customer!” she chirped happily as I entered the store, a small bell jingling as the door opened. “How can I help you?”

I wasn’t entirely sure what Kerka had bought, so I went with what I knew. “A goblin friend of mine bought a couple of potions from you yesterday; health potions, I think she said they were, dark blue and in a vial like one of these.” I pointed to a rack of similar sized vials containing a myriad of different potions.

Mannanah nodded eagerly as I spoke. “Mmm, mmm! Popular choice among adventurers! Always good to have one on hand for when injury strikes. Perfect for simple cuts and bruises, too!” She tilted her head to the side at a sharp angle, almost like an owl. “Are you an adventurer, sir?”

“I am.” There wasn’t much sense in concealing it.

“Then you should definitely buy some of Mannanah’s potions!” She tapped her ladle against the rim of the cauldron and placed it up on the counter, darting away to lead me over to another shelf full of potions like the ones Kerka had bought. “Health potions, always in demand. Five silver each. How many are you after?”

According to my phone’s inventory, I was currently sitting on eight gold, seventy-six silver and seven copper total. I was pretty flush with cash, but not to the point that I was willing to throw my money away before my theory was fully confirmed.

“Just two for now,” I said. Doing my best to turn up the charm, I added, “Anything you can do for a first-time potion buyer?” with a smile.

Pursing her lips and tilting her head back and forth, the harpy girl hummed to herself thoughtfully. “Maybe,” she said, stretching the word out as the feathers on her wings quivered. “Not usually one for giving discounts. Perhaps if you were a regular buyer?”

Despite her appearance, Mannanah looked to be a more shrewd businesswoman than I’d given her credit for. I reminded myself that I wasn’t the only person in the world with the Barter skill. “I might end up needing a lot in the near future. Would you do a bulk discount?”

She seemed to mull that over. “Tell you what,” she said eventually. “You buy two at full price now – if you come back again, we’ll see what we can do.”

I’d gotten so used to being able to haggle a cheaper price for everything that it felt strange paying the actual asking price for something. Still, it didn’t sound like I was getting a better deal than that. “That’s fair,” I conceded, returning to the register with Mannanah and handing her a ten-silver coin. “Ah, don’t worry about wrapping them up for me, I can take them as they are,” I said as she began to reach for a stack of paper and twine on the counter.

“Very good, sir. Come again soon!” she chirped as I left.

Not far from Mannanah’s store I ducked into an alleyway, concealed from prying eyes for a moment. The exact science behind the health potion was a mystery to me, but from what I could gather most people in this world viewed them as a simple tool used to patch up wounds and speed up healing. Similarly, my steadily increasing Stamina score had resulted in a faster healing time for my own injuries. In particular, the bite I’d suffered yesterday had seemingly healed just as fast as Rosalie’s wounds while she was under the effects of two health potions at once.

Given my insider knowledge on the workings of this world, it reinforced my earlier theory that these ‘health’ potions were more accurately Stamina potions.

And if that was the case, they were something that I could potentially exploit.

I double-checked my current attributes on my phone.

Level: 8

Champion of Sennh/4, Warrior/2, Merchant/2

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 7

INT: 3

CHA: 14

LCK: 8

Popping open the first potion, I took a sip; the blue liquid tasted strangely like raspberries. I downed the whole vial and checked my phone again, the potion making my throat tingle slightly on the way down.

Level: 8

Champion of Sennh/4, Warrior/2, Merchant/2

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 7 (+2)

INT: 3

CHA: 14

LCK: 8

I was right – they were stamina potions! Still, that was only half of my theory confirmed. It was nice to understand the mechanics behind these potions, but the real test was next. Rosalie had taken two potions last night and her wounds had healed on par with my own. Her base stamina was only three points – if each potion added an additional two, it would theoretically bring her up to my base score of seven. The question was: did multiple potions increase the effect’s duration, or did they stack the bonus?

The moment of truth. I tucked away the empty vial and brought the second one up to my lips, checking my phone again as soon as I’d swallowed it.

STM: 7 (+4)

The bonus stacked. I grinned despite myself.

This was definitely exploitable.

I took the head of my short spear and placed the point against the tip of my index finger, pressing until a drop of blood appeared. The thin trickle of red stopped within about half a minute, the cut already beginning to fade. It barely even hurt.

Opening up the timer app on my phone, I started the stopwatch and set several quiet alarms over the next few hours to remind me to check if the potions’ effects had worn off. My guess was that they’d last a couple of hours or so, but if I was going to take full advantage of them I’d need to know for certain.

My little experiment reminded me that I’d learned some other new skills that I hadn’t tried out yet. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to test Stamina Drain on just anyone in the street, but Increase Sensitivity should be okay to play around with. Tapping the skill, a new popup message appeared.

[SELECT TARGET]

Beneath that was a list of names, some of them appearing and dropping from the list as I read them. Phone in hand, I walked up to the alley entrance and the list grew, updating in real time as new people walked past me and came in range of the skill.

At the top of the list was my own name. I tapped it.

Instantly I was aware of every spot on my body where my clothes were touching. The sudden influx of sensation caused me to let go of my phone involuntarily and it dropped to the ground, the screen cracking on a cobblestone. The mere act of bending over to pick it up sent new shocks of hyper-sensitivity through me, and it took a good few minutes of careful moving and shallow breathing before I was comfortable enough to even stand upright again.

The screen on my phone had cracked badly, but still worked. I slowly sat down on the hard ground, feeling the shape and texture of every individual stone and the slight dampness of what I hoped was only residual rainwater underneath me. The skill seemed to do what it advertised – I could only imagine the applications it would have in the bedroom, as was likely its intent, but there was one other thing I wanted to try with it still active.

Placing my phone on the ground and tentatively picking up my spear again, I brought the tip to my middle finger.

Blinding pain shot through my hand as it pierced the skin, like I’d grabbed onto a poisonous nettle or been bitten by a venomous spider. It dulled gradually to a throbbing ache as it began to heal, the tiny cut fixing itself up just as quickly as the first one had.

Increase Sensitivity clearly wasn’t something I could just toss around without thinking of the consequences. It honestly felt a little too powerful for something I’d unlocked at level three; but then again, the Champion class seemed to be somewhat overpowered by design. I tapped the skill name on my phone and breathed a sigh of relief as my senses went back to normal, the ability’s  effects being cancelled out immediately.

It was one to keep in mind, certainly.

Opening up my port-bag, I reached in and pulled out a fresh version of my phone without the cracked screen – good as new, just as Sennh had said. On that note, it looked like she had replied to my message from the previous night. I opened it up and read what she had to say.

Hey G,

Sorry for the late reply, was sleeping (zzz) and then had to check around to see if any of the other gods knew – surprisingly enough, none of our champions thought to ask before! There should be an options menu somewhere in the character app that’ll let you toggle auto-assign on or off (you can thank Nemesaari, Goddess of the Moon for remembering that one) but I’d be careful with it, you probably don’t want to mess around too much with other people’s stats!

-S

It took a few minutes to locate the menu that Sennh was talking about; in hindsight, it seemed kind of obvious once I’d found it. Quietly, I couldn’t help but wonder if none of the other champions had asked about it because they’d found it without help or whether it was because they hadn’t had any companions of their own.

The menu had a few options for followers. Auto-assign for attributes and skills was toggled on by default for both Kerka and Rosalie; there was also an option to set it for myself, although I had no intention of switching that on any time soon. I changed both of my companions to manual levelling up, and we’d see how it went once they gained their next level – which considering we were planning to hunt down that dire bear, would likely be fairly soon.

There was another heading below that which was simply labelled Appearance. Tapping that opened a wealth of new options for both girls; drop down menus, sliders and colour palettes for practically every facet of their appearance.

...Had I just unlocked character customisation as a real-world feature?

Selecting Kerka’s hair, it showed the exact tone of dark purple that her messy mop bore, along with an RGB slider and a selection of preset colour options. A small profile picture of her head appeared next to them. Unable to resist my own curiosity, I tapped a colour at random – platinum blonde – and the profile picture changed.

I immediately realised I should have tried that with Kerka present, and reverted it back to her default colour with a twinge of embarrassment.

Dozens of other options were available – eye colour, skin tone, body shape – but I wasn’t about to start playing around with those. Sennh’s words about messing with stats were still fresh in my memory, and I reminded myself that Kerka and Rosalie were real people, not toys for me to tweak to my will.

Closing the menu for now and tucking my phone back into my pocket, I returned to Mannanah’s store to make my intended purchase now that I’d tested everything I needed to.

The bell rang again and the harpy alchemist looked up from her work, quickly concealing her surprise at seeing me return. “Back so soon?” she chirped. “Did you forget something?”

“I’ve just realised I’ll need some more of your potions,” I said, heading over to the shelf that contained the stamina vials and carefully taking an armful of them up to the counter.

Mannanah’s eyes widened as I counted out a total of twenty vials. “This many?” she said. “Forgive me for saying, sir, but you must be very accident-prone.”

“Tremendously,” I said with a smile, handing her a gold piece. I wasn’t going to haggle for a better price just yet – I’d let her dwell on my purchase and see how amenable she’d be when I came back for more at a later date. “You might want to brew up a few more, the shelf’s looking a little barren back there – sorry for cleaning you out like this.”

“No, no, no trouble at all!” the harpy stammered, hastily taking the coin and dropping it in the register. “Would you like me to wrap these up for you, sir?”

“That would be wonderful, thank you.”

I let her get to work, binding the vials firmly so as to avoid them breaking before placing them in a thick sack padded with cotton wool. “Thank you very much, sir! Hope to see you again soon!”

Taking the sack, I gave Mannanah a wave as I left. “I’m sure you will.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Kerka and Rosalie were just finishing up their breakfast when I returned to the Bear Arms an hour later, the sack of potions having been carefully tucked away inside my port-bag for the journey. The last thing I wanted after spending that much on them was to trip over or have someone bump into me only for them to break.

“Gary! Gary!” Kerka shouted from across the hotel lobby as I approached. “I think Rosalie can use magic!” Across the table from her, Rosalie gave me an exasperated look.

“What’s all this about?” I asked, taking a seat and picking at some of the breakfast sausage they’d piled up in the centre of the table, my stomach grumbling as it reminded me that the only things close to food I’d put in it so far this morning had been a couple of potions.

Kerka downed a gratuitous swig of beer from the stein by her plate – either early morning drinking wasn’t frowned upon in this world, or people just expected it of goblins. Letting out a loud belch, she continued to talk while shovelling more food into her mouth. “My hair turned to white for a few seconds while you were out; Rosalie says she didn’t do it, but I don’t believe her!”

I glanced over at Rosalie, who just shook her head and threw her hands up. By the looks of her demeanour she’d been having this conversation with Kerka all morning.

It wouldn’t do to keep my phone’s abilities a secret from them – if I didn’t come clean about it, Kerka could well end up driving Rosalie insane. “I think that might have been me, actually,” I said, cutting into a length of sausage.

The clatter of cutlery sounded as Kerka dropped her knife and fork. “You’re a wizard, Gary?” she exclaimed, a look of awe on her face as Rosalie merely raised an eyebrow sceptically.

“Well, I don’t know about that, per se,” I said, quietly filing away the fact that wizards apparently did exist in this world. “But I can do this.” Pulling out my phone, I navigated to the appearance menu and changed Kerka’s hair back to the silver-white I had before.

Kerka’s eyes shone with glee as she tugged strands of her newly-changed hair in front of her face to examine it. “Amazing! You’re amazing, Gary!” She turned to me. “Can you make it pink?”

I did as she asked, the goblin girl giggling happily. Behind her I could see Vivian at the front desk, shaking her head as she watched us before she went back to filling out the hotel ledger.

“That’s pretty neat,” Rosalie said. “Not sure how useful it is, but could be handy to have if we ever end up on a wanted poster.”

“Ooh, ooh! Do Rosalie next!” Kerka squealed.

The cold look I got from Rosalie’s narrowed eyes was enough to dissuade me from trying.

“...Maybe we can play around with it some more later,” I said, and left it at that.

Kerka had leaned over to my side of the table and was looking down at my phone with a glint in her eye. “What’s this one do?” she said, a clawed finger sliding across the screen to move one of the body sliders up.

Before I could think to stop her Kerka shot backwards with a loud clang, her already sizeable breasts nearly tripling in size and straining the straps of her chest plate as they exploded outwards, green flesh bulging out around her armour and tunic. The sheer force of them instantly expanding hit the table and knocked her clean off her chair, the goblin now lying on her back on the ground giggling like a madwoman under the weight of her massive tits.

Hastily I reset the slider to its default setting, Kerka’s chest shrinking back down to its regular ample size.

“Again!” she laughed from her spot on the floor. “Again!”

Once we’d helped the kitchen staff to clean up the mess we’d made from Kerka knocking half the food on our table to the floor with her tits, we ordered ourselves some coffee to sit and discuss our plan for clearing out the dire bear. Kerka briefly excused herself to visit the bathroom, leaving Rosalie and I by the table alone.

“Gary, listen,” Rosalie said to me once Kerka had left. “Can I ask you; please, don’t do... whatever it is you do, to change my hair colour or anything like that.” She wound a loose strand of sandy blonde hair around her finger as she spoke.

“Sure, no worries,” I said. She seemed more withdrawn than usual – whatever her concern was, it must be important to her. Again, I was reminded that she wasn’t a simple game character or anything like that; she had her own feelings, and what Kerka seemingly took in her stride might not fly so well with Rosalie. “I wouldn’t want to do anything that’d upset you, Rosalie. You can trust me on that.”

A strange smile curled up in the corner of her lips, and I saw a softness in her gaze that I hadn’t noticed before as she looked at me. “Thank you.” As if catching herself, a look of surprise flashed over her features and she suddenly glanced down. “I-I mean, maybe we can try s-some stuff like what Kerka did,” she said with a furious blush. “If… if you want- if you like that.” Rosalie swallowed nervously. “...In a woman,” she added, the last words barely more than a whisper.

Her hands fidgeted around the collar of her cloak, half-tugging her mask up over her chin.

“Hey,” I said warmly, reaching out to grasp one of her hands in mine and easing it back down to the table. “I like you plenty just the way you are.”

That same smile came back for a moment.

“Here you go!” one of the succubi interrupted as she arrived with our coffee, both of us quickly pulling our hands back as if we’d been caught taking from the cookie jar. “Gary, you had the extra milk and… Rosalie, wasn’t it? Straight black for you.” She placed another mug of frothy beer by the empty chair. “And another lager for Kerka, of course. Not sure that girl knows what coffee is.”

I brought out my coin pouch to pay for the drinks, but the waitress gestured for me to put it away. “Boss isn’t watching us right now,” she hissed quietly, “so these are on the house.” She gave me a wink as she returned back to the kitchen, her spade-tipped tail flicking up her short skirt and affording me a look at her tight fitting panties as she walked away.

Across the table, Rosalie shot me a sly glance. “Seems there’s some stiff competition for your affections, Gary,” she said with a smirk. “You certainly are popular with the ladies.”

Mirroring her look, I merely gave a slight shrug as I sipped at my coffee.

Kerka returned a few moments later, her eyes continually darting up to her fringe. “Not sure I like pink anymore,” she said with a slight whine in her voice. “Didn’t look right in the mirror. Can you change my hair back, Gary?” she pleaded.

Putting down my cup, I took my phone back out and returned Kerka’s hair to its natural purple. “Not a problem. There we go.”

“Thanks. Sorry for being indecisive.” She gulped down a good third of her beer in one go.

I nodded in reply. “I think I like you with your regular hair, if I’m being honest. Any time you want to change it though, just let me know.”

With a grin, Kerka put her mug back down on the table. “I like it best too. But hey,” she said, cupping her hands underneath her chest plate. “We’re going to have to play around with my tits some more tonight. That felt too good to just leave it as a once-off thing.”

Rosalie’s face disappeared behind her coffee cup, her cheeks glowing red.

I didn’t want to go into too many details about the rest of the features on my phone and I didn’t try to explain the mechanics behind how potions worked that I’d recently uncovered, so I simply went ahead with laying out the plan I’d concocted.

“Here’s what I’ve come up with,” I said, clearing a spot on the table to map out my gambit. “We don’t want to get stuck fighting this thing in the mine tunnels, so we’ll start by having me draw the dire bear out of its lair first.” I placed the pepper grinder down to represent the bear, and a salt shaker for me. “I lead it away from the mine entrance into the quarry proper, so that it’s less likely to retreat back to the mine once it’s hurt.” Respectively, I moved the two pieces across the table, to where a butter knife – representing Rosalie – was laid flat.

“Once it’s in range, Rosalie fires on it with her crossbow, keeping the bear peppered as best as she can with bolts.”

Kerka snickered. “Heh. Peppered.”

“What?” Rosalie looked momentarily confused, before breaking into a silly grin as she glanced at what I was using for the dire bear. “Oh, I get it. Nice one.”

I couldn’t scold them for the bad joke – I’d walked right into that setup.

“From there,” I continued, taking the teaspoon that was Kerka’s proxy and placing it behind the pepper grinder, “Kerka moves in while the bear’s distracted and tries to strike at its vitals.”

“Try not to shoot me while I’m stabbing it,” the goblin girl said to Rosalie, who simply scoffed in response.

“If either of you end up drawing the dire bear’s attention, disengage immediately – don’t try to fight it alone.” Rosalie had been clear what had happened to her former adventuring partner, and I wasn’t about to risk the lives of anyone else in a straight up fight against this beast. “I’ll attack it myself at that point and bring its focus back to me, then you two continue harassing it. If it’s as tough as Rosalie says it is, we’re going to have to try and wear this monster down through attrition – take it down quick if we get an opening, but otherwise stick to the plan and we should all come out okay.” I paused, both women looking at me intently. “Any questions?”

Kerka raised her hand, and I nodded to her. “Why am I the teaspoon?”

“Because you’re the smallest,” Rosalie said drily without missing a beat, raising a hand with a question of her own. “Gary. How are you planning to not get killed?”

I took a careful look around the hotel lobby. Vivian wasn’t around – likely in her office – but the bespectacled Francisca had taken her place at the front counter. A couple of other guests were at the restaurant tables minding their own business, and the kitchen staff were busy at work.

All the same, I didn’t want to risk anyone overhearing the key part of my plan.

“That’ll have to wait until we’re on the field,” I said. “Trust me, though. It’ll work.”

It took around an hour and a half’s walk to get back to where we’d encountered the wolves. Rosalie led the way, diverting from the main path and weaving through towering rock outcroppings and plateaus, many littered with the signs of past mining operations. We stopped to investigate on more than a few occasions, one of us spotting a telltale glint among the rubble that would inevitably turn out to be a discarded pick axe or pair of broken spectacles.

My phone vibrated several times on the way, reminding me to regularly check my stats. The attribute bonus from the stamina potions finally diminished after my phone’s stopwatch had run to a little over two hours – more than enough time to put our plan into action.

The carcasses of the wolves we’d encountered the previous day were still where we’d left them, more or less. Carrion birds had picked apart much of the flesh, but the bones were still mostly intact, so we took the time to gather some of the fangs we needed for our other quest. The work was more unpleasant than expected as the bodies had started to fester overnight, but we weren’t about to waste time tracking the rest of the pack down until after we’d accomplished our main goal.

A short walk from there finally brought us to the edge of the quarry. Large furrows had been carved out of the nearby hills to form a deep basin in a mining effort far more ambitious than the simple shafts and rock-breaking efforts we’d passed on the way. Several small huts and houses were set up on the lowest level in what looked presumably like a workers’ village, its homes now abandoned. A rail cart system spanned the entire multi-level operation from shaft entrances to storage pits and loading docks on the upper tiers, small steam-powered locomotives and mining machines sitting silent beside carts still filled with ore and rock. We started down one of the cliffs overlooking the quarry, stairs cut into the hard stone for access to the lower levels.

Rosalie pointed towards one of the shaft entrances on the lowest floor. “That’s where it’s settled in,” she said, a cold edge to her words. “In case it wasn’t obvious.” An ore train lay on its side nearby, the metal warped and dented from where something tremendously large had smashed it off the rails and scattered its cargo. Reddish-brown streaks marked the ground around the entrance, intermingled with white shards of shattered bone and clumps of rotting meat from the remains of bodies that had been dragged from elsewhere to just outside the cave entrance.

Even at that distance, I could see one of the half-eaten bodies looked more recent than the others, tatters of a dark cloak similar to the one Rosalie wore still clinging to its body. Judging by the look on Rosalie’s face, this was her friend Arrac’s corpse.

I put my hand on her shoulder. “We’ll give your friend a proper burial before we go. Don’t worry.” She turned to look at me; for a moment, I could see a sad smile underneath her mask.

We continued down towards the bottom tier of the quarry, the massive gouges sinking into the earth like a giant’s stairs. On the second lowest layer we stopped to make our final preparations, a wolf’s howl echoing through the man-made valley as we surveyed the terrain for our ambush.

A steam-powered elevator used for raising up loaded mine carts to the next level made an ideal vantage point for Rosalie to take up her sniper position, the cart platform sitting motionless atop its wooden scaffold at the highest point. From there she had a commanding field of view of the quarry basin, not far from the beast’s lair.

“Are you able to shoot from this distance?” I asked her as she settled in, crouched down on the ground and steadying her crossbow on a wooden plank.

She nodded curtly. “See that house over there, the one with the wreath over the door frame?”

I followed her line of sight. There was a small worker’s cottage with a floral wreath hanging just over the threshold, about two hundred meters away on the lower level. The domicile looked to have been abandoned in a hurry, the door open and gently waving in the breeze, but the decoration remained intact. “Yeah, I see it.”

Narrowing her eyes and exhaling calmly, Rosalie squeezed the trigger of her crossbow.

A bolt shot straight through the centre of the wreath, thudding into the wood behind.

Beside us, Kerka let out a low whistle. “Nice shot.”

Even without seeing her face, I could tell Rosalie was pleased.

“Okay, like we planned,” I said, reaching into my port-bag to pull out the bundle of health potions. “Rosalie, you stay here and hit the dire bear once it’s out in the open,” I said, handing two of the vials to her as I unwrapped them. “Kerka, you come down to the lower level with me; stay around those worker huts to begin with until I’ve got the bear’s attention, then move in from behind and try to hamstring it if you can. We’ll bleed it out slowly, then strike when it’s weakest.”

Kerka nodded as she took another two of the potions from me. “Why’d you buy so many?” she asked, staring pointedly as I laid out ten of the blue vials on the ground, placing the last six back in the bag in case of emergency.

“These ones are for me,” I said, popping the cork from the first one and gulping the contents down, before downing the second and third in short order.

Both girls looked at me as if I’d gone crazy before I’d even made it to the fifth, which was about the reaction I’d expected. “Gary,” Rosalie said slowly, in that specific tone you use for coercing a child away from eating yet another of their crayons. “What are you doing?”

“Putting a theory into practise,” I replied simply, before emptying the eighth potion into my mouth. I didn’t want to go into too many details, since it’d take too long to explain; plus, I didn’t want the fact that people could stack potion buffs to become common knowledge. It could end up bringing more harm than good in the wrong hands. “Basically, if health potions can heal us when we’re injured, I want to see if having a bunch of them in me beforehand will help if I happen to get injured after taking them.”

Kerka snorted. “That makes no sense at all.”

“Yeah, I’m with Kerka on this one, Gary.” Rosalie tried to hide the laughter in her eyes. “That’s pretty dumb. How much money did you blow on all these potions?”

Even though I knew I was right, it still hurt a little to be mocked for it.

“Look, if it doesn’t work, I won’t do it again. I just figured we need every advantage we can get for this fight.” I put the empty vials back in my port-bag and stood up. “You both have two each, in case things go south. Don’t hesitate to use them if it does.” As much as I wanted to have them take their potions preemptively like I was, I knew there was little chance of convincing them of the benefits. Best to just make sure they had them and leave it to their own judgement.

I brought out my phone to double check my stats before we started.

STM: 7 (+20)

Everything was set.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s go slay ourselves a dire bear.”

Kerka and I descended the last set of stairs to the ground level of the quarry, the goblin warrior doing her best to quietly stalk across to the small shacks on the other side of the clearing in her clattering half plate while I took up my position just outside the entrance to the mine cave.

The smell was overpowering, growing worse the closer I got to it; it reeked like the dumpster behind a butcher’s shop on a hot summer day. Flies buzzed around the carrion left outside, the tiny insects fleeing in a swarm as I approached only to return momentarily after they determined I was no threat to them. No light was visible further inside the mine, aside from the few rays that the sun was able to cast through the entrance. It looked like a charnel house, bones and rotting viscera scattered liberally without a care amidst blood-slicked helmets, mining tools and metal rails.

First things first – I needed to get the beast’s attention. The ruined mine carts were laid out empty on their sides nearby and I banged the haft of my spear against them, the impact sending a resounding metal clang throughout the quarry.

No dice.

I picked up a discarded shovel and smacked it against the rails that extended further into the mine, the sound echoing down the track into the bowels of the earth. It took a few more hits before the loud cacophony was responded to with a furious, blood-chilling roar from within.

Letting the shovel fall back to the ground and taking up my short spear, I was beginning to feel a twinge of apprehension at our plan – a feeling that only grew as I heard the rails begin to rattle against their wooden sleepers. The roar sounded again, much closer this time, and I took a few steps backwards without even realising it, muscles tensing as I prepared to break into a run.

I could see the red glint of a single menacing eye a split second before the dire bear burst out of the mine entrance. The creature looked almost the size of a freight train, covered in matted brown fur and dried blood with two blunted gore-encrusted bone horns jutting from its brow. The snapped haft of a crossbow bolt was stuck in what remained of its right eye, the surrounding fur and flesh around the socket rubbed raw to the bone, while its left glared at me with bestial hate and hunger.

It was a wonder how something of its size had managed to fit in the tunnel in the first place.

There was no doubt in my mind that I would have no chance at all against this beast in a straight up fight – few people would. Not wanting to waste another moment, I spun around and ran away as fast as my legs could take me, the dire bear barrelling after me with another terrifying roar. The multitude of stamina potions swimming through me made it feel like I could sprint forever, the wind buffeting my face as I pounded my feet against the dirt for dear life.

A whizzing sound shot past my ear and I heard the bear snarl in anger, its ground-shaking pace barely faltering for a step before resuming its chase. Hazarding a glance up towards the elevator scaffold I saw Rosalie already pulling back the string of her crossbow and loading another bolt, drawing a bead on the bear and loosing her second shot mere moments after the first.

Her Quick Reload skill was definitely coming in useful.

As we approached the worker’s houses, I spotted Kerka crouched down just inside one of the doorways, ready and waiting to spring into action. Making a sharp turn, I changed direction back towards the middle of the quarry, hearing the bear as it skidded across the dirt and gravel behind me trying to keep up. I didn’t dare look back to see if Kerka had fallen in behind it in pursuit, too preoccupied with keeping it distracted and off my back.

Another bolt whipped into the bear’s flank, and I heard Kerka’s frantic shout. “Gary, slow it down! I can’t keep up!”

Shit. Somehow in all my planning, I’d made a fatal misstep. I’d failed to realise that Kerka, with her shorter legs and heavy armour, would find it nearly impossible to keep up with my pace if I was running flat out.

Well, this was what I drank all those potions for, I thought, wincing as I took a lazy turn to the right before digging my heels in, swinging around and almost doubling back on my previous path. Skidding to a stop on the loose gravel shortly after, I could feel the dire bear’s hot, vile smelling breath on my skin as it narrowly missed colliding into me, turning and baring its teeth in a snarl.

Both hands on my spear, I thrust hard at the creature’s head. The repurposed javelin didn’t even have the reach to make the distance, but the action still had the desired effect. Flinching slightly, the bear was distracted by me long enough to allow Kerka to circle around behind it, her sword cutting deep into its hind leg. The beast faltered, roaring in pain – the cry answered by a pair of howls as two wolves leapt down from the upper levels and entered the fray, rushing headlong towards me.

A sudden flash of insight came to me; the wolves hunting this close to the bear’s territory, the bodies dragged to the mine entrance, the pack falling on Rosalie so soon after she had attacked the bear in its den.

Somehow, the dire bear and the wolves were working together.

A sinking feeling grew in my stomach as the bear reared around to face Kerka, the two wolves charging at me to separate our group. I hadn’t expected this at all.

One of the wolves abruptly fell to the ground with a bolt through its neck, giving a sharp yelp as it landed just short of me – Rosalie’s handiwork. I brought my arm up to shield myself just as the other jumped over its pack mate and flew at me fangs first, maw open as it clamped down on my forearm and forced me to the ground underneath its weight, the impact knocking my spear from my hands. A mild pain shot through me, muted as it was by the potions flooding my body, and I was able to wrest my arm out of its jaw even as its teeth tore gobbets of bloodied flesh from me.

I reached up to punch it with my other hand just as it opened up again, my fist disappearing into its slavering mouth and connecting with the back of its throat. A look that could only be described as surprise overtook the wolf for the briefest of moments before it clamped down hard, teeth ripping through my arm all the way to the bone.

All of a sudden a sharp piercing sensation hit me just behind my wrist and the wolf stopped, falling limp atop me. I sat up to see one of Rosalie’s bolts sticking out of the side of its head, the haft of the bolt wriggling slightly as I tried to pull my arm out of the wolf’s maw. It took a second for me to realise what had happened.

The tip of the bolt had gone through the wolf’s head and got stuck in my arm.

Just a short distance away, Kerka was struggling against the dire bear. While her small stature allowed her to more easily avoid its heavy swinging blows, it had already knocked the buckler from her arm and left several deep gashes in her armour with its claws. She dove for her shield as it reared up on its hind legs, its body now bristling with dozens of crossbow bolts staining its mottled fur a dark red.

I didn’t have time to waste. Snapping the protruding end off the bolt, I pulled my arm out of the dead wolf’s mouth, yanking the leftover point from my wrist with a grimace. All things said, my arm looked no worse for wear despite the amount of blood and damage to my clothes – from what I could see, the grievous wounds the wolf had inflicted had healed up near instantaneously. I certainly hadn’t lost any function in my limbs, thankfully, so I grabbed my weapon, picked myself up and ran at the bear, spear in hand and bellowing wildly as I thrust the tip deep into its back.

The dire bear let out a pained roar as it fell to the side, both Kerka and I rolling out of the way as it crashed down only to scramble back to all fours as if nothing had happened, my spear still firmly stuck in it like a flagpole. No matter how much damage we caused, it seemed to have no effect – the beast showed no signs of slowing. If it followed the same rules of the world as people did, its Stamina score must be tremendous; maybe not enough to heal as fast as I was, but enough to almost completely disregard pain.

Wait a second.

That was it!

“Kerka!” I shouted as it began to move towards me. “Draw its attention for a few seconds!”

With my spear still embedded in its back, I had no weapons left – but my phone was still in my pocket. Backing away from the bear cautiously, I waited until Kerka moved in to hack at its leg again, darting away as it turned on her.

Its focus now diverted, I pulled out my phone and quickly opened up my character app, scrolling down to the skills menu and selecting Increase Sensitivity. The dire bear was an applicable target, thank the gods; with a tap of my thumb, I activated the skill, quickly following it up with the Stamina Drain ability I’d siphoned from the succubi.

The effect was instant, the bear rearing back and letting out a screeching howl. Both Kerka and I stepped back as the beast thrashed around wildly, its newfound sensitivity overwhelming the numbing effects of its high stamina. Dropping back down to all fours with a thunderous crash, it turned once again to me, the hateful glare from its one remaining eye displaying a feral intelligence; almost like it somehow knew I was responsible for its pain.

“Gary!” Rosalie shouted, her voice echoing across the quarry. “Lure it over here!”

A shot whizzed past me and embedded itself in the dire bear’s haunches, the creature’s gaze not leaving me as I backed away and broke into a run once more, leading it towards the elevator where Rosalie was perched. From the corner of my eye, I could see Kerka falling behind as she ran to try and keep pace, while ahead of me I saw Rosalie steady herself atop the elevator platform, looking down the length of her crossbow as she lined up her shot.

The bolt came close enough for me to feel the displacement of the air against my cheek. An angry, confused-sounding roar came from behind as it hit the bear, and I swerved to the left to draw it away from the elevator scaffold – only for the bear to continue charging headlong in a straight line.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw a fresh crossbow bolt embedded in its left eye socket.

Now completely blinded, the dire bear barrelled forward on its path and crashed into the lower section of the wooden elevator shaft. The scaffolding broke like it was made of matchsticks under the weight of the impact, the defunct steam engine all but disintegrating as the mammoth beast smashed into it in its rage. Atop the platform, I watched helplessly as Rosalie lost her balance and fell with the wooden structure, landing hard on the ground with a pained yell.

“Rosalie!” I shouted, running for the wreckage as Kerka caught up behind me, her shocked expression no doubt mirroring mine.

“I’m okay!” the sea elf cried, the tone of her voice indicating she was anything but.

From the midst of the wreckage the dire bear reared up, ears pricked as it turned towards the sound of Rosalie’s voice. Like an unstoppable juggernaut it waded on all fours through the debris of the elevator until it was standing by where she landed, Rosalie whimpering in pain and terror as she frantically tried to flee the beast. One of her legs was bent at an unnatural angle and one of her arms hung limply from her side, both dragging behind her as she clawed and kicked at the ground to try and escape.

Not even thinking about what I was doing I ran towards them, smashing my full weight into the side of the bear’s neck and punching the old wound in its right eye as hard as I could as it prepared to sink its teeth into Rosalie. I felt the broken bolt sink further into the beast’s eye socket underneath my fist before I was knocked away in a blur of bloodstained fur, the wind leaving my lungs in an instant as I felt my chest cave in. Trying to pull myself back to my feet I coughed up a mouthful of blood instead, my ears ringing as I saw the bear turn on me and rear up on its hind legs.

Behind it, I could see Rosalie still lying on the ground, her cloth mask fallen from her face and now replaced with a look of anguish as she watched what were probably going to be my last moments. All of a sudden, her eyes shot wide open as she looked up at the bear’s back.

The dire bear roared, thrashing around and flailing its arms as if stung by something. As it turned around on its hind legs I saw what Rosalie had been staring at and I too watched in awe; Kerka had somehow managed to clamber almost to the top of the bear’s back as it stood upright, sinking her own teeth and claws into the beast’s fur and flesh for purchase as it tried in desperation to throw the diminutive goblin off. Reaching the bear’s neck, she took her sword and rammed the blade through the beast’s right eye just as it turned to snap at her, bellowing her own roar as she did.

Its terrible voice abruptly cut off, the creature staggered momentarily before falling forward with a heavy, lifeless crash.

Standing atop the dead monster, Kerka raised her fists to the sky, the creature’s blood dripping from her teeth from where she’d bit into it. “Kerka Bearslayer!” she shouted, viscera flying from her lips as her voice boomed throughout the quarry. “Today, my ancestors’ name has been earned!”

As much as I didn’t want to take away from what was admittedly a very impressive and no doubt glorious victory, there were more important issues to address. My ribs and lungs had managed to finish knitting themselves back together in the few seconds it took for Kerka to proclaim her victory, so I ran over to Rosalie, who was fumbling at one of her pouches for the health potions I’d given her earlier.

“Hey,” I said as I dropped down next to her, helping to retrieve the potions. Astonishingly enough, neither of the vials had shattered when she’d fallen – it looked like Mannanah wasn’t one to cheap out on her equipment. “You okay?”

I bit back a curse at the sardonic look she gave me. I’d done it again – of course she wasn’t okay, two of her limbs were broken.

“I’ve been better,” she said drily, drinking down one of the potions. “But thanks. And, uh,” she added, her demeanour turning a little more sheepish. “Thanks for saving my life there.”

“Here,” I said, pulling a couple more potions from my port-bag. “Take these, too. They’ll speed up your healing.”

She eyed me up sceptically with the second potion at her lips, before giving a shrug – then immediately wincing in pain, having forgotten her broken arm. “Whatever you say. You’re the expert, apparently,” she said with a grin as she downed all four of them.

“Be a shame to not use them after I’d spent all that money, anyway.”

Rosalie laughed. It was the sweetest sound I’d heard all day.


CHAPTER TWELVE

The three of us took some time to gather ourselves in the aftermath of the gruelling fight against the dire bear. Kerka excused herself to scavenge through the mine entrance, looking for any valuables or salvageable gear that might have been left on the bear’s unfortunate victims. The awful smells coming from the mine shaft didn’t seem to bother her as much, so I was happy to let her plunder to her heart’s content.

Rosalie, while healing much faster than normal, was still badly wounded. She lay on the ground while I sat with her for the time being, her head resting on my lap like a pillow.

“You were right, you know,” she said, glancing up at me with a wry smile.

“About what?”

“The potions. I can feel that my leg’s almost settled back in place – that’d normally take a week’s worth of rest and health potions to fix up.” She reached down with her good arm to rub her broken leg, letting out a quiet hiss of breath as she did. “Still a bit tender, but I should be okay to hobble around in a little bit, at least.”

I ran my hand through her wavy blonde hair as she fell back down on my thigh. “We can stay here and rest a little longer, I don’t mind.”

She chuckled. “I’m sure you don’t.” Slowly pulling herself up to a sitting position, she leaned heavily against me, the warmth of her body on mine.

Softly, almost hesitantly, she gave me a kiss.

Our lips brushed, then parted just as quickly as our eyes met.

Without another word we moved in again, our mouths entwining with one another. Rosalie’s kiss was careful, tentative yet passionate; her tongue gently caressing mine as if afraid to go any further. Her touch on my skin was soft and tender, and I held my arms around her to steady her on my lap, feeling her unbroken arm circle around the back of my neck in response.

All too soon we broke our embrace. A strange, almost abashed smile was on Rosalie’s lips as she placed her head on my shoulder, moving her arm down to hold my waist as I did hers.

“I might just stay like this for a while, if it’s okay,” she said quietly, her breath drawing slower as she drifted off to sleep.

I kept Rosalie company while she dozed peacefully until she woke up a short time later, her injuries healed to the point that she had some use back in her arm and leg. Kerka had returned from her scavenging in the meantime with a surprisingly good haul; six gold and twenty-five silvers worth of coin, a small bag of precious gemstones and an assortment of various weapons. One stood out from the others; a short sword, its blade shining with a faint luminescent blue glow that left a trail in the air each time it was swung. Kerka claimed that one for herself, while I put the others in my port-bag for now.

Sadly, there was nothing to replace Rosalie’s crossbow, which had been damaged beyond repair when she fell from the elevator tower – while we did recover Arrac’s longbow, it was far too large and difficult for her to wield effectively. With the money we’d be getting from the bounty on the dire bear and what we’d make selling the loot from its lair, hopefully I’d have enough to get us all some nice new equipment once we were back in Earlygrave.

The bear’s pelt was in bad shape as littered with wounds and bloodstains as it was, but at Kerka’s insistence we skinned it anyway, even if only to take the head and front paws back with us as trophies. It would double as proof of the kill for the quest reward at the Adventurers’ Guild anyway, so Rosalie took to the task with gusto while Kerka and I attended to the wolf carcasses left on the far side of the quarry.

“Hey, Gary,” Kerka said, digging around in the mouth of one of the wolves to pry out its fangs for our other quest. “Do you like Rosalie?”

Tucking one of the fangs into my port-bag, I glanced over at her. She had her back to me, buried in her work. “Sure, I like her,” I replied.

A pause. “Do you like her more than me?”

Oh, shit.

I thought carefully about my next words. “No,” I said eventually. “I like you both in the same way. Both you and Rosalie mean a lot to me.”

She turned to face me, a hint of moisture in her eyes glistening in the afternoon light. “Then why don’t you ever kiss me like you did her?”

My stomach sank, and I felt like the lowest piece of shit in the world. I had no idea Kerka had thought of me like that – her infatuation with me had seemed like it was solely physical. We’d kissed in bed, in the heat of passion, but there had never been much in the way of romance between us, only lust. At the time it seemed only fitting with me being the champion of the goddess of lust; but like the complete asshole I was, I hadn’t really been thinking of her feelings.

As I looked at her now, on the verge of tears, I realised I’d fucked up badly.

“Kerka, I… I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

She sniffed, blinking back her tears. “I said you were my boyfriend, didn’t I?”

Pulling her towards me, I pressed my lips to hers in a kiss. Not the furious, messy making out that we’d done before while rutting each other senseless – a soft, passionate embrace. I put my whole heart into it, feeling the goblin girl returning the gesture, our tongues playfully rubbing against one another rather than trying to delve down the others’ throat.

I could still taste the coppery tang of the dire bear’s blood on her lips from where she had savagely torn into it with her teeth, but I held her close until we parted together. Her cheeks were wet with tears – but she bore a lopsided smile.

“...So you do love me,” she said, her voice wavering slightly.

“Of course. I’m your boyfriend, aren’t I?”

Kerka giggled. “Yeah.” She sniffed again, reaching up to wipe away her tears. “And you love Rosalie too, don’t you?”

I thought about it. We’d only known each other a short time – hell, I’d barely known Kerka for much longer – but my feelings for her were clear.

They’d have to be, if even Kerka had picked up on it.

“Yeah. I suppose I do.”

She leaned into me, her head resting against my chest and her purple hair brushing my chin. “I know that I said I was okay with sharing you before,” she said, “but I don’t know if I was being  honest with myself back then. I might have just been trying to show off. Still…” she continued, letting the words hang in the air as she thought. “I like Rosalie too. So if it’s her… I think I’d be okay with the three of us. Together, I mean.”

I pressed my lips to the top of her head. “How do we know she’s going to want to share you with me?” I said jokingly. “She was holding onto you pretty tightly in bed last night.”

Kerka punched me in the arm with a snort of laughter before getting up. “All right, let’s get the rest of these fangs out,” she said. “Then we’ll talk about how many of Vivian’s girls you’ll have to bribe me with until I forgive you for making me cry.”

My brow furrowed as I got back to work.

I still didn’t understand how goblins thought. But maybe things would work out.

Rosalie had skinned the dire bear pelt as best as she could manage by the time we had finished up with the wolves. Before we left the quarry we dug a small grave just by the worker’s houses for Arrac, as we said we would. Rosalie placed his longbow in his hands and said a few words in memory while Kerka and I made a marker for him and buried his body.

With that done we bundled up the pelt, the girls leaving it for me to heft the furry, reeking mess over my shoulder and carry back to town since it was far too large to fit in my port-bag. It was heavy and unwieldy, but not terribly inconvenient – at least until the stamina potions finally wore off and I almost collapsed under the weight halfway down the road.

Two more potions later I was back on my feet again, and we made it back to Earlygrave by late afternoon. Our first stop was the Adventurers’ Guild to turn in our quests, receiving two gold for culling the wolves, one gold and fifty for the fangs and a whopping fifteen gold for confirmation of the dire bear – our biggest payday yet. While the quest was technically registered to Rosalie and Arrac, she gave the reward money to me in full after receiving it from Jamila, saying that she wanted to stay with our group if Kerka and I would have her – to which, of course, we both agreed.

Rosalie was able to direct us to a taxidermist in town, who was thankfully still open when we arrived. The short, bearded old man had worked with Arrac and Rosalie in the past, and although he berated us for delivering the dire bear pelt in such badly damaged condition, he begrudgingly admitted that he could probably salvage something from it after Kerka wore him down with her incessant begging for a trophy. As the party’s purse holder, I ended up paying him to preserve and mount the head and front paws on a wooden plaque for two gold – an expensive luxury, but one we could now afford.

While the girls were busy looking over the various stuffed displays in the taxidermist’s shop, I took the man aside to pay for his work and to have a quick word alone.

“Do you think you could make use of any other parts of the pelt?” I asked, keeping my voice down. “Our warrior – the little goblin – was the one that finished it off, and I was thinking I’d like to get something she could use to commemorate it.”

The taxidermist – quite possibly a dwarf, if they existed in this world – set his jaw firmly as he thought, adjusting his spectacles on his broad nose. “Not much of it left that’s worth a damn,” he said gruffly. “Normally something this big I’d be tasked with making into a rug, but given the damage, having the head & paws mounted instead is about the best I could do.” He picked up the pelt and went over it again, running parts of it through his hands as he hummed thoughtfully. “Might be enough here for a fur cape – nothing human-sized, mind, but for a goblin? Hmm.” Rubbing his chin, he nodded. “Might be enough,” he repeated.

“Something like that would be fine,” I said, reaching back into my coin pouch. “How much?”

Giving it some more thought, the taxidermist shook his head. “No charge just yet. Wouldn’t feel right making you pay up front when I’m not even sure I can make it work.” He rolled the pelt up and carried it out the back of the storefront into his workshop, wiping his hands off on his leather apron as he returned. “Come back in a day or two once its done; we’ll talk price when I’ve got something to show for it.”

We found a weapons dealer in the marketplace who was willing to take the excess weapons we’d recovered off our hands – eighty silver total for two longswords, one short sword, three daggers, a short bow and twenty-three arrows. It wasn’t much, but the weapons weren’t in the best condition, so I was happy to take what I could get.

The gemstones netted us a far better price at a local trader, for all but one of them – a small, flaming red-orange jewel that burned with an inner glow. I hadn’t even noticed it when we’d picked up the loot initially, but the gem trader’s eyes bulged when we tipped the bag out on his counter to reveal the mysterious smouldering stone, Rosalie snapping it up in her grasp before anyone could think to even comment on it.

“You’re not selling this,” she said sternly, placing it back in my port-bag with a firm look. “A blazing gem’s far too valuable to just trade away for gold.” Her eyes narrowed as the trader shrunk beneath her glare. “And I doubt this one has enough to pay you for it, anyway.”

The trader looked to me almost pleadingly, and I shook my head. “The lady’s correct,” I said. “We’re just looking to sell these ones on the counter.”

He sighed and began to examine the stones with a jeweller’s eyepiece, occasionally flicking beads across on an abacus while I turned to speak with Rosalie.

“So what’s a blazing gem, then?” I asked.

“Magic stones, used in item enchantments. A talented blacksmith can put them into your gear, if it’s of high enough quality; enchanting something with a blazing gem normally gets you a flaming weapon, fire-resistant armour or the like.” She lowered her voice. “I think it might have fallen out of that sword that Kerka found.”

I blinked in surprise. The glowing short sword Kerka had picked up in the mine certainly had some kind of magic to it, but other than the light it emitted it seemed to be just a regular sword. If what Rosalie was suggesting was true, then perhaps the gem might have come loose and been kept in the owner’s pouch for reattachment later, only for them to never end up making it back to a blacksmith. I recalled Grom mentioning enchantments when I’d bought my spear from him – maybe the orc blacksmith would be able to repair it.

We’d definitely want to hold onto both the sword and the gem for now, in any case.

In the end, we got a price of four gold and thirty-five silver for the other gems we’d recovered, which seemed reasonable enough to me. The trader made another desperate attempt to haggle for the blazing gem as we made to leave his store, trailing off as Rosalie shot him another fierce glare.

“Surprised you didn’t want to keep any of those, Gary,” Kerka said as we stepped out into the marketplace again. “Thought you might want to get a ring or a pendant made or something.”

“Good method of storing wealth,” Rosalie agreed. “Lot of merchants invest in jewellery once they start making real money. Beats carrying around a mountain of coin everywhere, and hey – it’s not like you have to wear them all yourself.” The two of them exchanged a knowing glance.

They made good points, although I wasn’t sure I wanted to wear something with a stone that we’d taken off a corpse. “Maybe next time,” I said. “Didn’t see anything there that really caught my eye, if I’m being honest.”

Both girls were sullenly quiet for the rest of the walk.

Along the streets the city lamplighters began their evening rounds as the sun dropped below the horizon, a multitude of lanterns casting the boulevards in a white-orange hue. Traders closed up their shops while the night market began in earnest as we walked back from the centre of town towards the western district.

By the time we’d made it to Grom’s workshop he’d already closed up for the night, so we instead continued on to the red light district to retire at the Bear Arms. After the rigorous day we’d had I wanted nothing more than to collapse into bed, but it was not to be – both Kerka and Rosalie were keen to drink the night away into the wee hours of the morning.

The hotel was busier than usual that night with revellers packing the gaming tables, restaurant and brothel lounge. I wasn’t aware of the details but there looked to be some sort of celebration going on with a group of guests at the Bear Arms, creating a vibrant atmosphere that even I couldn’t help but be swept up into. My lethargy gradually seeped away as I agreed to join the girls for a meal and a few drinks before bed.

Vivian was behind the counter as we came in, and I went over to settle our account for dinner while Rosalie and Kerka went off to find us an empty table somewhere within the crowd.

“A little bird tells me that you’ve had a rather successful day today, Gary,” she purred, looking up from her ledger with a smile on her painted lips. “I believe congratulations are in order.”

“You heard right, and thank you kindly,” I replied, pausing as a raucous cheer from the roulette table carried through the hall. Another big winner, no doubt. I fished around blindly in my coin pouch for the requisite silver to pay for our dinner – at twenty-five copper apiece for the buffet, one would have covered it, but as luck would have it my hand came out with a gold coin instead. Giving it a scant moment’s consideration, I slid it over to Vivian.

The succubus raised her eyebrows and pursed her lips curiously, not taking the coin just yet. “That’s a lot of money just for buying dinner, Gary. Are you sure you haven’t mistaken my hotel for a far more reputable establishment?”

I shook my head. “That’s to cover dinner for the three of us, as well as a bottle of your finest whisky.”

Vivian looked surprised for a second. “The three of- oh, yes, your elf friend.” She cleared her throat and straightened out her dress, her usual composure recovered in a matter of moments. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, Gary, but the finest bottle of whisky in the Bear Arms is sitting in my office, and it’s not for sale.” She gave me a sly grin. “I can give you our second-best bottle, however.”

“That’ll be fine.” I recalled my earlier discussion with Kerka. “I’ll also probably have to buy a couple of hours company for Kerka... by means of apology.”

Her expression turned reproachful in an instant. “Gary, what did you do?”

“N-nothing!” Despite my exceptional Charisma score, I faltered. “Well, that’s not true. I…” Vivian looked at me expectantly, and I averted her gaze. “I think I might have come close to breaking her heart.”

She looked as if she wanted to say something, but gave up – instead taking the gold coin and placing it solemnly inside the register. “Do you have a few minutes to spare, Gary?” she asked.

I looked across the hall towards the restaurant, picking out our table easily enough by the amount of food that Kerka and Rosalie had amassed on it already. The two girls weren’t paying me any attention, evidently too engaged in animated gossip to glance my way. I turned back to Vivian. “Sure, what’s on your mind?”

Vivian gave me a warm smile. “I was wondering if you’d care to join me in my office for a drink.”

Vivian’s office still had the smell of old books about it, the noise from the hotel hall all but disappearing as she closed the door behind us. There was a mahogany cabinet tucked in amongst the multitude of bookshelves, glass doors on the front showcasing a multitude of ornate liquor bottles. She opened it up – there was no lock on the cabinet, as far as I could see – and took a bottle of rich amber liquid, pouring a small measure into two glasses and handing me one.

“To your good fortune,” she simply said, lifting the glass to me in salute before taking a sip.

I raised the glass up, the smoky aroma that filled my nostrils almost enough to make me cough. It was strong, really strong – like peat and burning wood, but with a hint of something sweet as well, maybe apple or pear or some other fruit I wasn’t aware of. I took in a small mouthful and let it sit on my tongue, the flavour surprisingly smooth and pleasant. The whisky didn’t burn nearly as much as I’d expected going down, but left an entirely different and somehow dignified aftertaste that stuck with me for a good while afterwards, along with a hearty warmth that spread throughout my entire body and left me feeling a little fuzzy.

There really was nothing else like it.

“So?” Vivian asked, an amused looking smile on her face as she moved back to sit on the edge of her desk. “What do you think?”

“It’s good,” I said, finding myself unable to lie to her yet again – not that I felt the need to at this point. “Incredible, even. I don’t think I’ve had whisky this good before.”

“You haven’t, trust me on that.” She ran a finger down the neck of the bottle. “Charlatan’s Choice, fifty years old. Only a handful of bottles left in circulation.” She brought her glass up again, closing her eyes as she savoured the liquor before swallowing. “Arguably worth more than this entire hotel – but don’t let that stop you from enjoying it.”

I took another sip in turn, doing my best to pace myself with the priceless alcohol.

Vivian swirled her glass around, inhaling deeply as the smoky scent filled the air. “So tell me all about your lady troubles, Gary.”

Eyeing up the succubus, I tried to gauge what she was thinking – but the calm, relaxed expression she bore showed no signs of duplicity. I didn’t feel the sense of woozy coercion I’d had during our past conversations either, aside from a slight buzz from the whisky. From what I could tell, Vivian appeared to have a genuine interest in hosting a simple discussion among friends.

Did she consider me a friend? I wasn’t sure. Regardless, she was patiently waiting for me to start talking, so I did.

“I think I might be in a love triangle,” I said.

Man, it sounded kind of silly saying it out loud.

If she found any amusement in it, Vivian hid it well. “The goblin girl and your new elf friend, I’m guessing?”

“Yeah. Kerka and Rosalie.”

She looked at me over the rim of her glass. “Do you love them both?”

I stopped and thought about it. Kerka confronting me on it had been a wake up call; even though I’d only known both girls for a short time I already felt a lot for them. The thought of each of them sent my heart soaring – if that wasn’t love, I didn’t know what was. “Yeah. I think so.”

Vivian’s look didn’t change. “And how do they feel?”

Kerka I knew for a fact was in love with me; Rosalie I wasn’t entirely sure, but it seemed likely. “I think they feel the same.”

“Do they know about your infatuation with the other?”

I went to take another sip, hesitated, then drank some more anyway. “Kerka does. Rosalie might. She knows that Kerka’s... my girlfriend, at least.” It was the first time I’d called her that.

It felt right.

The succubus crossed her legs over, placing a hand on the desk as she leaned sideways on it. “And is Kerka okay with it?”

“Honestly, I’m not sure. She says she is, or she might be, but it’s hard to tell if she’s just putting on a strong front again.”

Vivian gave me a sympathetic smile. “Goblins are a bit strange, aren’t they?” She sipped at her drink, mulling a thought over while she let it sit on her tongue. “Do you want my advice?”

At this point I felt I’d be a fool to turn down romantic advice from a succubus. “Please.”

“It sounds to me like you need to have a talk with Rosalie about what she’s after; whether that’s a serious relationship, just sex, or something in between.” She paused. “I think Kerka’s the type to stick with you no matter what situation you end up in, as long as you take her feelings into consideration. You’ll still need to apologise to her though, naturally, but she clearly likes you and she’s boisterous enough that it shouldn’t take her long to get used to a threesome, particularly if she likes Rosalie as much as she likes you.”

“You think there’s a chance it’ll all work out?” I said.

The succubus tilted her head and gave me a knowing smile. “There’s always a chance for love. You’ve just got to have faith; and in that regard,” she added teasingly, “haven’t you got the gods on your side?”

She was technically right in that regard.

“To a chance for love, then,” I said, raising my glass as Vivian lazily met it with hers. With that, we both finished off our drinks.

Vivian watched me with keen interest as she stood up from where she’d been leaning on her desk. “You know, Gary,” she said, “you’re the first human I’ve shared this whisky with.” Her hips swayed in her tight evening dress, sashaying across the cluttered office floor towards me. “There’s just one last thing I need from you before I let you go.”

I was unable to move as she wrapped her arms around me and brought me in for an embrace, her painted lips pressing against mine before her tongue slipped out into my mouth. I could taste the finish of the whisky on her as we kissed, her saliva adding yet another layer to the rich flavour and elevating it to a truly memorable drink.

She broke the kiss with a pleasant sigh, a coy smile forming as she released me. “It’s tradition that a man and a woman drinking Charlatan’s Choice share a kiss afterwards.”

“I suppose that’s where the name comes from,” I said, and she laughed.

“Quite true. Thank you, Gary,” she said, stepping back and letting me out of her office, her smile turning somewhat warmer. “It’s been a while since I last broke that bottle out. I’d almost forgotten the flavour. Oh, and here, one moment.” She pulled out a handkerchief and wiped my lips clean. “Wouldn’t do to go out to your ladies with a madame’s lipstick all over you, would it?”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I returned to the hotel lobby, making my way through the boisterous crowds at the gaming tables to the restaurant on the far side. Kerka and Rosalie were getting along like a house on fire, the two of them exchanging stories like old friends as I took my seat and started to pick out some dinner from the mountain of food they’d gathered as usual.

“...So the ship’s getting buffeted by the waves to the point it’s almost horizontal,” Rosalie was saying, a piece of garlic bread in her hand as she mimicked the motion in the midst of her tale. “Half the crew’s been pitched overboard and I’m still up in the rigging, trying to bring in the mains while hanging on for dear life. Down on the quarterdeck, I can see the helmsman frantically trying to bring us about to face the storm head-on before he’s blown clear off the deck by a rogue wave.” She smacked her other hand into the crusty bread, crumbs flying across the table.

Sitting opposite her, Kerka was watching wide-eyed in rapt attention, her knife and fork working almost on instinct to continue shovelling food into her maw as she listened. I tuned in myself, taking some sausage, greens and mashed potatoes with gravy for my own plate before they had a chance to disappear.

“Next thing I know,” Rosalie continued, “I hear this tremendous crack, like a peal of thunder sounding right next to my ears. My stomach does a flip and suddenly I’m in free fall – mainmast’s gone out right from under me, snapped in half easy as you like. I hit the water,” she said, clapping her hands together for emphasis, “and it feels like I’ve fallen off the steeple of a church. Knocks the wind right out of me and I pass out.”

“Whoa,” Kerka gasped through a mouthful of meat and gristle. “How’d you survive?”

“Woke up later – could have been hours, could have been minutes, but the storm’s passed and I’m floating on what’s left of the mast and rigging. Somehow my head managed to stay above water to the point I didn’t drown, but I’m freezing my tits off and there’s no sign of the ship or other survivors anywhere. Sun’s out, thankfully, so I manage to warm up; only to go almost delirious from the heat over the course of the day. At one point I considered eating my own leg to stave off hunger.” She paused, looking lost in thought for a moment. “Currents must have brought me closer to shore, since a fishing trawler spotted me two days later and picked me up. Gave me a meal and a ride to port.”

“Did you ever find anyone else from the ship?” Kerka asked.

Rosalie shook her head. “None. Some might have made it like I did, but I never saw any of them again.” She tugged her cloth mask, now hanging loose around her neck while she ate. “Made this from part of the torn sail I’d wrapped around myself to keep the sun off during the day. Keeps the memory fresh.” Taking a bite out of what looked like a crumbed pork chop, she shot Kerka a grin. “So there you have it. That’s my story.”

“That’s some adventure,” Kerka said, a little colour draining from her face as she swallowed her food only to immediately replace it with another mouthful before speaking again. “Don’t think I’d like to risk travelling by sea.”

“What kind of ship did you say you were on, Rosalie?” I asked.

“Hmm? Merchant vessel, just a bunch of sea elf traders.” She gave me a look that had a hint of wariness about it. “Why?”

I decided to leave it at that. “Just curious.” Her character sheet had said she was a pirate – if she didn’t want to talk about it, I wasn’t going to pry.

Instead, I pulled out my phone and went over the day while eating. Level up notifications were on the character app for both Kerka and Rosalie; while I hadn’t advanced any levels myself, there was still something on my sheet beckoning for attention.

SECRET REQUIREMENTS MET:

Total +10 temporary buff to Stamina

Total +20 temporary buff to Stamina

NEW HIDDEN SKILL UNLOCKED

Regeneration

HIDDEN SKILL UPGRADED

Regeneration > Improved Regeneration

A hidden skill. This was something new – and it looked like there were more of them, judging by the ambiguous ‘secret requirements’ mentioned. I almost thought to send a message to Sennh asking for more information, but I could already envision her coming back with a reply along the lines of “it wouldn’t be much of a secret if I told you, would it?”

The requirements could be tied to stacking more temporary buffs to my other attributes, but I wasn’t sure how I’d go about that – somehow I doubted it’d be as simple as buying more potions. I’d discovered this one entirely by accident; I’d have to drop by Mannanah’s shop again to ascertain if she sold anything to improve Strength, Intelligence or the like.

There was also the matter of just how much of an increase to my natural healing abilities was provided by Improved Regeneration. Would it be the same as having +20 Stamina naturally, or would it be a lesser effect? Definitely something to test later.

Moving on, I brought up Kerka’s sheet.

LEVEL UP: Slayer/1

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

ATTRIBUTE GAINED: Strength +1

CLASS UNLOCKED:

Slayer

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Finishing Strike

Crushing Blow

A new class discovered, and Kerka’s first multi-class. She did get the last hit in on the dire bear and had managed to kill something that was easily ten times her size, so the class made sense. Not having any descriptions for these skills made it a pain when it came to selecting them, but Crushing Blow didn’t seem like it would fit considering she used a sword instead of a blunt weapon, her shield notwithstanding – so Finishing Strike it was.

Kerka’s bonus Attribute point had already gone into Strength, bringing her up to a total of six. Her Stamina was at five points, and I now knew we could buff that with potions; coupled with her heavy half-plate armour, she could easily become the group’s tank. On top of all this, the Slayer class gave me the impression that it was focused on dealing damage, so putting points into Stamina at this point seemed like a bit of a waste. She wouldn’t gain much from Dexterity, Charisma or Intelligence from what I could gather, and Luck was by far her worst attribute. Placing another point in Strength to bump her up to seven points seemed like a sure bet.

With Kerka’s points and skills assigned, I tapped on Rosalie’s sheet.

LEVEL UP: Sniper/1

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

ATTRIBUTE GAINED: Dexterity +1

CLASS UNLOCKED:

Sniper

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Crippling Shot

Detect Weakness

Yet another new class. Crippling Shot seemed like it might have good synergy with the Finishing Strike skill that Kerka had just gained, especially if it allowed Rosalie to weaken or hinder enemies while Kerka finished them off. The tactic had worked well against the dire bear for the most part, so it seemed sound to keep it up going ahead.

Rosalie was level seven now, putting her a couple of levels over Kerka and one below myself. Her attributes were spread somewhat evenly at this stage; her Stamina was the lowest in the group and her Intelligence was at three points, same as everyone else, but her Strength, Charisma and Luck were decent and her high Dexterity more than made up for her weaker constitution. Given that Sniper looked to be a Dexterity focused skill I elected to put her extra point from levelling up into that as well, bringing her to a total of eight points of Dexterity – well above the average.

I gave all of our stat sheets a quick glance over now that I was finished.

Gary Halbrecht

Level: 8

Champion of Sennh/4, Warrior/2, Merchant/2

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 7

INT: 3

CHA: 14

LCK: 8

Kerka Bearslayer

Level: 5

Warrior/4, Slayer/1

STR: 7

DEX: 3

STM: 5

INT: 3

CHA: 3

LCK: 2

Rosaria Lilianna il Mannacreft von Waffslechter

Level: 7

Pirate/4, Hunter/2, Sniper/1

STR: 4

DEX: 8

STM: 3

INT: 3

CHA: 4

LCK: 5

Our group was quickly becoming a competent adventuring group – or so I assumed. If the potion exploit hadn’t worked during our last quest, then we could have just as easily died.

My only lead on the Succubus Queen was to head north to Summerfall, wherever that was – and if this world continued to follow the rules of any kind of role playing game, despite what Sennh insisted to the contrary, our fights would only be getting harder the further we travelled from Earlygrave. It might be worth staying around a little and taking on some smaller quests to hone our abilities and save up for some better equipment before continuing forth.

Tucking my phone back in my pocket, I resumed eating dinner. Neither Kerka nor Rosalie looked or acted any different after I’d levelled them up – which made sense if the inhabitants of this world typically did it without their knowledge anyway. Both of them were winding down on their own meals, having already eaten while I was discussing matters with Vivian earlier.

My train of thought was interrupted by a pair of scantily-clad succubi approaching the table and sidling up beside Kerka’s seat. “Kerkaaaa,” they purred in unison, slender fingers stroking the goblin girl’s long, floppy ears. “We hear tell you saved Gary’s life?”

“You heard right,” she replied, idly picking a wad of meat from her teeth with a sharp claw – but unable to conceal her glowing pride at her feat being recognised. “Dire bear the size of a house. Managed to get atop it using Gary’s spear that was sticking out of its back, then climbed up to its neck and shanked it good.” She smacked her hand on the table, cutlery and plates rattling as she did. “Came down like a sack of bricks.”

Both girls gasped. “You’re so brave,” one of them cooed.

“A great hero like you, staying at our hotel!”

“Won’t you let us take extra special care of you tonight?”

Across the hall, I saw Vivian back at her usual spot behind the front desk, watching the events at our table with interest. She saw me staring, and gave me a wink and a smile.

Kerka laughed, an attempt at boisterousness that came out more nervous than anything. “I don’t know,” she said, casting a glance my way. “Gary’s our purse-holder, I probably shouldn’t.”

“Ooh, don’t worry about that!” one of the succubi gushed, her hands moving down to unfasten Kerka’s chest plate. “Miss Vivian heard about your exploits – she’s said it’s okay to put this on your tab.”

I met Kerka’s look with a shrug and a lopsided grin. “Go on, then. Go enjoy yourself, you big hero,” I said.

“Yeah,” Rosalie chimed in. “Don’t let us keep you from your adoring public.”

Her eyes flicking between the two of us, a look of what I assume was realisation slowly came across Kerka’s face – soon becoming a knowingly smug grin as she turned to me and gave an exaggerated wink. “I think I see what’s going on here,” she said, getting up from the table as the two succubi escorts led her away upstairs, giggling among themselves. “I’ll catch up with you two later, then.” She shot me another wink and a thumbs up from across the hall as she was ascending the grand staircase.

Rosalie frowned as Kerka disappeared upstairs. “What do you think that was all about?” she asked.

“I have absolutely no idea,” I lied.

With Rosalie and myself alone at the table, she poured us each out a glass of whisky from the second-most expensive bottle in the house, if Vivian was to be believed. The taste wasn’t quite as intense as Charlatan’s Choice, instead a more mellow, pleasant drop that provided a smooth lingering aftertaste. It went down easily, and we soon found ourselves enjoying a second and third glass soon afterwards.

As easy as it was to drink, it hit hard and fast – although that might have had something to do with the quantity Rosalie was pouring out for us. I soon found my vision starting to blur and my movements growing heavy, a feeling seemingly mirrored by Rosalie as she sat across the table.

“So, Gary,” the blonde sea elf slurred. “What’s the deal with you and Kerka?”

I tried not to hiccup. “What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean,” she said, running her tongue over her lips as she leaned in closer. Thankfully, the restaurant staff had cleared most of the plates from the table by this point. “You two are fucking, right?”

“Oh, right.” I took a moment to gather my thoughts, before settling on “Yeah, we are.”

“Thought so.” She slid her chair around closer to my side of the table. “You know, you could have jumped in bed with us last night. I heard her mumbling your name in her sleep.” A mischievous look came across her face. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask. Are you two… serious?”

Her hand crept over my thigh.

“I… still don’t entirely know,” I confessed. “We’ve only known each other a short time, but I really like her – hell, I think I love her. I think she loves me.”

“That’s sweet.” Rosalie moved in closer, to the point I could feel her body heat and smell the whisky on her breath. “I know she does. I can see it whenever she looks at you.” Her lips brushed against my ear as she whispered, “I think I might love you too, Gary.”

I tried my best not to get caught up in the moment, but it was hard with all the alcohol in my system muddying up my thoughts. Rosalie’s hand slowly moving up towards my crotch didn’t help much, either. I turned my head to face her. “I-”

My words were cut off as she pressed her lips to mine, and I fell headlong into a kiss. We stayed like that for a good minute, her hand taking mine and slipping it underneath her cloak to hold against her chest. I could feel her heartbeat pounding underneath her soft tanned skin as we embraced.

Eventually our mouths parted and she gave me a sultry look, my hand still grasping her breast with hers lying firmly atop it. “You were saying?” she said, a playful lilt in her voice.

I couldn’t deny my feelings – I’d known both Rosalie and Kerka for only a few days total, but already I felt closer to them than anyone I’d known in my previous life. “I think I might love you as well, Rosalie.”

She smiled; a heartfelt, earnest smile that made her eyes shine in the evening candlelight. “But you’re worried about hurting Kerka, aren’t you?” she said.

My stomach fell as the vision of Kerka with tear-stained cheeks came into my mind again. “Yeah.”

Rosalie leaned in to embrace me, her hand holding the back of my head as she pulled me forward. “Don’t be,” she said, the chuckle evident in her voice. “Kerka told me everything before you came to the table tonight. We’re both open to sharing you.”

I blinked as it sunk in slowly through my booze-addled mind.

These two girls had got me good.

“So you had me pour my heart out, even though you already knew the answer?”

“Mmm-hmm.” She moved back to her seat, a wide grin on her face. “Consider it a little payback for toying with the hearts of us innocent young maidens.”

I scoffed jokingly and held out my empty glass. “There’s nothing really innocent about either of you two, is there?”

Rosalie laughed as she poured us both another drink.

Vivian stopped me on the way upstairs – I’d forgotten entirely that I’d paid her to rent a larger room. She handed me the new room key and I struggled to pull our old one out of my pocket to return it, eventually managing to stumble up the stairs leaning hard on Rosalie’s shoulder and down the hallway to our new temporary abode.

Much larger than the glorified broom closet we’d been sleeping in previously, the new room had the look of an actual hotel, with a double bed, large closet, dressing table and a sizeable washbasin complete with amenities. The maids had already moved my clothes from the old room into the new one – I could see my sneakers placed neatly by the foot of the closet.

Rosalie and I practically fell through the door with our clothes half off as we made our way over to the bed. Her cloak had been discarded somewhere in the hallway – we’d have to go back and get it later – and her hands drunkenly fumbled to unbutton the vest she wore underneath it, eventually just pulling it over her head and tossing it aside.

I kissed my way down her neck, her shoulder, her chest as she moaned quietly, pulling me along with her as she collapsed onto the bed. My shirt was half-open and she pushed it down, awkwardly sliding my arms out of the sleeves as they were pinned to my side.

The bed was much more comfortable than the one we’d been sleeping in previously, with nicer sheets and a plush down comforter over the top of the mattress. It felt like lying on a cloud as I rolled over with Rosalie pressed against me, her skin soft and warm on mine before she began to move down to my waist, sliding off the mattress and kneeling beside the bed as she pulled my legs towards her to hang over the side.

Her deep lavender eyes looked up at me while her hands unfastened the belt around my waist. “I want you, Gary,” she whispered. “I want you bad.”

I gave little more than a wordless moan as she slid down my pants, nuzzling her face against my crotch. Her mouth traced the outline of the bulge in my underwear, each throb of my shaft up against her lips. A touch of wetness formed at the tip as she suckled gently at it before tugging the small cotton garment down to my ankles.

Rosalie ran her tongue from the base of my shaft to the crown. She felt different to Kerka – while Kerka’s long tongue was capable of wrapping around the girth of my cock and practically jerking me off into her mouth, Rosalie’s proportions were more akin to a human’s. I grabbed at the sheets with my fingers while the sea elf beauty looked up at me, the tip of my shaft resting just atop her lips.

“You’re not about to spurt already, are you?” Rosalie teased.

With a strained smile, I looked down at her, kneeling between my legs. “Try me,” I said.

Quietly, I regretted my words – I was already surprisingly close.

She chuckled and slipped my cock into her mouth, slowly bobbing her way up and down. Her mouth was heavenly; silky and wet and almost luxurious with how she took her time lavishing adoration on me. It wasn’t at all like the rough, frantic blowjobs that Kerka would give – although those were great, too. Rosalie’s hand came up to stroke and tease the base of my shaft, gently massaging it in her slender grasp.

I wanted to chalk it up to the alcohol, but in reality it didn’t take long at all for me to climax under Rosalie’s expert attentions. She seemed to have almost a sixth sense for it, picking up her pace just as she felt me begin to swell and pulse against her tongue and squeezing down ever so lightly on my balls to coax every last drop out of me and into her mouth. Not faltering for a second, she swallowed several times as I came, her half-lidded eyes gazing up slyly at me as she did.

It was quite possibly the most powerful orgasm I’d ever had.

“Holy shit,” I gasped, leaning back on the bed and supported only by my shaky arms as Rosalie languidly pulled her head back, pursing her lips into a kiss as the tip of my cock left her mouth. “That was incredible.”

The smug look on Rosalie’s face was undeniable. “When you’ve been around for as long as I have, you pick up a few things,” she said, clearly pleased with herself.

Part of me felt like that was a prime invitation to ask just how old Rosalie was, but Charisma thankfully won out and I kept my mouth shut.

“I’m not going to be crass and ask if I was better than Kerka,” she continued, sliding her own pants down and climbing onto the bed next to me, both of us now lying there nude. Her finger traced along my chest idly as she spoke, a cheeky grin on her features. “We can compare techniques later; for now, I’ll just assume I was.”

I had seen Rosalie naked before when we were in the baths, but only for a second. Her body was slender yet lightly toned, her tanned skin faintly marred with a lifetime of partially-healed scars. I traced my fingertip down one that ran between her chest to just above her belly.

Her lips grew tight. “Do they bother you?”

“Not at all,” I said, continuing downwards to brush through the faint tuft of blonde hair above her mound. “You’re beautiful.”

Smiling, she closed in and gave me a small, playful kiss. “You big sap.” Her hand mirrored mine, moving down towards my crotch; her eyebrows shot up as her fingers closed around my shaft. “Didn’t think you’d be good to go again so soon.”

The benefits of a high Stamina score were many, but I couldn’t exactly tell Rosalie that without completely ruining the mood. “The folly of youth, I suppose,” I simply joked in reference to her earlier statement, and she chuckled.

“Come on,” she said, a wry smile on her lips as she sat up and moved to straddle me with her thighs. “Elves live long, but I’m not that old yet.”

“Hey, you brought it up.”

Rosalie poked her tongue out. “Do you want to fuck or not?”

I put my hands up in mock surrender. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.”

She bit her lower lip as she took my cock and guided it towards her pussy, lowering herself towards me. “You know, I could just leave you here with your dick in your hand,” she purred, teasing and rubbing her hot, glistening lips over the tip of my shaft. “It’d be a fitting punishment for calling me old, after all.”

Trying to resist the urge to slam my hips upward and thrust inside Rosalie, I simply reached behind her and placed my hands on her rear end, caressing her soft cheeks. “...But?”

“But,” Rosalie continued, angling herself closer until her breasts were pressing against my chest and her breath was hot on my cheek.

“That would be ignoring the fact that I really want to fuck you, too.”

With that, she let her hips fall down on my shaft, enveloping it to the hilt.

She gasped as I held her close, pushing up to match her movements. “Oh fuck,” she breathed as I slowly began to move my hips. “Oh, it’s been so long. Fuck yes.” Rosalie kissed along my cheek, her lips brushing my ear as she whispered to me. “Give it to me, Gary. Show me how much you want it.”

Not wanting to disappoint, I began to thrust harder, the room soon filling with the rhythmic slapping of bodies coming together amidst our impassioned groans. Rosalie’s hands clutched at my back while mine stayed firmly on her rear, guiding her movements atop me as we writhed fervently on the sheets. Her legs tangled with mine, sweat and fluids mingling together as we made love.

All too soon I could feel her clenching tighter around me, her entire body tensing up like she was trying to wring me dry. Leaning forward, I bit down lightly on the tip of her long, elegant ear and she came with a shuddering climax in my arms, her moans turning to quiet little whimpers as she slowly relaxed her grip.

Her face was burning red as she buried it into the gap between my neck and shoulder. “Sorry,” she mumbled, embarrassment evident in her tone. “It’s… been a while for me. Give me a few minutes and I’ll be good to go again.”

I reached up to stroke her hair, my other arm around her waist and holding her close as I rested my head against hers. “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You were amazing.”

She chuckled. “Yeah. I know.”

Both of our eyes shot open at a loud, insistent banging on the door seconds before it burst open and Kerka strode in topless, her face and upper body covered in lipstick marks and Rosalie’s discarded cloak tucked under her arm. “Hey, I think you guys dropped this- oh, uh,” she said, trailing off and glancing away sheepishly before her curiosity won out and she instead stared openly at the two of us on the bed. “Is this a bad time?”

I wasn’t sure what to say – thankfully, Rosalie did the talking for me.

“Not at all,” she said, sitting up on the bed and catching her cloak as Kerka tossed it to her, folding it up neatly and placing it down beside the bed before patting her hand on the sheets. “It’s an  awfully large bed we’ve got here for just the two of us, though. Care to join in, or are you still having fun with your fan club in the next room?”

Kerka’s face parted in a grin. “Susie! Clara!” she called out into the hallway as the two succubi from earlier poked their heads around the corner, both giggling. “What do you think, should we move our little party into this room instead?”

Crawling around behind me, Rosalie hooked her arms underneath mine and pulled me back onto the sheets as the newcomers crowded onto the bed.

There were worse ways to test out my new Regeneration skill, I figured.

I lay awake in bed later that night, unable to sleep. Kerka and Rosalie were already snoozing peacefully, both girls still cuddled up to me beneath the sheets. Susie and Clara had left us a few hours ago after the three of us had collapsed in bed utterly exhausted, the two succubi helping us under the covers and tucking us in with a parting kiss before returning downstairs.

Our new room had a more sizeable window than the tiny square that the last one had, moonlight streaming in through a gap in the curtains and casting a line across the floor. The only other light source was my phone as I scrolled through it, idly updating my character sheet.

LEVEL UP: Champion of Sennh/5

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

UNIQUE CLASS SKILL UNLOCKED:

Impart Experience (Sexual)

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Increased Buff Duration

[Improve Skill] Charisma Boost +2

SKILLS SIPHONED:

Escape Artist

Shield Bash

Healing Kiss

Enchanting Aura

Increased Buff Duration seemed like a no-brainer, now that I’d discovered the potion exploit. I picked that and put my bonus attribute point into Charisma without giving it much more thought. The siphoned skills were a motley grab bag, as usual; Rosalie’s Escape Artist could prove handy, but Kerka’s Shield Bash was next to useless for someone like me who didn’t use a shield. The other two skills came from Clara and Susie and might have some use in the future, but our healing was pretty much covered by potions for the time being – as long as our funds held out, at least – and I doubted I’d ever need to display an ‘enchanting aura’ any time soon.

It did raise the question as to how much of a succubus’ attractiveness was natural magnetism and how much was magically enhanced, though. I put the thought aside for now.

One of the girls stirred in her sleep next to me and I shut the phone’s screen off. A warm leg slid up against mine before its owner remained still, the room motionless aside from the slight rise and fall of the sheets that signified our breathing. I waited a few moments before turning my phone on again, not wanting to wake either of them.

Impart Experience (Sexual) was an odd one. At first glance I thought it would allow me to make people better at sex, but then I remembered the parentheses referred to the method of the skill’s application. I’d gained Experience Siphon a few levels earlier; would this now let me pass those skills on to other people that I slept with?

For that matter, I still hadn’t gained anything but skills from Experience Siphon. It didn’t look like I’d be able to siphon attributes – but maybe I just needed more opportunities to use it.

I opened up my messaging app and typed out Hey Sennh, pausing as I thought about what to ask her. My phone vibrated as my thumb hit the send button by accident while I was pondering.

Sennh’s reply came through not long after.

Hey Gary. Can’t sleep?

Well, I suppose that worked out. Nope.

I’m still up too. Wanna chat?

It seemed like this world’s day and night cycle was the same for the gods. Sure.

All right. What’s on your mind, champ o’ mine?

I’d intended to ask Sennh a question about my skills or the world’s mechanics as I usually did, but that didn’t feel right. We were just talking for now.

Sennh, am I doing well so far?

The words came out before I’d even realised I’d typed them. I had a goal, sure; defeat the Succubus Queen. I had a lead on her from Vivian, and I had two talented companions and several levels under my belt. But my thoughts were on all the other champions that the gods had sent out after her, how all of them sounded like they were more powerful than me – and more importantly, how all of them had failed and ended up dead.

I didn’t want Kerka and Rosalie to share my fate if I ended up dying too.

Hell, now that we had each other, I didn’t want to die either.

Sennh took a while to respond. When her message finally came through, the buzzing vibration of my phone startled me to alertness as I was just drifting off to sleep.

You’re doing good, Gary. I don’t think it’s any secret that being the goddess of lust, none of the other gods expected my champion to do anything of note, let alone gain any class levels – but you’re already level 5 in your Champion class, and multi-classed to boot after only a few days. Several other champions were already dead by this point, but you’re playing to your strengths and it’s working out well for you. Keep it up.

On a side note, I’m glad you’ve been able to find friends – lovers, even. Remember, just because you’re the champion of lust doesn’t mean you can’t take the time to find love! I know I said you might be on a time limit when we first started, but don’t take that too seriously – stick to your own pace and I’m sure you’ll do just fine.

Also, I should let you know that a few of the other gods have their eye on you too – Haakon and Nemesaari have both gotten hooked (despite what they’ll say) and join me in watching your exploits regularly. Flemina, the Goddess of Luck, has started to take an interest too – I think she’s living vicariously through you after her own champion’s poor showing.

So that’s four gods rooting for you now – I’ll try and see if I can get some extra blessings thrown your way. In the meantime, try and get some sleep. -Sennh

Huh. I guessed things were going better than I thought.

That was the last thing that went through my mind before sleep finally overtook me.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In the end I decided to take Sennh’s advice and stuck to my original plan of getting more experience under my belt before moving north – in short, going at my own pace. Both Kerka and Rosalie were fine with staying around Earlygrave and picking up minor quests for now; the town’s small adventurer population meant there were generally more quests than there were adventurers to complete them, so we’d rarely go without work.

Before we took on any new jobs, however, we needed to upgrade our gear. Grom the blacksmith was our first port of call the next morning, from whom we picked up a new set of goblin-sized steel plate for Kerka seeing as she was our front line fighter. True to his word, the orc smith had made a proper shield for her as well that matched the armour, and took back the buckler he’d sold us earlier for a slight discount.

When I showed him the blazing gem and Kerka’s glowing short sword, Grom looked them over intently. “Looks like you were right,” he said gruffly, tapping a calloused finger on a small round indentation on the hilt that matched the diameter of the gem. “I could fit that back in there for you, should restore the enchantment easily enough. Then you’d just have to tap your thumb on it to turn the flames on or off, simple as.”

The job was complete in an afternoon, and Kerka was subsequently the new owner of a blazing short sword. Coupled with her armour, shield and the dire bear fur cape that I’d arranged for her from the taxidermist – which turned out looking very impressive, despite the dwarf’s initial misgivings – she was over the moon.

I asked Rosalie if she needed anything beyond a replacement for her damaged crossbow, but she was mostly content with the rest of her current equipment – she’d been adventuring for longer than either of us had, and needed little other than her leather vest, cloak and skinning knife, her tactics generally relying more on mobility and concealment than protection. Having said that, I did catch her gazing longingly at an imported repeater crossbow we saw while browsing the marketplace, so I went back and bought it for her before she had the chance to pick out a regular one instead. She acted like she didn’t need it when I presented it to her – but she still took it, the shine in her eyes and the little smile at the corner of her lips betraying her true feelings.

When it came to my own shopping, I couldn’t think of anything that would be of use. My short spear was still going strong even though I hadn’t really gained any skills to take advantage of it. On the other hand, I’d gained Kerka’s Weapon Focus (Short Sword) skill a while ago, so I could always drop the spear and get myself a sword instead; but the spear had been instrumental in our last fight, with Kerka using it to vault up on the back of the dire bear after I’d impaled it.

After much deliberation I decided against buying myself a new weapon or anything else – besides, I was finally starting to get used to the repurposed javelin.

Our total expenses came to twenty-eight gold and fifty silver, even with me bartering for a hefty discount – three for Kerka’s armour and shield, five for Rosalie’s new crossbow, fifty silver for the cape from the taxidermist and twenty gold for the enchantment. Apparently a lot of the enchantment cost came from the risk involved – when I asked, Grom explained to me that the gems themselves were incredibly volatile and the act of slotting them into equipment was accordingly very dangerous to someone untrained in the art of gem fitting.

And here we’d been just carrying one around in a bag of rocks.

The grizzled orc had trained under a master enchanter for years to perfect the art, and with his shop located a stone’s throw from the Adventurers’ Guild he had plenty of opportunities to keep in practise, so the danger was minimal – but with that reassurance came a premium cost. I understood where he was coming from, but having to pay that much still hurt the group’s wallet.

As much as I lamented our recent gains evaporating almost overnight, it was hard to remain upset after the first display of Kerka’s new sword in action. All it took was a light tap of the gem for the blade to burst into flames, all three of us recoiling in shock the first time it happened. The sword wouldn’t go out until the gem was pressed again; even submerging it in water would only extinguish it temporarily while causing the water to come to a quick boil, the blade lighting up again the instant it was removed.

Not only did it slice through most things like butter, it made a perfect torch for night travel or cave delving and a better fire starter than a flint. It also had the advantage of being absolutely terrifying if you weren’t expecting it, which came in handy for intimidating a group of bandits we had to run out of the same quarry we’d cleared the dire bear out of only a few weeks later. Eventually the miners did resettle the location and resume operations, thankfully before a third vagrant decided to take up occupancy in the tunnels.

Some of our jobs took us out east of Earlygrave. When they did, we always took the time to visit Kerka’s tribe, the Iron Mountain goblins having since relocated their camp to the land given to them by Linda’s family. The greenskins were integrating well into farm life, proving to be dutiful workers and quick learners with several of them having picked up enough of the Human language to even hold a conversation. All of them were awestruck with Kerka’s retelling of the fight against the dire bear, her father even throwing a feast in our honour that evening and raising a toast expressing the pride he felt for his daughter in living up to the family name. Linda’s family were invited too, and her parents thanked us again for our assistance, the goblins being a huge help to them both in working the farm and protecting it.

As for the mounted bear head and paws, Kerka ended up selling that to Vivian for a tidy profit rather than having it added to the trophy collection at the Adventurers’ Guild. The succubus manager was oddly smitten with it, practically begging Kerka to sell it to her so that she could hang it up in the hotel lobby – which felt a somewhat appropriate place for it, given the hotel’s name.

To her credit, the goblin girl drove a hard bargain, getting five gold out of Vivian as well as the promise of the owner paying for an engraved plate detailing our exploits in slaying the beast. In the end only Kerka’s name ended up on the plaque (Vivian justified it since the engraver charged by the letter), but neither Rosalie nor I minded, the two of us content to let our diminutive friend have her moment of glory.

On that note, I also took up an evening job for Vivian as a hawker for the Bear Arms. The pay wasn’t anything special, but it was enough to cover our group’s room and board. Bringing in additional business also kept Vivian happy, and considering we’d made the hotel our unofficial base of operations during our time in Earlygrave it made sense to stay on the owner’s good side. As a bonus, it gave me the opportunity to put my Lower Inhibition skill to good use; while I did get my fair share of insults and assaults from people who didn’t appreciate my approach at first, they were far outweighed by the number of customers I brought to the hotel. Several of the red light district’s other hawkers found my initial plight amusing and offered some pointers for picking marks, and sure enough the instances of clients coming to blows soon tapered off.

As a result of its continual use, Lower Inhibition quickly shot up from Lesser to Standard and from there to Greater and Major status, finally reaching Legendary and going no further no matter how much I used it. The experience progress bar was greyed out, with the word MAX imprinted over the top of it implying that I’d reached the peak of that skill’s abilities. In terms of utility it hadn’t changed much, but it seemed to now affect an all-encompassing variety of people, even those of stronger willpower who weren’t previously influenced at lower levels. To that aside, I found myself receiving several abrupt propositions from female adventurers passing through the red light district while I was working, and on more than one occasion I found myself mobbed by succubi when I returned to the hotel after forgetting to deactivate the skill.

...Although I confess, sometimes I did it on purpose after the first time it happened.

About a month passed in this manner, the three of us earning enough through odd jobs and smaller quests to maintain our simple livelihood in Earlygrave. Each of us had gained a few more levels in the interim – Kerka was now Warrior/5, Slayer/4 and Hunter/1, her expertise leaning towards engaging beasts much larger than her and finishing them off dramatically. She’d taken some lessons from Rosalie in trap making, owing to her sole level in Hunter and complementing her Slayer skills nicely. Most of Kerka’s attributes had gone into Strength aside from the bonus Dexterity afforded by her Hunter unlock, putting her up to an impressive twelve Strength and four Dexterity. Skill-wise, several of her existing ones had improved, with Stamina Boost going up to +2 and her Weapon and Armour Specialisations evolving into Mastery. On top of these she gained Improved Elemental Damage and Trap Crafting, as well as Improved Climbing after she attempted to mount onto a griffin we were hunting through the hinterlands – only for the creature to fly away with her still clinging desperately to its flank.

Rosalie’s levels were increasing steadily as well, although not as dramatically as Kerka’s. Having gained four levels to Kerka’s five, Rosalie was now at Hunter/4, Sniper/3, with understandably no increases to her Pirate level. She’d settled into a comfortable niche as our party’s ranged expert, her talent for crippling enemies coming in useful for Kerka to deliver the finishing blow or for the three of us to capture and interrogate when needed. Her cloak was now augmented with a single pauldron made from the reinforced beak of the griffin we’d slain, a testament to her becoming quite adept at recovering trophies from our kills. Much like Kerka, her attribute points had gone mostly into a single stat – in Rosalie’s case, Dexterity – although I did put one point into Luck seeing as it was one of her stronger attributes.

Also, if Flemina was truly watching us from the realm of the gods then it wouldn’t hurt to pay the Goddess of Luck a small tribute.

All in all, Rosalie’s attribute changes came to eleven Dexterity and six Luck. Her skills had similarly improved, gaining Mastery over both regular and repeater crossbows as well as Improved Trap Crafting and Improvised Ammunition, the latter coming about when she experimented with crafting her own signature bolts. Some worked out better than others, although a favourite of Kerka’s were the ones that bore a small container of flammable oil, allowing her to set targets alight with her sword even more effectively than before. While not the most aerodynamic of projectiles, Rosalie was skilled enough to make them fly straight and true – at least at short range.

As for myself, I’d gained another level in Merchant and three more in my Champion class, bringing me up to level 13. Four points went into Charisma and one into Luck, taking me to seventeen and nine points accordingly. Over the course of our nightly escapades I’d managed to siphon every skill from both Kerka and Rosalie, as well as several more from the girls working at the hotel – my skill list had almost doubled in length as a result. Along with this I’d obtained Interrogate, Increase Arousal (Target), Stamina Boost (Target) and Improved Persuasion, the latter coming from my time as a barker for the Bear Arms Hotel. Increase Arousal definitely came in handy for my side job when coupled with Lower Inhibition, although I had to make sure to only use it on patrons that were close enough to me or risk them wandering into a different establishment before I could approach them.

I’d taken the time to try out a few of my other more esoteric skills in the meantime as well. At first thought I’d assumed Increase Sensitivity would have applications in the bedroom, but it only ended up with everyone becoming sensitive to the point of climaxing from the slightest touch. As amusing as it was, it was no fun being completely debilitated so we quickly dropped the idea. Enchanting Aura and Increase Arousal both had much more benign effects and soon became a regular part of our evenings, while the targeted Stamina Boost was useful both for keeping Rosalie and Kerka safe during our quests and for helping Rosalie to keep up with Kerka and I all night.

“An open quest?”

There was a new opportunity on the Adventurer’s Guild quest board – rather than the plain card listing most other quests had, this was nearly twice the size with gold leaf filigree around the edges. The guild hall was strangely empty that morning, aside from the orc guard – who I’d since learned was named Rothugg – and Jamila, ever present at her counter window in the back.

Kerka, Rosalie and I had just returned from clearing out giant rats from the sewers underneath Earlygrave, a knot of their spindly tails in a sack by my side. The pay was surprisingly decent for what was essentially a beginner quest, mostly because nobody wanted to go down into the tunnels for the smell – but recent rains had flushed out a good amount of the waste, so it was comparatively easy going for our group. The rats hadn’t put up much of a fight, to the point that even I was able to skewer a few with my spear when they got close, although the Rat King had sworn his revenge on us as he’d run off with what was left of his minions. All that meant was that we’d probably have more work down there in a few months time.

It was a testament to how used to this world I was getting that a giant talking rat wearing a burnished gold crown didn’t really come as much surprise.

“That’s right,” Jamila said, barely looking up from her paperwork as usual. “Everyone else already left town a couple of days ago when it came in. You three would be the last adventurers still in town, by my reckoning.”

“Thought it seemed a little quiet around here,” Kerka grumbled as she stood on her toes to read it along with Rosalie and I.

OPEN QUEST: DEFEAT THE DEATH LICH

REWARD: 250 GOLD

Last sighted in the ruins of Summerfall, gathering his forces for an attack on Earlygrave

Reward to be paid upon confirmation

HIGH RISK: EXPERIENCED ADVENTURERS ONLY

“Wait, ruins?” I turned to Jamila. “Summerfall’s been destroyed?”

She raised her head and looked at me as if I’d asked her if the sky was always that colour. “Summerfall was destroyed nearly thirty years ago, Gary. Couple of scavengers came back from the ruins a few days back reporting it was full of the undead.” Jamila returned to her paperwork. “Hence, the quest.”

Well, that was just great. Summerfall was my only lead thus far in hunting down the Succubus Queen. With it now being apparently wiped off the map decades prior to my arrival, my main quest became that much harder. Perhaps I should have thought to ask around about it earlier.

I really, really needed to put more points into Intelligence.

“Experienced adventurers only,” Rosalie read out. “That’s us, right?”

“Hell yeah it is,” Kerka said proudly. “Lich be damned, I could probably take on a dragon and come out on top.”

“It’s a nice bounty, too. We could live pretty comfortably for a while off that.” Rosalie turned to me. “You said you wanted to head north to Summerfall at some point, didn’t you Gary?”

I nodded, my lips thinning out into a grimace. “Yeah, but I was kind of hoping there’d be some people left alive there when I did.”

Rosalie shrugged. “People leave things behind. Could still find the information you need.”

While pawing through an entire town’s worth of remains didn’t seem terribly appealing, it did sound like our only viable option. It wasn’t like we were strangers to looting bodies at this point, either. “You two are okay with us taking this quest?” I asked the girls.

Both agreed. “We could always use the money – plus, I’ve wanted to see more of the world for ages now,” Kerka said.

“Jamila,” I called out, my voice echoing slightly through the empty guild hall. “What’s the best way to get to Summerfall from here?” Hopefully we wouldn’t have to walk the whole distance.

“Boat or train up to Ferret’s River, then walk or ride south from there through the Tanglewood would be your best bet, under normal circumstances,” she replied. “Although a lot of the other adventurers said they’d be heading to Riverport to catch a boat – word is the rail company’s put a stop to the trains until this lich business has been sorted out.”

Riverport was the fishing and trading village to the west that lay past the rocky hinterlands – a treacherous, winding river led inland from there and continued up north. Beside me, Rosalie tapped me on the shoulder as I thought. “This time of season,” she whispered, “most of the fishing fleets would be out in the harbour, so there wouldn’t likely be enough boats to carry everyone up river.”

I took her advice on board. It would be the best part of a day’s travel to Riverport, anyway, and there was no telling if we’d be able to secure passage. On the other hand, Earlygrave had a train station located in the northern warehouse district, and with my Charisma I might have a shot at borrowing us a handcar, if nothing else. It’d be gruelling work, but the three of us could pump in shifts and hopefully make it up to Ferret’s River by nightfall if the trains weren’t running.

“We can at least give the train station a look before we try to source ourselves a boat,” I said, both girls nodding in agreement. “Do we need to sign up for this quest at all?”

Jamila shook her head without looking up. “Open quests are available for anyone to complete until someone does. No need to register for them.”

“All right, then. Guess we’re off to hunt some undead.”

The train station was a sizeable, modern looking wooden building wedged in among the maze of warehouses that took up the northern part of Earlygrave. Tracks dotted with smaller loading platforms weaved through the district like the veins of the city, all converging in a small rail yard filled with unhitched rolling stock. The station itself was almost as empty as the guild hall even as early in the morning as it was, a time when we’d have normally seen passengers arriving and departing amidst the hissing steam of the engine while porters bustled around with the mail and platform workers packed and unpacked cargo.

Nobody was manning the ticket gate nor guarding the entrance, so the three of us simply hopped the small iron gate and went onto the platform when we realised no-one was watching. A steam train sat motionless on the rails, the engine hooked up to a mail car and a pair of passenger carriages emblazoned with an ornate logo and the words Rondlecroft Rail Company along the sides.

The engineer, fireman and conductor, all burly dwarfs, were playing cards on a makeshift table by the locomotive, the platform silent aside from the occasional grumble and slap of cards on the table. One of them looked up at us as we made our way towards them. “Passengers, eh? Haven’t you heard the news?” he called out. “Train’s not going anywhere until we get word from on high.”

“We’re line inspectors,” I replied, lying through my teeth. Our coffers likely weren’t deep enough to try bribing the train crew with any substantial amount, so I had to hope my Charisma would be enough to carry us through. “We need to get transport up north past Summerfall to check the damage and estimate repairs.”

Kerka gave me a look that said what the fuck are you doing, but I silenced her with a glance.

The other dwarf – likely the fireman judging by the coal dust covering his uniform – turned from his game to scowl at me. “Did ye not hear? We’re on orders to stay put until the line’s been surveyed.”

“That’s precisely what we’re here for. Gary Halbrecht, railway inspector, second class,” I said, extending my hand with a disarming smile. “May I introduce Miss Rosalie von Rondlecroft, representing Rondlecroft Rail – travelling incognito, of course” I added quietly, “and her bodyguard Kerka Bearslayer, formerly of the Adventurers’ Guild.”

“A pleasure, I’m certain,” Rosalie said drily, holding her hand out daintily with just the right amount of barely-concealed disgust for the rail workers as she did. I was glad she’d caught onto my attempt at a ruse – she was playing the part of a rich socialite like a natural. Kerka had thankfully picked up on it as well, her role requiring little of her but to remain stoic.

The dwarfs were caught off guard, the conductor hastily packing up the cards and shoving them into his coat pocket while the engineer wiped his hands off on his smock and ran up to take Rosalie’s hand in his. “Indeed, a pleasure, ma’am,” he said, still sounding a little confused as he hastily removed his hat. “I, uh, we weren’t aware of your arrival today, begging your pardon.” He glanced around at his co-workers nervously. “Thought the people from the railway weren’t due for another week at best.”

Rosalie eyed the short bearded man with disdain. “This is a surprise inspection, Mr…”

“Barrows, ma’am. Bartholomew Barrows. Bart, if it pleases you.”

“Mr. Barrows. Time is money, as I’m sure you’re aware. Gary – that is, Inspector Halbrecht,” she corrected herself, “was luckily in town at the same time I found myself here during this utter debacle, so we agreed to move the schedule forward to accommodate this convenience.” Rosalie looked down her nose at him, the very picture of posh superiority. “I trust this is no issue for your crew?”

“N-not at all, ma’am.”

It was my turn to step in. “Bart – may I call you Bart?” I smiled as he nodded anxiously, the dwarf still on the back foot. I had only to continue nudging gently in order to keep him there. “How soon do you think you can your girl up to steam?” I said, tilting my head towards the locomotive.

This was a big gamble; but if he’d bought into Rosalie being a dignitary of the railway company, there was no way he’d send her party out on something as lowly as a handcar.

“W-we’ll have her on the main line post-haste, sir!” he said, snapping his fingers at the fireman, who bolted as fast as he could into the locomotive to begin cleaning and stoking the boiler. “Gregor!” he shouted at the conductor, who looked up guiltily from the table with a start, half the card winnings already shoved into his pockets. “Put that away and see to the lady and her guests in the first carriage, then get to helping Bors with the engine! I want her fully fired up before noon!”

Considering they were starting the engine up from cold, the dwarfs did a good job of having it ready and idling in just under two hours. In the meantime, the three of us were attended to by the conductor Gregor, who kindly provided us with tea and biscuits while we waited in between assisting the other two with their tasks.

The sun had neared its zenith by the time the hiss of steam blasted from the locomotive that indicated the preparations were finally complete. With a keening whistle, a shuddering lurch and a clank of metal, the train began to pull away from the platform.

“It’s a miracle nobody noticed us,” Kerka said under her breath as we progressed slowly through the warehouse district, several workers turning their heads curiously before getting back to their own jobs.

I gave her a shrug. “Station was closed, so I doubt many people would be paying much attention. Probably figure they’re taking the train out just to keep the cobwebs off it.”

“Don’t speak too soon,” Rosalie replied tersely. “We’re not out of the city yet.”

Sure enough, the puffing sound of the smokestack began to slow as we approached the city gates, a squeal of metal on metal as the brakes set in before coming to a stop just short of it. Poking my head out the window, I could see the heavy wooden gates barring the rail line still closed and secured in place. One of the guards ran up to the locomotive, and I could overhear him and Bartholomew shouting to be heard over the noise of the engine.

“North line’s closed off, Bart! What are you doing?”

“It’s an inspection, ye daft prick! Hey, open the gate already!”

“Haven’t heard nothing ‘bout no inspection today!”

“Got Lady Rondlecroft herself two cars back! Tell her yourself!”

There was a pause. “You sure?”

“Sure as you owe me ten silver from last week’s game, I’m sure! Open up!”

I could see the guard casting a glance down towards the passenger cars where we were seated. Affecting my best official-sounding voice, I called back, “Is everything all right up there, sirs? The lady is most pressed for time; any further delay would simply be unacceptable.”

The colour drained from the guard’s face and he turned back towards the gate. “Open her up!” he called, waving his hands at the other men who hastily removed the chocks holding the gate in place. It swung open in short order and the engine began to pick up steam once more.

“Cheers, Donny,” I heard Bart call out with a laugh as we passed through the gates. “I’ll be back to collect off you this evening if all’s well!”

I breathed a shaky sigh of relief as the gate closed behind us and we set out on the main line, unable to shake my nerves despite this small victory. We were finally headed north to Summerfall.

Towards the last known location of the Succubus Queen.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It wasn’t too long before we picked up a decent run of speed, the train trundling along through the wilderness at a merry pace. The hills and forest around Earlygrave soon gave way to open plains, green-yellow grass and blue skies, the train crossing over rivers and deep canyons spanned by sturdy stone and wooden bridges.

Rosalie took the time to nap, dozing off to the gentle swaying and rhythmic clack-clack of the train as it rode the rails to our destination. Kerka and I were far too preoccupied with the passing sights to sleep, eyes agape as we took in the scope of the world around us – fish leaping out of pristine rivers and lakes, herds of unrecognisable beasts grazing and migrating across the plains that stretched out seemingly forever, flocks of birds scattering when startled and taking flight in a frenzied, yet still organised swarm.

“Gary, Gary!” she said, taking off her armour and placing it carefully on her seat so as not to wake Rosalie. “Let me sit on your lap. Give me a boost so I can stick my head out the window.”

Climbing atop my lap, Kerka settled in and I slid open the passenger window for her, the late morning’s warm breeze blowing in from outside. Her short purple hair blew back as she poked her head out, laughing as the wind hit her face. I put my arms around her waist and lifted her up a bit, holding her tight as I let her lean a little further out for good measure.

“We’re going so fast!” she shouted. “And so far! I’ve never been this far from home!”

The steam locomotive was probably only pushing around forty or fifty miles an hour, but for someone who’d only travelled by foot or horseback it would seem to be pretty breakneck speeds. It was still a smooth ride though, all things considered – I’d travelled on a vintage steam train back home once and it had been a rickety old beast, loud and slow as it shuddered along the rails. Despite looking even older, this train was running as if it was brand new. Clearly the dwarfs in charge of it knew just how to keep her happy.

“Ow!” Kerka hissed suddenly, pulling her head back inside the car and clutching at the back of her neck. “I think something bit me! It stings!”

I moved her hand aside and checked over her green skin, holding her hair up out of the way. “Could just be an ember from the smokestack landing on you,” I said, noticing a tiny little grey-black spot of soot and brushing it off. “Doesn’t look like a bite to me.”

“It hurts,” she sulked, crossing her arms.

“Come on,” I said, rustling her hair playfully as she tried to bat my hand away. “Aren’t you supposed to be our big, strong warrior? Here, let me kiss it better.” I gave the spot where the ember had landed a light kiss, feeling a slight tingle pass from my lips as I did. It came as a bit of a shock, until I realised I’d completely forgotten the Healing Kiss ability I’d siphoned.

She reached up to rub her neck gently. “Thanks. It feels better already.”

“Any time.”

I was just starting to get peckish maybe an hour later when we heard the train start to slow, the squeal of brakes coming from the engine up ahead followed by a long, sharp whistle. Looking out the window, I could see the train pulling up to a switch in the track, stopping just before it.

“Stay here with Rosalie,” I said to Kerka, getting up and moving to the passenger door. “I’m going to see what’s up.”

The door opened up into the early afternoon sun and I jogged along the line of cars to the engine. “What’s happening, lads?” I called to the dwarfs. “Why are we stopped here?”

“Here’s where the line diverts to Summerfall,” Bart shouted to be heard over the hiss of steam coming from the engine. “The main line continues on from here,” he pointed up ahead, “passing around the Tanglewoods and up to Ferret’s River about ten miles north of the forest. The old main line branches off to the north-east, going through the Tanglewoods; goes right past Summerfall and rejoins the main line on the other side of the forest, but no-one’s used that track since the town was destroyed. Could be warped, could be rusted out, could be overgrown.” He paused to blow his nose into a grubby handkerchief. “Probably all three, knowing those woods.”

I’d been banking on us getting a ride up to Ferret’s River, but this was an even better opportunity. We were already at least two days behind the other adventurers; if we could take the train straight to Summerfall it’d be a huge windfall. “Isn’t that why we’re out here?” I said, hoping our lie would continue to hold. “We’re surveying the old line to Summerfall.”

“Aye, aye, that’s what ye said.” He sighed, wiping the sweat from his brow. “Any chance I can ask ye to reconsider?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Did you want me to wake Miss Rosalie to ask her?”

Bart sighed again, even heavier this time. “I suppose not. Well, while you’re down there, can you at least throw that switch, set us on to the old line?”

With a nod, I went over to the switch, silently thanking my lucky stars. The metal lever had set in place after probably decades of going without use, rust flaking off it as I put my weight into it and shifted the track onto the former main line that curved off into the woods a short distance away.

“That’ll do it. All aboard, then,” Bart called out to me as I ran back to our carriage.

The afternoon sun all but disappeared from above as the train entered into the dense forest, the thick canopy above blocking out a lot of the light. We progressed along the former main line at a much more sedate pace than before, the train cautiously winding its way through the gnarled trees and heavy undergrowth, its drivers both keeping a keen lookout for bent sections of track, fallen trees across the line or worse.

After perhaps an hour of slow progression the train shuddered to a halt, another loud whistle announcing the train’s stop. Gregor the conductor entered the carriage from the mail car, hat in hand as he approached us. “I’m sorry, folks, but this is as far as we’re able to go,” he said apologetically. “Town of Summerfall’s not more than half a mile around the bend, but Bart isn’t willing to drive us any further; says he wants to keep her a safe distance lest we put the train at risk. You understand, I hope,” he said, wringing his conductor’s cap in his hands as his eyes darted between myself and Rosalie, still fast asleep. “Is she all right?” he asked me, his voice a whisper.

“She’s just resting. I’ll pass the news to her in a moment; you wouldn’t want to be around when she wakes up,” I added with a conspiratorial wink. “We’ll be off shortly. Thanks for your assistance.”

The stout dwarf nodded and opened the passenger door to the outside, hurriedly scarpering off. It seemed like he was happy to be away from us for now, at least.

I nudged Rosalie awake – my real reason for waking her after Gregor had left was my concern that she’d forget her character. I needn’t have worried. “Who dares!” she growled, waking with a start. “Do you not know who I- oh, Gary,” she said, trailing off as she noticed the smirks on both mine and Kerka’s faces. “What?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Nice to see you getting into your role.”

She returned the smile. “I can have a little fun with it, can’t I?” Looking out the window, Rosalie pulled her cloak back on and her mask up. “How long was I out?”

“Only a couple of hours or so. We’re not far from the town, but we’ll have to walk the rest of the way.”

Kerka had finished putting on her armour, so we gathered our belongings and stepped off the train, dropping to the ground below. The train had stopped on a curve, the engine giving off a quiet hiss as it idled in place. Eerie birdsong echoed through the woods that bordered the track, the thick, untamed brush looking as if it had spent the last few decades doing its best to reclaim the thin line of civilisation for the wilderness.

The three dwarfs were gathered around the cabin of the locomotive and snapped to attention as we approached. “Begging your pardon, Lady Rondlecroft,” Bart said. “There’s no path to Summerfall by foot, but if you just follow the train tracks you’ll be there in about half an hour’s walk at most. Should be safe at this time of day, no forest beasties’ll be around – blowing the whistle would have scared them all off, for sure.”

“More worried about what else heard it and isn’t scared off,” the fireman muttered, as Bart elbowed him in the ribs.

“Much appreciated, gentlemen,” Rosalie said, her voice slightly muffled behind her mask. “Wait for our return here, if you please; rest assured, your services shall not go unrewarded.”

I reached into my coin purse and pulled out three ten-silver pieces, handing them to the engineer to divide up between his crew. “Consider this a down payment,” I said, the dwarfs’ eyes lighting up as they saw the money. “If we’re successful in our… surveying, you stand to receive more on the completion of our return trip.”

My coercion talents were getting better thanks to my exceptional Charisma and the associated skills I’d picked up, but I’d learned that a little financial incentive went a long way in helping to get people to do what I wanted.

“O-of course, sir! My lady!” Bart said, pocketing his coin and handing out one each to the fireman and conductor. “We’ll be waiting right here for you, keeping the fires warm and ready to go at your word!”

I could tell Rosalie was hiding a satisfied smirk behind her mask. “Very good. You two,” she said, nodding to Kerka and I. “Let’s move.”

The three of us continued along the rail line, the train disappearing around the bend behind us until the only sign of it was the thin pillar of white smoke that billowed up from the chimney stack. Our boots crunched over the gravel that lay between the rail sleepers, grass and weeds already pushing their way up through the rocks. The rails themselves were rusted brown on the top, indicating that the route had been in disuse for some time as Bart had said.

Summerfall itself came into view not long afterwards. The steeple of what looked like a church or maybe a clock tower poked up over the buildings, many of them single level cottages and stores. Much like Earlygrave the town appeared to have had a lumber industry at some point, although efforts to cut back the forest seemed in vain as a good amount of the previously felled areas had since become swamped with overgrowth. The density of the forest surrounding the small clearing wherein the village dwelt gave it an otherworldly, dreary look even this close to midday; all grey and blue hues throughout.

Whoever had named Summerfall was either being very ironic or very literal.

The train line ran along the western edge of the town and continued north through the forest, with a small station situated close to the southernmost point. It was far more nondescript than Earlygrave’s, with no sign of the freight yard or sheds that the larger city had bar a single siding with a few old, empty lumber cars rotting away in it.

Overall, the town looked to be at worst case in a state of disrepair; certainly not destroyed as the quest description had said, but not nearly as lively as Earlygrave.

“Not a soul in sight,” Rosalie uttered, looking around pensively as we approached the station.

“I’m sure there’s someone around,” I replied.

As if on cue, the door to the small ticket office on the platform opened up and a man in a porter’s uniform shuffled out. “Ahoy!” he shouted out to us. “What’s your business, strangers?”

“Hello there!” I called back. “We’re travellers, just up from Earlygrave. Can you tell us, sir; is this Summerfall?”

He snorted, making a sound like he was coughing up phlegm. “Course it’s Summerfall, where else would it be?”

“It’s just that… well, we were told the town was destroyed.”

“Does it look very destroyed to you? Town’s all still here, innit?”

Something about the man looked off. It could have just been the shadows playing a trick on me, but his pallor seemed to be excessively pale, even given the deathly hue that pervaded the town.

“Is everything all right here?” I asked as Rosalie and I climbed up onto the platform, turning to help Kerka up as well. “We’re from the Adventurers’ Guild, we’d heard there was a... a ‘death lich’ in the area?”

“Death lich, you say? Ain’t never heard of one of them.” He lurched forward, reaching out to steady himself shakily on a luggage cart. I moved to help him, only for him to reach out for my shoulder with a bony hand, the skin stretched taut along almost skeletal fingers.

“Cheers, friend,” he said, picking himself up and allowing me to finally make out his features in the dim semi-twilight. The flesh had peeled from the right side of his face, exposing ash-white bone, an empty eye socket and grinning teeth.

I recoiled in fear, both of the girls echoing my reaction as they saw the undead porter.

The man’s remaining brow furrowed. “Hmm? What’s your problem, then?”

Rosalie and I were both shocked into silence; not so much Kerka. “What’s wrong with your face?” she cried, pointing at him.

He picked at his eye socket with a finger. “What, something crawl in there again?”

“N-n-no,” Rosalie stammered, clinging to my arm tight enough that I thought she might draw blood. “Your skin… it’s falling off.”

If it was possible for a zombie to look indignant, then that’s what he was doing. “What, you lot haven’t got the undead where you come from?”

The three of us shook our heads frantically in unison.

He scoffed, the sound coming out more like a ragged wheeze. “Figures. First visitors I see in ages and you’re all pissing yourselves over a bit of rot.” The man staggered over towards a pile of mail sacks sitting in a cart on the platform, letters and packages overflowing onto the ground. “Now, my hearing’s not so good anymore, but I could have sworn I heard a train whistle further down the line. Is that how you all got here?”

“Y-yeah,” I said, finally finding my voice. It didn’t look like this man – or undead, or whatever he was – wanted to hurt us. At worst he just seemed a little surly. “They’ve stopped just up around the bend.”

“Oh, good,” he said, patting one of the sacks and sending a cloud of dust billowing up. “Got a sizeable backlog of mail here that needs to move out, as you can see. Tell them to pull up already so I can get it loaded.”

“I think they might be a little hesitant there,” Rosalie said drily.

The porter stared back at her. “Why’s that?”

“Probably ‘cause you’re a skeleton man,” Kerka chimed in.

“Pish posh. I’m a zombie, not a skeleton.”

The goblin warrior tilted her head quizzically. “What’s the difference?”

“Well, there’s no use lying about being a skelly,” he said with a grin. “You can see right through ‘em!”

Beside me, Rosalie tried to suppress a laugh while I groaned inwardly at the awful pun. “Word back in Earlygrave is that this town was wiped out years ago,” I said, trying to move the conversation on.

“That it was. Dragon showed up out of nowhere, burnt half the village down, killed all the townsfolk. ‘Orrible tragedy.” The tip of something began to wriggle out of his nose, and he sniffed it back up. “Got better, though. Kindly necromancer stitched us back up, nice as you like, and we soon got stuck into rebuilding.”

A necromancer? That was the first I’d heard of any of those in this world. Could this be the ‘death lich’ our quest was talking about? “So everyone in Summerfall’s like you, then?”

“Not all zombies,” he clarified. “Those of us who didn’t have enough meat left on ‘em came back as skeletons. Few of the more intact folks are ghouls. Even got a vampire as town mayor.” He paused to scratch his ear. “Then there’s the dragon, of course.”

Kerka’s eyes widened. “The dragon’s still around?”

Nodding, the porter continued. “Not all of ‘im, mind, just the pieces that could be slapped back together and brought back to life. He’s tame as a kitten now; necromancer keeps ‘im up at the tower like a big guard dog.”

The tower – that was supposedly where the Succubus Queen was last known to be. “Can you tell us where this tower is, mister…?” I squinted at the nameplate on his uniform, any semblance of a name long since faded over the years.

“Grimsly,” the porter said. “Rich Grimsly – but me mates sometimes call me Dicky the Stiff, on account of me being dead.” The sly look in his one remaining eye made it clear he was aware of the additional connotation. “Sure, I can point you to the tower. It’s just a ways north of the village,” he said, pointing to where the top of a stone edifice poked up just above the treeline in the distance. “You make your way through town, there should be a path heading through the woods up there. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks, Rich. Much obliged.” He looked satisfied that I hadn’t considered us overly familiar enough to use his nickname; plus, it was kind of a silly one to say out loud. “Let’s go check this tower out,” I said to Rosalie and Kerka, and we passed through the platform gate towards the town proper.

“Hey,” Rich called out behind us. “You gonna bring that train up to the platform for me?”

“We’ll need to speak with the mayor first,” I said, thinking quickly on my feet. “The rail line’s been closed for so long, got some stuff to finalise before we can reopen the station proper. Should hopefully have everything sorted soon, we’ll bring them through on our way back.”

The zombie porter looked a little confused, but nodded after a moment. “All right then,” he conceded. “I’ll just tidy everything up while I’m waiting.”

Great. Now I just had to come up with a way to convince the dwarfs manning the train to not panic at the sight of a town full of the undead.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Summerfall was a pleasant enough town, even populated entirely by the walking dead as it was. The three of us received a few curious looks and stares as we walked the village streets, but overall the majority of townsfolk were quite cheerful, offering a kindly “good afternoon” or “oh, nice to have visitors for once” as we passed by. It was a little unnerving at first, receiving greetings from shambling, slack-jawed zombies or the grinning skulls of animated skeletons clad in everyday work clothes, but as we progressed through the small town I quickly grew used to it. Summerfall had much of the same amenities and trappings of Earlygrave, admittedly tailored a little more towards the needs of the undead; restaurants were fittingly sparse, but trades seemed to be in abundance.

Buildings catering to the arts also appeared quite prevalent, with several galleries and studios present that looked to be of newer construction. I stopped to ask a polite skeleton woman about it out of curiosity, and she explained that a lot of the town’s population had taken to painting, sculpting or woodwork in the years since Summerfall’s revitalisation. With many of their previous needs gone by the wayside and effective immortality due to their undeath, boredom was now a constant enemy, balanced out by the endless amount of time to perfect a craft or art.

Many of the buildings in Summerfall showed signs of the village’s previous destruction, with scorched bricks and timbers still in the foundations of several that had been rebuilt atop where they were still stable. Despite the dreary atmosphere pervading the forest, the people appeared mostly happy and went about their business in the way that most regular villagers would.

“It’s a little off-putting,” Rosalie said, leaning towards me and speaking in hushed tones behind her mask. “But this town looks like they’re still thriving, all things considered.”

I nodded in agreement. Back home in my own world, the general image of zombies, skeletons and the like were of shuffling, mindless hordes with a singular purpose to consume or destroy civilisation; on the contrary, everyone in Summerfall still had their faculties about them and were largely amicable if not outright friendly. In addition, those of them with a taste for arts and crafts had clearly honed their talents well over the years, with some of the work on display throughout the town genuinely impressive. Should the undead be willing to open up to the rest of the world – and more importantly, should the rest of the world be comfortable with them – Summerfall could quickly garner a reputation for its master-crafted goods.

We sat down on the edge of an ornate marble fountain in the centre of the town square and I brought out some of the trail rations we’d packed – a thankful forethought considering the handful of ‘food’ vendors in town didn’t appear to have much that looked palatable. I pulled out the pocket knife I’d bought recently, neatly portioned out some of our dried meat, cheese and bread to Kerka, Rosalie and myself, and ate a well deserved lunch.

“Who do you think that’s supposed to be?” Kerka asked through a mouthful of bread and cheese, looking up at the damaged statue that was the centrepiece of the fountain. A good portion of the original figure had broken off completely, leaving only a pair of ornately detailed heeled boots with two slender, feminine legs coming up to just above the knees. Above that, a newer sculpture had begun on top of it and extended up to the figure’s waistline, the two portions divided by a thin horizontal crack that hadn’t been properly filled in yet where the newer work met the original. A wooden scaffold was set up to keep it steady while the restoration work was continuing.

“No idea,” I replied. There was a bronze plaque set into the fountain beneath it, but the metal had partially melted making it unreadable. “The town’s founder, perhaps?”

A passing ghoul woman carrying a basket of goods noticed us looking and interjected. “That’s the Benevolent Lady,” she said proudly, a smile on her greying, taut features. “They say she protected this village since even before our time. Sadly, her statue was destroyed with the rest of the village way back when; but we’re doing our best to reconstruct it and keep her memory alive.”

Kerka looked glum. “That’s a shame. I can imagine she was pretty.”

“Oh, aye, that she was,” the ghoul said, sounding somewhat mournful. “Beautiful, even – although it’s been so long, not many of us remember much more than that. Memories are prone to being lost like dust in the wind for undead; probably something to do with most of us not having much for brains anymore,” she chuckled. “The sculptors are doing their best, though. Remaking her in the image of dear old Mayor Ophelia, since she looks so much like her – or so those who remember her say.”

“Is the mayor around?” I asked. “I’d like to speak with her.” Anyone who could recall a time back before the town was destroyed might have some information on the Succubus Queen. Additionally, while we were here it’d be worth looking into restoring trade and communication between Summerfall and Earlygrave – I had technically told Rich that I’d be doing just that.

The woman stopped to think for a moment, tapping her chin with a thin, pale finger. “She’d be off visiting the lady necromancer this afternoon, like she always does this time of the week. They do love their little clandestine meetings, those two.”

“They’d be in the tower, then?”

She nodded. “Aye. If you see the necromancer, tell her Agnes says hello.” Hefting her basket again, she continued on through the town square, leaving the three of us to our lunch.

I chewed on a strip of jerky as I thought. So the necromancer was a woman – was there any connection to the Queen there? And just who was the Benevolent Lady, for that matter?

It could just be a coincidence.

Rosalie tossed her last chunk of bread away, eyes widening in surprise as a crow swooped down from above to snatch it up before it even hit the cobblestones. “Are we heading to this tower, then?” she said, quickly recovering her composure.

“I think so,” I replied, wiping the crumbs off my pants as I finished as well. “Hopefully we’ll get some answers about the Succubus Queen or this Death Lich, whoever either of them are.”

The tower was only about ten minutes walk from the northernmost edge of Summerfall, cresting high above the forest of the Tanglewood and decorated with finely detailed, if aged stonework that culminated in a sculpture of a nesting beast crowning the edifice. Trees and scrub gave way to a small clearing housing it, and a tall cast-iron and stone fence surrounding the grounds kept both intruders and the ever-encroaching forest at bay. Judging by the motley assortment of tombstones and graves visible through the bars of the fence, the tower looked to have been constructed in the town’s graveyard – or the field itself around the tower, whichever came first – with a heavy gate at the end of the path leading to the inner grounds.

Two armoured skeletons were standing guard at the gate, talking amongst themselves as we approached. Their chalky white bones were a stark contrast to the burnished steel and black leather of their ill-fitting armour, the heavy garments clanking loudly with each movement. Around the gate several fresh bodies lay strewn and lifeless, alongside several more that had clearly been dead for a much longer time; from the looks of things, a battle had taken place between the living and the undead not too long before our arrival.

“...think one of them chipped my ribs, does this look cracked to you?” one of the skeletons was saying as we came into earshot, the two guards suddenly clattering to alertness and levelling their spears and shields as they noticed us. “Halt! Who goes there!”

I put my hands up in what I hoped would translate as a peaceful gesture. “We’re just adventurers; we’d like to obtain an audience with the mayor and the necromancer, if we could.”

“They’re not taking visitors,” the guard said, his skeletal jaw chattering as he spoke. “Piss off.”

Would my Charisma work against the undead? The villagers had seemed pleasant enough, perhaps I could talk my way past these guards as well. “Look, we just want to talk, is all.”

“Yeah, and we’s saying they’s not to be disturbed,” the second guard sneered, if it was at all possible for a skeleton to sneer. “Now, again; piss off, unless you want to end up like this lot here.” He gestured the tip of his spear to the bodies around him.

I recognised a few of them as Guild adventurers from Earlygrave.

“What happened here?” I asked, reaching for the canteen hanging from my waist and nodding to Kerka and Rosalie to do the same. After a few demonstrations during more dangerous quests, I’d managed to finally convince the girls of the benefits of drinking health potions prior to getting injured – each of us now carried a small flask filled with a few doses in case of emergencies. I knocked back a few mouthfuls of the sweet raspberry-tasting potion before screwing the cap back on and affixing it to my belt once more.

One of the guards nudged a body with his spear. “This bunch comes wandering in out of the Tanglewoods, bellowing about ‘leeches’ or some other such nonsense, swinging their swords and shooting off spells every which way. Me an’ Harold here get knocked out during the fighting, don’t we,” he said, the other skeleton nodding in agreement, “and we come to later only to see most of ‘em already done for; few of ‘em broke in, but never made it across the field. Necromancer’ll have our boys up and walking again, soon enough.”

Kerka was poking around one of the dead adventurers. “What happens to these?”

The guard shrugged. “Toss ‘em in one of the empty plots ‘till the boss lady decides what to do with ‘em, I suppose.”

Nearby, Rosalie had also crouched down and was beginning to rifle through the adventurers’ belongings. “Gary,” she hissed, “there’s some really good stuff here.”

I cleared my throat. “Any chance we could, uh, take some of these bodies ourselves? Bring them back to the Guild in Earlygrave?” I told myself it’d be so we could give them a proper burial, but I’d be lying if I said we wouldn’t be taking some of that gear for ourselves.

“No can do, chief.” The second guard shook his head. “Anyone who’s not from the village dies in Summerfall, they’re the property of the necromancer. Them’s the rules.”

Kerka had her hand on the hilt of her sword. “What if we just take them?” she growled.

“Well, you’d have to get past-”

The guard never finished his sentence, Kerka’s sword flashing out of its hilt in an arc of red-orange flame and slicing clean through the skeleton’s exposed shins. As he toppled forward she brought up her shield, smashing it against his helmeted head and knocking him aside before running her blade through his skull.

His partner had barely any time to react before I’d brought my own short spear up, moving in past his reach and thrusting it at his head. The skeleton’s shield deflected the iron tip of my spear with a loud clang, a second before three bolts shot through the open face of the guard’s helmet and shattered his skull, both undead falling lifelessly to the ground. I gave Rosalie a thumbs-up, the sea elf patting her repeater crossbow with a satisfied look.

We waited a minute or two for any guard reinforcements from the tower or the village, but none came – evidently the two skeleton guards were the only ones left after the skirmish that took place here. Wasting little time, we put away our weapons and picked over the remains of the battle.

The undead had little of note, mostly wearing decades-old armour and not carrying much, if anything, in the way of money. The adventurers had a rough assortment of gear, much of it piecemeal like ours; contrary to the risk warning on the quest note, it seemed many of them were inexperienced, even less so than our group. Among them, however, were a couple of notable looking heroes; a mage of some kind in an ornate robe, still clutching a jewelled staff, and a tall woman in armour of burnished gold, a heavy greatsword lying nearby. The staff fit into my port-bag, along with a couple of gold coins. I made sure to gather up the adventurers’ guild cards to return to Jamila, in case the guild could notify their next of kin or perform some kind of memorial service in our lieu.

I was debating whether I could fit the greatsword into my port-bag as well when something fell off the hilt. Frantically reaching out to catch it, it slipped through my fingers several times before coming to rest on a patch of worn grass, the gemstone glowing a faint pale blue. Carefully picking it up, I immediately recognised it for what it was; another magic stone like the one in Kerka’s short sword.

My Improved Loot skill continued to pay off in significant dividends.

“What’s that- oh ho ho, no way, what are the odds?” Rosalie said, looking over my shoulder at the small stone held between my thumb and forefinger. “Kerka got the last one, I’m calling dibs on this one.” She snatched it out of my hand before I could even react, tucking it away carefully in one of the pouches on her cloak.

“Just be careful with that,” I admonished. “They’re pretty volatile, apparently.”

“I’m aware,” Rosalie said, rolling her eyes as we made our way through the iron gate.

The graveyard was quite large for a town the size of Summerfall, extending out to the edges of the treeline and taking up almost the entire clearing – or perhaps that was merely the forest closing in on it instead. Many of the headstones were in a state of disrepair, fading or cracking over the years with a good amount of the plots themselves dug up and emptied of their former occupants. The only bodies around were scattered liberally throughout the field, clothing and flesh having rotted off their bones as they lay among swathes of dead grass.

We’d made it halfway across the field towards the tower when a tremendous screech filled the air. A huge pair of grey, leathery wings peeled away from the sides of the tower, beating against the wind as their owner rose up from its roost on the top.

What I’d thought was part of the stone edifice was actually a gigantic dragon, its scales faded and greyed with death and reanimated with magic. The necromancer’s guard dog was awake.

And it did not look happy to see us.

“Oh, that’s a lot bigger than I expected,” Kerka exclaimed, a tinge of fear in her voice as the dragon wheeled around in the air and bore down towards us. A dark purple glow began to swell in its throat, billowing up to the back of its mouth as it roared.

“Get down!” I shouted, grabbing both girls and diving into a nearby plot.

A stream of sickly-looking purple fire scorched the ground, sweeping over us in a furious storm. Strangely enough, there was no heat from the flames themselves – aside from where an errant flame licked my arm, sending a stinging agony shooting through it. My shirt began to blacken and rot in seconds as I patted the fire out, the skin that came into contact with the fire cracking painfully and turning pustulent.

“Poison breath,” Rosalie gasped as she saw its effect. “It’s a zombie dragon.”

“Have you heard of them before?” I said, ripping off the tattered sleeve of my shirt and climbing out of the pit. I could feel the stamina potions in me along with my regeneration skill working to stave off the wound, but they weren’t doing anything to counteract the poison; it still hurt like hell.

“Yeah, only in stories!” she shouted back, helping Kerka up before bracing her crossbow on a nearby tombstone as she opened fire on the flying beast, bolts flying out in rapid succession. “Not like I’ve ever seen one in person, let alone fought one!”

Kerka had her sword and shield out, waving them angrily at the dragon. “Get down here, you big smelly bastard!” she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Fight fair already!”

I couldn’t see if Rosalie’s shots were hitting the dragon as it swung around again, but if they were, they seemed to have little effect on it. The creature’s hide was already tattered and rotten, its bones visibly poking out at several points; it was unlikely it would even feel pain if we hit it.

But that wasn’t about to stop me from trying. The three of us ducked down into cover as it swept past us with its breath attack again and I pulled out my phone, quickly scrolling through the Character app to my skill list. The zombie dragon was an eligible target; I hit it with Increase Sensitivity and Stamina Drain, while buffing the three of us with my targeted Stamina Boost. Hopefully it’d be enough to keep us alive, at least until we could flee or come up with a plan. The necrotic flesh on my arm began to bubble and hiss, the pain dropping sharply in severity as my stamina jumped up. What was worrying was that the size of the wound wasn’t decreasing at all.

Above us, the dragon thrashed wildly as Rosalie continued to pepper it with shots, focusing her efforts on its tattered wings in an attempt to cripple it. It began to plummet mid-flight, crashing down into the graveyard unceremoniously not far from where we were standing and sending up a huge cloud of grave dust. Kerka didn’t even wait for it to clear, rushing headlong towards it with her sword ablaze, the bright arc of her swinging blade the only thing visible through the dense cloud. I could hear her shouted battle cries over the sound of the dragon’s terrible roaring.

As soon as the rough shape of the dragon was visible Rosalie was firing again, a new magazine of bolts slapped into her repeater crossbow. I charged in to assist Kerka, only to come face to face with the dragon itself as the dust parted, its head turning around to face me with a throat full of poison breath already building up.

Shit.

“Gary, watch out!” Kerka shouted as she dove in from above, sinking her sword into the top of the zombie dragon’s fleshy back from where she’d climbed atop it. It craned its neck around with a howl, the blast of purple fire shooting off to the side and carving a rotting swathe through the nearby forest, the tangled underbrush practically melting into mulch where the flames landed. The dragon reared around to snap its jaws at the goblin on its back, Kerka falling off onto the ground and rolling away as the beast tried to stomp her into the dirt.

I jammed my spear into a soft spot underneath its jaw as it went after Kerka, leaping back as poisonous flames flooded out from the wound like a burst dam and devoured my weapon. With a choking screech the dragon began to beat its wings again, rising up into the sky and trailing a dribbling stream of flame from where I’d pierced its throat. It came around for another pass on us with its breath, the attack somewhat less effective this time but no less dangerous due to the trail of fire it dropped behind it as it flew.

The zombie dragon roared furiously as it swung around yet again, its wings now almost completely ruined yet still somehow able to support its massive weight in the air. “We’re gonna need something stronger to put this thing down for good,” Kerka gasped, leaping out of the way as it swooped down even lower this time, attempting to snap at us with its maw and rake us with its gigantic claws. “I’ve hacked whole chunks off it but it’s still going, and it’s bones are too tough for me to break through with my sword.”

“It shouldn’t even be able to fly, those wings are practically threadbare,” Rosalie groaned. “I’m going to be out of bolts soon at this rate. Can’t even keep it on the ground.”

“What about that gemstone?” I said. “Can we use that?”

Rosalie visibly baulked at the idea. “I mean… maybe?” She took the gem out of her pouch and gave it another look, glancing back to me hesitantly. “I could fix it to a bolt, but-”

“Rosalie, we can buy you another one with the reward money!” Kerka shouted as the dragon dove at her again, its claws scraping against her shield and sending up white-blue sparks. “Just do it already!”

She hesitated only a moment longer. “Oh, fine!” Unpacking another pouch, Rosalie crouched down behind one of the mostly intact gravestones, hastily applying some adhesive putty to the gem and fixing it to the tip of one of her spare bolts. Breaking open her repeater crossbow and removing the magazine, she loaded the custom bolt manually, lining her shot up on the edge of the stone as the dragon came back down towards us for another pass.

I remained silent, not wanting to give her any additional pressure. Her breathing slowly steadied, her eyes growing hard as she took aim and squeezed the trigger.

For a heartbeat I’d thought she’d missed the shot, or the gem had failed to rupture – then a spear of ice burst out of the back of the dragon’s neck, followed quickly by a dozen more and even more after that. The creature howled as its body was overtaken in seconds by the glistening blue-white crystals, swiftly encasing it in ice. It careened to the ground, one of its frozen wings snapping clean off on impact before skidding to a halt in a furrow of earth, frozen in place on its side.

The three of us held our breath, the only sound throughout the graveyard a faint crackling noise as the ice set in place and the fires died down. The dragon didn’t appear to be moving.

“Is it dead?” Kerka asked tentatively, sheathing her sword.

“Think it was already dead,” Rosalie replied.

Kerka suddenly gave its frozen body a kick, and I almost had a heart attack. The look on Rosalie’s face told me she felt the same. “The hell is wrong with you!” she shouted.

“What?” Kerka looked at the two of us innocently. “Just checking.”

The door to the tower was unlocked, surprisingly enough, so we let ourselves in, the interior looking quite spacious if a little run down. Ornate furniture, carpets and tapestries were set up as if to welcome guests that hadn’t visited in years, with a thick layer of dust covering most surfaces. A cobweb-covered chandelier hung unused from the ceiling, the only dim light in the room coming in through a glass window set into the wall. On the edge of the room, a set of stone stairs circled around the inside of the tower wall, with another staircase leading downwards to a basement or dungeon on the opposite side. Like almost everything else in the room, it looked as if they hadn’t been used for some time.

Kerka ran her finger over the back of a chair that looked as if it was suited to royalty, sneezing as she knocked up a cloud of dust. “Someone really ought to clean up in here.”

“Looks almost abandoned,” I said. “Like no-one’s been here since the village was destroyed.”

“Think the dragon was using it as a lair?” Kerka looked around carefully, an eye out for any treasure worth pocketing as Rosalie investigated the room herself.

I shook my head. “Unlikely. The townsfolk said it was the necromancer’s pet, and the guards out the front said she and the mayor were inside. This is probably all the necromancer’s stuff.”

She put a jewelled golden chalice she’d been examining back on its table with a sigh, dust falling from it as it settled. “Damn. Guess we’d better not steal anything just yet, then.”

Rosalie was holding her mask to her face to block out the dust, bending down to look at the faded rug on the floor. “There’s a track through the dust leading up the stairs,” she said, pointing it out for us to see. “Nobody’s set foot in here for a good many years, other than to follow that path.”

I sniffed and rubbed my eyes – the dust was starting to get to me as well. “Let’s go pay them a visit, then.”

The three of us made our way up the staircase as carefully and quietly as we could. A banister rail ran along the inside to prevent falling, but the stairs were still quite narrow, so we had to go up single file with me leading from the front. I could hear talking from above, the words remaining indecipherable until we’d passed a few more floors of the tower, each of them just as thoroughly caked with dust as the first.

“-with my longsword,” a man’s coarse-sounding voice echoed down the stairs.

“Against the goblin?” a woman replied.

I put out my hand, motioning for Kerka and Rosalie to remain still. Did whoever was up there know we were inside already? Were we walking into a trap?

“They’re that close together, may as well try to cleave through the lot of them at once.” A clattering sound, then, “Yep, that’ll do it.”

My eyes darted around the narrow stairway, but I couldn’t see anything that looked like a trigger or a pressure plate for a trap. Certainly no slits in the wall or ceiling for hidden blades or anything of the like. I took another hesitant step forward, tentatively pressing my weight down on the next stone. Nothing happened.

Another female voice chimed in. “Are there any survivors? I’m gonna try to seduce them for information.”

The first woman scoffed. “Ugh, you do this every time! I keep telling you, you can’t seduce them if they’re not even willing to talk with you!”

The clattering sound came again as the three of us froze. Was it some kind of mechanism in the tower that was being activated? The voices sounded like they were coming from the floor above; there was only maybe a dozen more steps in front of us, then a solid wooden door sitting ajar and letting a crack of warm candlelight through onto the stairs.

“There. I flash my tits at them.”

The scorn in the first woman’s voice was audible. “That’s your turn wasted.”

“I can do it as a free action!”

“It takes both hands to lift up your shirt!”

As I reached the door I tried to nudge it open slightly to peek through at the room’s occupants, the old hinges letting out a loud creak that echoed throughout the entire tower instead of the stealthy entrance I’d planned.

Two sets of eyes and one pair of hollow sockets turned to stare at me as I stood in the doorway, the three of them sitting around a large table in the centre of what looked to be someone’s private chambers. The latter belonged to a hunched-over skeleton clad in old yet well maintained armour that hung heavily from his bones. An incredibly attractive young woman with pristine pale white skin and long, straight black hair was in the process of tucking her shirt back into her pants, while another girl around my age wearing wide, thick-rimmed spectacles and a heavy dark purple robe sat among a pile of books, tangled clumps of grey-white hair poking out around the edge of her hood.

“Oh,” the pale girl said in surprise, a smile on her face and her ruby red eyes twinkling. “You didn’t tell us you were expecting guests.”

“I wasn’t,” the bespectacled woman responded without taking her eyes off me. “Who are you, and what are you doing in my tower?”

The table they were all seated around had several maps, diagrams and lists laid out, along with open books, quills, paper and numerous small dice of various shapes and sizes. Miniature carvings of wood and bone in the shape of wizards and warriors were placed along the maps.

It clicked. These people were roleplayers.

In this world, it seemed a little redundant.

“Hey!” Kerka grumbled, nudging me in the back. “Get out of the way and let us through!”

“Uh, hi. My name’s Gary,” I said sheepishly as I realised they were still waiting for me to explain myself, stepping aside to allow the others through the doorway. “This is Kerka and Rosalie,” I said, introducing them as they entered, Kerka looking around the room curiously while Rosalie merely gave the occupants a terse nod. “My friends and I are from the Adventurers’ Guild in Earlygrave.”

“Ophelia, mayor of Summerfall,” the pale girl said, placing a hand on her chest to indicate herself. “Allow me to introduce my companions; my faithful bodyguard Ulric,” she continued, gesturing towards the skeleton warrior who held his gaze firmly on me, “and the necromancer Emilia.” The robed woman bowed her head awkwardly in response, the heavy hood falling over her face momentarily as she did. “So, Gary,” she said, eyeing up our group with barely concealed interest. “What brings you to our little town?”

“We’re investigating reports of a lich gathering an undead army in Summerfall,” I replied.

The red-eyed woman snorted with laughter. “One made up almost entirely of craftsmen and artisans? Not really much of an army, is it?”

“I think that might be referring to me,” Emilia said, her robe drooping as she raised a skinny arm. “I probably classify as a lich, but all I’ve ever really done is bring back the villagers. That was a long time ago, too, so I have no idea where this talk of an army is supposedly coming from.”

I wracked my brain. Kerka had moved over by the table, eagerly examining the maps and miniatures. “Someone came back from the town a few days ago, claiming it was full of undead.”

“Which it is,” Ophelia said matter-of-factly.

“From what I can gather, the undead aren’t terribly common outside of Summerfall.” I continued. “And most of the people in this town are peaceful, going by those I’ve met. It’s quite possible that this is all just a big misunderstanding.”

Ophelia nodded. “It certainly sounds like it. I can safely say none of my people have any interest in fighting, aside from defending their town from any outsiders who wish them harm.”

“What about all the dead adventurers by the gates?” Rosalie said, her eyes hard above her mask.

“The guards did mention something about that this morning,” Ulric grumbled, the skeleton’s voice like sandpaper. “Apparently a small group of grave robbers tried to raid the tower – we get their sort coming around from time to time. None of them made it past the grounds. They’re yet to collect the bodies.” He paused. “If there was a fight, the outsiders would have started it.”

I couldn’t argue with that, since we’d technically done the same to the guards at the gate.

“I did hear sounds like a scuffle last night,” Emilia chimed in at Ophelia’s glance in her direction. “Whatever it was had Puffball in an uproar – but it seemed to settle down quickly enough, so I just went back to sleep.”

That couldn’t be it’s name. “Puffball?” I asked.

“My dragon.” The necromancer paused. “As a matter of fact, I thought I heard him not long ago. Did he give you any trouble on your way in?”

Rosalie gave a short, barking laugh.

“He, uh… got a bit excitable, that’s all,” I said, holding up my wounded arm.

With a cute frown, Emilia got up from her seat and came over to me. “I swear, he still needs more house training,” she grumbled. “I know a little bit of curative magic; put your arm out, I’ll fix you up.” She held her hand over my injury, and the skin began to heal. “I’m surprised your arm’s still attached. Usually his poison breath melts flesh right down to the bone in minutes.”

I laughed it off with a nervous chuckle. “Strong constitution, I guess.” I noticed her skin had a deathly pallor to it, much like the ghouls we’d seen in the village. Her features were sunken a little and her eyes had the same glassy sheen as the undead, but other than that she looked fairly normal.

“Stamina must be through the roof,” I heard her mutter under her breath as she finished up. “How’s Puffball, is he okay?”

“I’m sure he’s been better,” Kerka called out from the table.

“We… might have had to… put him down,” I said hesitantly.

Thankfully, Emilia brushed it off with a wave of her hand. “He’s a big boy, he’ll recover. I’ll patch him up later and he’ll probably be as good as new.”

I didn’t mention that she might have to thaw him out first.

“On that note, I can take a look at those other grave robbers, too – or adventurers, whoever they are,” she added, turning to Ulric. “Can you tell the guards to gather the bodies by the tower as soon as possible? I’ll see if I can raise any of them before too much decay sets in.”

Rosalie turned around from the window she was looking out of. “You can bring back the dead?” she asked.

“Well, yeah,” Emilia said a little bashfully. “It’s kind of what necromancers do.”

“Even if they’re already buried?”

“It depends on the state of decomposition,” she clarified. “A proper resurrection is practically impossible to pull off from what I understand, short of some kind of divine intervention perhaps, but raising someone as an undead is comparatively easy. As long as there’s enough of a body left, I can bring them back, although the condition of the body will determine what form I can bring them back as.”

A look of hope shone in her eyes. “I’ve got a friend of mine who died about a month ago, would there be any chance of bringing him back?”

“Probably, although if he’s been buried for that long he’d likely come back as a zombie at best. Maybe a ghoul, if he’s not too damaged.”

It was clear Rosalie was talking about Arrac. I could see her mentally weighing up whether to ask Emilia to bring him back or not. “Do the undead remember their past lives?” she said.

“Again, it depends. Usually it’s just fragments of their past memories; but the stronger a connection, the better the chance they’ll recall it in their unlife.” Emilia looked away for a moment, deep in thought. “There’s also been some cases of them remembering things after experiencing certain stimuli; craftsmen recalling their trade after handling their old tools, that sort of thing.”

“...I’ll have to think about it,” Rosalie said eventually.

Ophelia cleared her throat. “Anyway,” she said, glancing over to me from her chair. “Gary, do you think the guild would accept ‘self defence’ as an explanation for the deaths of these adventurers? You can tell them we’re entirely peaceful, and we certainly aren’t trying to form an army or anything here as you can see.”

I nodded. “It might help if we can get an emissary from the town to visit Earlygrave with us, in order to help explain the whole situation before any more adventurers decide to try their luck.”

The mayor smiled, a pointed fang poking out over her lower lip as she did. “I’d be happy to send someone to accompany your group. I should be able to find an adviser who’s willing.”

“Wait,” Kerka said, looking up at me from where she was flipping through one of the thick tomes by Emilia’s seat. “Does this mean we aren’t getting paid?”

Rosalie shrugged. “Wouldn’t say that. I don’t see a death lich or an undead army around anymore, do you?”

A sly look of understanding slowly came over Kerka as I pulled out my phone. Might as well see if that fight against Puffball – it was still a silly name – had given us any levels.

Emilia looked as if she was about to curse out Kerka for messing with her books when she suddenly froze, staring at me. “What’s that in your hand?” she said uneasily.

“This?” I held it up for her to see; most people barely noticed or cared about it. “It’s just my phone. Checking some stuff on it, is all.”

The necromancer almost tripped on her robe as she ran across the room to peer down at it in my hands. “Wait, where’s the buttons?” she muttered, before looking up at me, her dead eyes shining behind her glasses. “Where did you get this?”

“Just bought it from a shop,” I said simply, not wanting to clarify where exactly I’d bought it, nor how far away the shop in question was at this point.

“You’re a champion, aren’t you?” she said excitedly, grabbing onto my shoulders and shaking me as if she wanted to make sure I was really there. “Which god?”

I was starting to feel uncomfortable. How did Emilia know this much about me? “Champion of Sennh, Goddess of Lust,” I said without thinking. “How do you know all this?”

A somewhat manic smile came across Emilia’s face.

“Because I’m the Champion of Resshar, God of Undeath.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

It turned out that Emilia had come from the same world I did, and had been offered a similar deal; another chance at life on her deathbed in exchange for defeating the Succubus Queen. Sennh had told me from the outset that all of the other gods’ champions had perished on their quests, and Emilia was no different, having been on her way to the tower of Summerfall when the village had been attacked by a rogue dragon. She had died during the battle, but was resurrected as a lich shortly afterwards due to her ties to the God of Undeath, Resshar.

Finding herself alone just outside the ruins of the burning village, she’d gone to the tower to find it hastily abandoned in the wake of the town’s destruction. With nowhere else to go, she had settled in and gradually set about raising those who died in the attack as the undead – including the dragon itself, its lifeless body found by the tower and pierced by dozens of wounds. There she had remained as the town of Summerfall rebuilt itself, remaining isolated from the rest of the world as the Tanglewood slowly tightened its grasp around the small hamlet.

“I had no idea there were other champions around,” she gushed, the two of us now sitting on a cracked leather sofa together, the others seated by the table as Ulric prepared a pot of tea. “I’d thought the gods would have waited until I died, at least.”

“Maybe they thought you had died,” I said. She technically had, but I felt it wouldn’t be polite to point it out. “You didn’t try to contact Resshar at all?” I said, picking out some of the jerky from my backpack and offering her some; she shook her head no, so I took a bite myself.

“I couldn’t,” she said glumly. “I lost my phone when I died – found it a few weeks later, but it was melted almost beyond recognition. Needless to say, it didn’t work anymore.”

I chewed my jerky. “What about your port-bag?” I said, cursing inwardly for talking with a  mouthful of food. All this time spent around Kerka was giving me her bad habits.

Emilia looked at me with a frown. “What’s a port-bag?”

I showed her the small sack tied to my belt. “Portable storage,” I explained, pulling out my wallet, keys and the staff we’d looted earlier as an example before putting them back. “You get them from the Adventurers’ Guild, and the gods have set it up so you can recover your phone from them.” To show her, I pulled my own phone back out of the bag, her mouth slowly dropping open in awe.

“What,” was all she could say at first, looking down at her hands before glancing up at me again. “How long has it been since Summerfall was destroyed?”

I thought back to my conversation with Jamila. “I think it was around thirty years or so, but don’t take my word for it – I wasn’t around back then.”

“Thirty years,” Emilia choked, the words coming out like a wheeze. “I’ve been here for thirty years and I didn’t know you could do that.” The look on her face was one of utter dismay. “I never got around to joining the Adventurers’ Guild; I thought it’d be a waste of time.”

Not knowing what else to do, I put my arm around her shoulder and pulled her into a half-hug. She barely reciprocated, instead just leaning against me limply.

“Thirty years,” she echoed lifelessly. “I’ve still got that library book.”

“For what it’s worth, you’ve aged incredibly,” I said. That got a chuckle from her, at least. “Listen, Sennh’s said to me that she’s in contact with the other gods,” I continued. “I could ask her to pass a message on to Resshar, if you’d like?”

Her eyes lit up. “You’d do that? That’d be great!” She looked wistful. “I can barely even remember what the old guy sounds like.”

I started tapping away a message to Sennh on my phone, telling her that Emilia was still alive – in a manner of speaking. “Hey, if you want, you could come back to Earlygrave with us. I can help get you set up with the Guild so you can get your phone back, too.”

“Gary, if I was still able to cry, I’d be doing it right now out of happiness,” she said, leaning in to plant a kiss on my cheek. Her lips were cold and clammy and I couldn’t feel her breath; she had none. “You’re my hero.”

“Hey, you two lovebirds,” Ophelia called out from the table. “If Emilia’s going with you to Earlygrave, do you think maybe she can act as our ambassador?”

Emilia looked as if she was blushing, a very slight pink hue flooding her cheeks. “I-I can give it a shot,” she stammered. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Kerka and Rosalie staring daggers at the two of us from their seats at the table.

“All good, then,” the mayor said, placing her teacup down and standing up from her seat. “Don’t fret too much, you’ll do fine. Gary’ll help you out, no doubt.” She cast an eye over to me with a smile. “I’d best get back to town anyway, since I don’t think we’ll be making any more progress on our campaign this afternoon. Same time next week, Emilia?”

The necromancer made an affirmative sounding hum. “I’ll have a new encounter written up for us by then,” she said as Ophelia left the room with a casual wave, Ulric following dutifully behind her. Their footsteps faded away as the pair of them descended the staircase.

“Before we head off,” I said, turning to Emilia on the couch. “You said you were given the same quest to defeat the Succubus Queen that I’ve got. Did you find any clues about her location, or even her identity?”

“I was headed here to confront her when I died,” Emilia said. She scrunched her eyes shut in concentration before giving up. “I can vaguely remember seeing a glimpse of her while I was dying. I think she was fighting Puffball – when he was alive, I mean. It’s... hard to recall any specifics.”

“But she lived here, in this tower, right?”

Emilia nodded. “By the time I got back here, she was long gone. I scoured the place from top to bottom when I first arrived, but couldn’t find anything to jog my memory or tell me where she was headed. It was like she’d tried to erase her past entirely.”

“So there was nothing left in the tower at all?”

“Nothing except the furniture. Oh, and a bunch of old paintings in the basement.”

The four of us – Emilia, Rosalie, Kerka and I – descended down the dusty basement stairs. I’d taken a handkerchief from Rosalie to use as an impromptu mask in order to ward away the dust that covered every surface down there. It still smelled a little bit like her.

Emilia summoned a glowing blue-white ball of light that hovered around her head, illuminating the underground chamber and casting long shadows on the walls from the disorganised piles of boxes, easels and miscellaneous clutter that filled the tower basement. “I haven’t really been down here in a while since I moved in,” she said, waving a hand in front of her to brush away the thick mess of cobwebs as we walked. “Apologies if it’s a tad untidy.”

“A tad, she says,” Rosalie muttered under her breath behind me.

We came to a corner of the basement with several large boxy shapes hidden beneath sheets. Emilia pulled one of them off to reveal a crate filled with framed paintings. The light spell wandered over to my shoulder as I looked though them, most of them full-body portraits or dramatic scenes with a few landscape and life paintings mixed in amongst them. The subjects of the portraits were a varied bunch – warriors, wizards, bards and all sorts of archetypes – although all of them were typically humans looking in their early to mid 20s.

“These are really good,” I said, impressed. If this was the Succubus Queen’s hobby, she certainly had a talent for painting.

“Aren’t they?” Emilia agreed with a wide grin, going through another box with Kerka while Rosalie crowded around mine. “I took some inspiration for my campaign NPCs from some of these. They’re perfect for it – too good to not use, frankly.”

There were a few traditional portraits as well, several of them of attractive young women. Some of them looked familiar, although I couldn’t peg where I’d seen them before. Perhaps it was the lighting – the glowing orb did make everything look slightly off-colour.

“Hey,” I said, pulling one of the framed portraits out. “Does this look like Ophelia to you?” The light cast a blue tint over the portrait’s skin; the eyes and hair were different and there were no fangs, but the face and smile portrayed on the canvas definitely reminded me of the mayor’s.

Emilia frowned as she studied it. “It kinda does. Hmm. Don’t think I’ve seen that one before.”

I turned the frame back around, giving it another look over. “Why would the queen paint a picture of Ophelia? If she’s the one who’s been painting them, I mean.”

“I did find Ophelia’s body just outside the tower not long after I woke up,” Emilia replied, the necromancer buried under a cloud of dust as she rummaged through another crate. “She might have had something to do with the queen back when she was alive; she was originally a succubus, after all.”

The frame clattered against the side of the crate as I almost dropped the painting. “That seems like a pretty important connection to leave out, don’t you think?” I hastily slid the portrait back into the crate to avoid damaging it. “Did you think to ask her about it at all?”

“Of course I did, Gary. Sheesh.” She gave me a roll of her eyes. “Ophelia barely remembers anything from before I raised her from the dead. She remembers that she was born a succubus and lived around Summerfall, but nothing concrete besides that – no relatives, no childhood or anything like that. Living as a vampire is basically all she knows now.”

The Ophelia I’d just met seemed like a cheerful enough person, but to be carrying around all of that baggage for her entire unlife must take its toll. It seemed kind of sad.

“Wait a minute,” Rosalie interjected, changing the subject. “Ophelia’s a vampire; how is she getting back to town safely? It’s still early in the afternoon.” At Emilia’s clueless look, she added, “Sunlight? Vampires?”

“Oh!” Emilia exclaimed, realisation dawning over her face. “It’s fine, we don’t ever really get enough sun in these parts for it to be a problem. The worst she ever sees is a bit of sunburn if she’s outside for too long during the summer days.”

“Huh,” I said, exchanging a glance with Rosalie. I supposed that made sense, given that the Tanglewoods seemed to be in a perpetual state of near-twilight. “That’s fair enough.”

“Speaking of, though,” Kerka interjected. “We’ve still got to get back to Earlygrave before it gets dark. How much longer-” She paused to sneeze. “-are we going to be down here looking through this dust pile?”

I put back a painting of a woman in a red chef’s uniform boldly standing before a blazing inferno, black plated armour covering her upper body as she held what looked like a pear and a frying pan in her hands. An odd choice of subject to be sure, but still very impressive work. I didn’t know art, but I knew what I liked – and I thought this looked pretty damn good. “You’re right, we should get a move on,” I said, holding Rosalie’s handkerchief closer to my face as a fresh cloud of dust was kicked up by someone. “I don’t think we’re going to find any more clues here.”

We left Summerfall not long afterwards, time being of the essence; the longer the open quest remained active at the Guild, the more adventurers would try to seek it out. True to her word, Emilia raised the adventurers that had died at the graveyard – she thankfully waited until I’d been able to return their looted goods to avoid embarrassment – with most of them coming back as fully sentient ghouls. Explaining the situation to them took some time, but I was able to help her straighten things out, many of the adventurers offering to stay behind in the village and pass the message on to any others who might arrive in the meantime.

A couple of the more intact adventurers opted to return to Ferret’s River to advise any of their peers looking to head south to Summerfall, while a few more elected to come back to Earlygrave with us on the train. All in all, I was surprised at how well the situation had handled itself, and how quickly the adventurers themselves had taken to waking up as the undead. I guess coming back from the dead gave you a new perspective on things – hell, I’d technically done it once myself already after Sennh made me her champion.

It probably beat rotting in a hole in the ground, at the very least.

Emilia was understandably aghast at her pet’s condition, but Puffball was beginning to slowly thaw out already by the time we set off, Ophelia promising to keep an eye on him in his owner’s absence. Later, the necromancer confessed to me that it would be a fairly simple task to patch him back up; thankfully, the wing that had sheared off from the dragon’s crash landing was still mostly intact and could be easily reattached. As for the rest of Puffball’s wounds, they were mostly superficial given that the dragon was animated more by magic than anything else; Emilia explained that he’d probably wake up of his own accord no worse for wear once the ice had melted sufficiently.

To think that almost none of the damage we were doing to the zombie dragon during our fight had actually hindered it was almost too horrifying to contemplate – if we hadn’t found that gem by chance, we’d likely have ended up as dead as the other adventurers. It just went to show that there were still plenty of things in this world that held substantial danger for our small group.

The sun was heading for the horizon by the time we made it back to the train. Bart and his crew took a good amount of convincing to get them to finally pull into Summerfall Station, but the gold coin I ended up slipping each of them definitely helped my argument. I could only hope that we’d actually end up seeing some of the reward money posted for the open quest given that we were now out of pocket quite a bit.

Rich the porter’s appearance sent the dwarfs’ teeth to chattering with fear, but his surly demeanour was ironically more reassuring to them than anything, going a long way to convincing the trio that he was in fact a genuine disgruntled railway worker – and thereby one of their own, even if he was a zombie. Tellingly, the three of them caught on to using his bawdy nickname almost immediately.

The dwarfs were visibly relieved when I suggested they take the train back through the Tanglewoods to Earlygrave rather than pushing forward on the decommissioned line towards Ferret’s River, the locomotive slowly easing its way backwards down the old track with Gregor keeping watch from the caboose.

We were headed back to Earlygrave for now, the mail car packed to the gills with letters and packages from Summerfall and a few of the newly undead adventurers tagging along in the other passenger car. I took the time to poke around in my phone for a bit while Kerka kept Emilia entertained with stories of our exploits thus far and Rosalie dozed off again beside me, her head resting on my lap.

Several new notifications had popped up, including a message from Sennh. I checked that first; it seemed like it’d be the most important.

Hey Gary, she wrote.

You found another champion? That’s insaaaane!!! You should have seen Resshar’s face when I told him the news – still not sure if he knows whether to be embarrassed or ecstatic. Makes sense that his champion had a built-in resurrection feature, but he probably completely forgot about it when he passed on the mantle, and by then everyone was focused on the next champion instead. Guess it didn’t help that she’s been out of contact for nearly three decades, too!

Anyway, tell her to drop a line to Big R once she’s got her phone back; he won’t admit it, but it looks like he’s now joined your regular watching group as well. Keep up the good work. -S

“Emilia,” I called out, getting her attention from Kerka. “Sennh just sent me an update – Resshar wants you to get back in touch with him once you’ve got your phone back. Sounds like he’s glad to hear you’re okay.”

She smiled back at me from across the train car. “Thanks, Gary. I really appreciate it.”

“No problem,” I replied, opening up my character app and going through the rest of my notifications.

NEW PARTY MEMBER ADDED:

Emilia Callahan

Level: 17

Champion of Resshar/2, Necromancer/1, Lich/14

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 4

INT: 7

CHA: 2

LCK: 1

Skills:

Superior Raise Dead

Utility Spell (Tier 1)

Intuitive Skill Use

There was something off about Emilia’s stat sheet. She was a full four levels above me, but her attribute line was comparatively abysmal aside from her above-average Intelligence, and she had barely any skills to speak of on top of that. Her class balance was also skewed heavily towards Lich, with practically no levels in her other two classes.

As she was now considered a member of my party, I went into the options menu to try and toggle manual levelling just to test out a theory. Strangely enough, the manual levelling option didn’t list automatic levelling as the other option like it did for Rosalie and Kerka; instead, it read ‘independent levelling’. After a moment’s consideration, I judged it was likely because Emilia, being a champion like myself, would normally have the ability to set her own upgrades via her phone if she still had it on her. Having two champions in the one party probably wasn’t something that was ever supposed to occur.

I changed the setting to manual on a whim and was hit with a wealth of new notifications.

SECRET REQUIREMENTS MET:

Die with levels in either Champion of Resshar or Necromancer class

NEW HIDDEN CLASS UNLOCKED

Lich

SKILL UPGRADED

Improved Raise Dead > Superior Raise Dead

LEVEL UP: Lich/14

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 14

ATTRIBUTE GAINED: Intelligence +1

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Intelligence Boost +1

Utility Spell (Tier 2)

Reinforce Undead (Target)

Offensive Spell (Tier 1)

Support Spell (Tier 1)

...

So not only were there hidden skills, but also hidden classes. The list of skills to choose from just kept going and going as I scrolled downwards, seemingly without end.

“Hey, Emilia,” I called out again, still looking at my phone. “You used your phone to level up back when you still had it, right?”

She looked over to me quizzically. “Yeah, why?”

“What level where you when you went to face the Succubus Queen?”

“Hmm.” She took a moment to think. “Maybe level three or so? Why, what’s up?”

I shook my head. “Nothing serious. I’d just, uh, maybe take a look at your character sheet when you get your phone back.”

Emilia’s brow furrowed, the lich champion looking a little confused. “Okay,” she said uncertainly. “Will do. Thanks for the reminder.”

Eventually I gave up on scrolling through Emilia’s skills and went into the options menu again, changing her setting back to independent levelling. She’d probably know better than me what to pick, anyway – she was the one with Intelligence 7, after all.

My own stats had gone up, as well as Kerka and Rosalie’s. I brought mine up first.

LEVEL UP: Warrior/3

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Impale (Polearm)

[Improve Skill] Stamina Boost +4

I’d put my extra attribute point into Charisma almost by reflex before I’d even thought about it, bringing me up to a new total of eighteen points. Part of me figured it was probably time to start investing in my other attributes, but Charisma and Luck had seen me through pretty well so far – hell, they’d helped me to defuse this whole lich situation in record time.

On the other hand, I’d finally gained another level in Warrior, and I was long overdue to take a skill that was actually related to my weapon of choice. I picked Impale (Polearm), the realisation setting in a few moments later that I’d lost my spear while fighting the zombie dragon. I’d need to pay another visit to Grom’s workshop once we got back to Earlygrave, and hope we made enough money from this quest to buy a replacement.

Maybe something from the actual weapon racks instead of a cast-off this time.

I took a look at Kerka’s sheet next.

LEVEL UP: Slayer/5

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Taunting Shout

[Class Synergy Skill] Improved Tracking

Kerka’s point naturally went into Strength, bumping her up to thirteen. Although the class synergy skill on offer bypassed regular Tracking and went straight to the improved variant, Rosalie already had Improved Tracking in her repertoire – as did I, by virtue of Experience Siphon. Taunting Shout seemed like an appropriate choice anyway considering how prone Kerka was to bellowing out war cries in the midst of battle, and being by far the most durable member of our group it would help to keep attention on her while Rosalie and I acted in support.

Speaking of Rosalie, she had also levelled up.

LEVEL UP: Sniper/4

ATTRIBUTE POINTS GAINED: 1

SELECT NEW SKILL:

Critical Shot

Opportune Shot

Critical Shot seemed to be the safe bet, as Opportune Shot sounded like it would only trigger if the target was unaware. While Rosalie might have been our party’s ranged specialist, she didn’t always have the chance to ambush our enemies; Critical Shot would have the better synergy with Dead Eye Shot anyway, allowing her to do even more damage to any weak points. I went with that and put Rosalie’s extra point into Dexterity, making her key attribute an even twelve points.

With the party management out of the way I put my phone down next to me on the bench seat and sat back to enjoy the soothing sound of the train riding over the rails, the late afternoon sun highlighting the passing surroundings in a dim orange hue. My hand brushed a curl of blonde hair out of Rosalie’s snoozing face, the tanned elf stirring as she lay across my lap.

“You’re really tired today,” I said, rubbing the tip of her ear as it poked out from around the rim of her hood. “Feeling all right?”

She nodded, murmuring quietly as she sat up next to me and stretched with a yawn, before resting her head on my shoulder. “Travelling like this without anything to keep me busy always makes me sleepy. I’ll be okay once we get back home.”

Home. For the last month or so it had been the Bear Arms, the hotel becoming a welcome sight whenever we’d return from a quest. The succubi that staffed it had grown used to our patronage, with even the kitchen staff learning to accommodate Kerka and Rosalie’s tremendous appetites every evening and Vivian herself continuing to invite me to share a drink in her office from time to time. We hadn’t broken out the Charlatan’s Choice since that one night, but the elegant succubus had enjoyed showing off her collection of other fine spirits from around the world, and I’d certainly enjoyed trying them out; not to mention, she was always a charming host.

I realised it had been some time since I’d thought of my own world as home.

Looking across the carriage at Kerka and Emilia gossiping animatedly, I wondered if my fellow champion felt the same way. She’d been here for over a quarter of a century – did she still pine for her own world?

Perhaps I’d ask her about it some day… or maybe I’d just let sleeping dogs lie.

Kerka must have noticed me staring, because she turned to face me and waved to get my attention. “Hey, Gary, hey!” she called out. “We were just saying; you know that magic thing you do where you can change my hair colour and tits and stuff? Do you think you can do that for Emilia, too?”

For her part, Emilia looked as if she wanted to shrink into her seat and disappear. “...Yeah, I can,” I replied after a moment’s hesitation. What were the two of them planning? “Why?”

“Cool! We were thinking, can you make her skin a bit less grey? Just so people back in Earlygrave don’t immediately think she’s an undead or anything and panic when we get off the train. At least until we sort everything out.”

Huh. That was actually a pretty clever use for it. I felt a little silly for not thinking of it myself. “That’s not a bad idea,” I said, turning to Emilia. “You wouldn’t mind?”

Emilia shook her head. “No, I think it’s for the best too, if it’s not too much trouble.” She shot a glance at Kerka. “You’re sure it doesn’t hurt?” she hissed.

The goblin girl waved a hand dismissively. “You won’t even feel it.”

I opened up the character options again and went to the Appearance settings for Emilia. Her skin tone was currently set at a dull pallid grey with the word DEFAULT next to it. Below that, there were a few preset options for standard looking skin tones ranging from pale white to dark brown, with some more exotic colours mixed in for the non-human races. I went with one of the paler options to begin with; Emilia didn’t strike me as the kind of person who spent a lot of time outdoors.

“How’s this look?” I asked, the lich holding her hand up and gaping wide-eyed as her skin tone changed almost instantly.

“That’s amazing,” she breathed. “Could you go, uh, a little less pasty? If I’m picking my own skin colour, I don’t need to tell everyone I’m a huge introvert.”

I selected a couple of presets down the list, going for a more natural tone. “Sure thing.”

“Oh, that’s nice,” she said, Kerka letting out a low whistle. Emilia pulled up the sleeves of her robe to look at her thin arms, a smile beaming on her face. “I can work with this. Thanks.”

She turned back to Kerka as I busied myself putting my phone away. “Does it look good?” I heard her whisper.

Kerka gave her a thumbs up and a wink. “Cute.”

Beside me, Rosalie gave another yawn as she leaned against my shoulder, her eyes opening slightly to give Emilia a lazy, cursory look as she and Kerka began talking again. “Looks good,” she mumbled sleepily.

“Yeah,” I agreed, “it’s not a bad look for her.”

The sea elf nuzzled herself against my neck, her lips moving up by my ear. “Eyeing up another girlfriend already, Gary?” she teased.

I swallowed audibly. This conversation was potentially heading into dangerous territory – I’d seen the looks both Rosalie and Kerka were giving me back in the tower while Emilia and I were on the couch.

“I, uh-” I started to say, only to be cut off by Rosalie’s lips pressing to my neck in a playful kiss.

“While you two were having your little chats back in Summerfall, Kerka and I were talking as well,” she said, her teeth nibbling gently on my earlobe. “We know you’re irresistible to the ladies, Gary, even if you can’t see it yourself. All the girls back home can’t stop gushing over you whenever you walk in, and I’ve even caught Vivian making eyes at you – so as long as you don’t forget the two of us, we don’t mind if you want to bring in other girls. If I’m being honest, I think Kerka even looks forward to it.” She paused, hesitation and bashfulness apparent in her voice. “I... k-kind of like it as well, in all truth.”

My mind struggled to catch up; this was all moving way too fast for me. Here I was, thinking I was about to be strung up for simply talking to another woman, when in fact both Rosalie and Kerka were fine with us inviting more girls into our relationship – possibly even a harem?

I wasn’t even aware at this point if I wanted to sleep with Emilia, or if she wanted to with me – but I supposed the option was now open. Was my overwhelming Charisma score responsible for this, or was it my Luck? Maybe even a combination of the two?

Wait, did she just say Vivian was eyeing me up as well?

“Kerka was going to tease you a little more over it,” Rosalie continued, biting down softly on my ear. “But I wanted to clear things up before everything got too awkward.”

I turned my head to meet Rosalie’s lips with my own, the two of us enjoying a brief kiss. “I really am lucky to have you girls,” I whispered under my breath, just loud enough for her to hear.

Rosalie chuckled. “And don’t we know it,” she said, kissing me again.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The train pulled into Earlygrave Station just as the sun was beginning to set, the lamplighters throughout the city slowly making their way through the streets for their nightly task. As we gathered our bags and headed for the passenger door, I could hear the sounds of a stern argument coming from outside.

A tall, hawkish looking man in an expensive, well-tailored suit was talking down to the dwarf engineer, Bart shouting to be heard over the hiss of the steam engine. Not far from where they were standing Gregor was dutifully unloading the mail car, stacking the bags of letters and packages in a trolley sitting on the platform. I gestured towards the girls to sneak out of the back carriage with the other adventurers while I went to see what the commotion was.

“...telling you, we had direct orders from up high!” Bart bellowed as I came into earshot. “This fellow here,” he said, waving a hand towards me with an exasperated look. “He’s the one that commissioned us.”

The man’s beady eyes turned to focus on me, looking down the length of his long, sharp nose. “And who might you be?” he uttered.

“Gary Halbrecht, part-time railway inspector and member of the Adventurers’ Guild,” I said, putting my hand out; he shook it rather limply, his grip like a dead fish.

“Armin Fore, of Rondlecroft Rail,” he said drily. “These gentlemen say you commandeered this train, is that correct?” Armin looked to be all business, no nonsense – I didn’t even know if my Charisma skills would work on him. But I was still going to try.

“That’s correct,” I said. “My group was supposed to have received a quest from the guild to survey the old line between Earlygrave and Summerfall, on behalf of your company.” Our cover story had gotten us this far, so I figured I might as well see it through and hope for the best.

He sniffed indignantly. “Why would we have issued such a quest when everyone knows Summerfall is a ruin? The main line that bypasses the Tanglewoods has functioned for nigh on twenty-five years now; there’s no need to re-open the old line.”

I put on my best smile and continued. “You might be interested to know that Summerfall has been rebuilt. It’s a fully functioning township, and its population are eager to have rail access once more. An entire village of customers, with the infrastructure still in place to resume service.”

The corner of his mouth twitched slightly, his thin lips like a pair of stretched out worms. “I’ve not heard of this development.”

“Of course not, that’s why you sent us out to survey it for you. Look, if you don’t believe me,” I said, gesturing to the pile of mail sacks that Gregor was stacking up. “All of these are from Summerfall; backlogged mail from the last several years.”

His eyes widened for the briefest of moments as he took in the size of the shipment before regaining his composure and addressing me again. “Does the guild have the quest paperwork?” He still looked a little dubious, but I had the feeling he was starting to doubt his own judgement. I was winning him over.

I gave him a shrug. “The quest was meant to be accepted this morning, but it hadn’t been filed with the guild when my group and I arrived. We were on a tight schedule, so I made the call to head out today and process the quest with the guild this evening on our return.” I paused for effect. “If your people have done their jobs, it should be there now, waiting for us to accept and turn in. If not, I’d suggest you get to it soon – we’re not exactly in the business of working for free.”

Armin glanced away for a second as he mulled the information over. It was all a lie, of course – we’d never received any quest from the rail company, or even a verbal agreement in the first place – but if he somehow believed me, there could be a chance that we’d actually get paid for what was possibly the world’s quietest train hijacking.

He turned back to me. “You’re certain the line is still clear – no damage, warped tracks or anything like that?”

I nodded. “Clear all the way to Summerfall, at least. We didn’t have time to survey the second leg from Summerfall to Ferret’s River, but what we did see appeared to be in good shape.”

“Aye, the boy’s right, sir,” Bart chimed in. I’d forgotten the stout dwarf engineer was still standing there next to us. “Track’s a little rusty, but she’s still sturdy enough if we take it slow. Could do with a bit of brush clearing along the line and maybe some new rails laid in places, but I’d still have her making regular runs without too much hassle.”

Armin’s lips turned almost white with how tightly they were pressed together. “Well then,” he said finally. “I do believe you have done us at Rondlecroft Rail a fine service, Mr. Halbrecht. I shall bring this to my superiors. If Summerfall is once again full of potential customers, I think they will have a vested interest in re-opening the line.”

“Pleasure to be of service, Mr. Fore.”

He gave a curt nod as he turned to go, bending to pick up a small case by his feet. “Oh, and I shall speak with my secretary about your quest fee; check with the Guild in an hour or so and you should have it waiting for you to turn in, if it isn’t there already.”

“Much obliged.” I took his hand as he stuck it out, his handshake now almost imperceptibly firmer. “Don’t hesitate to call on us again if you need additional work.”

“Mmm. We shall see.” With that, he turned and departed the platform, exiting the station through the main gate.

I looked down at Bart once he’d left. “Thanks for the help there,” I said.

The dwarf grinned behind his bushy beard. “Don’t mention it, lad.” He winked. “And don’t worry; yer secret’s safe with us.”

Feigning ignorance, I did my best to look clueless. “What do you mean?”

“I can tell you weren’t on official business out surveying the line,” he said. “That much was obvious when you spent half your time in the village with all those walking corpses, and when you came back with those others who wanted to hitch a ride.”

Huh. I’d underestimated him – the engineer was craftier than he looked. “So why did you help us, then?” I asked.

Bart gave a chortling guffaw. “Because it was a bit of fun,” he said. “Felt good to stretch the old girl’s legs on a bit of track that isn’t the same one she’s been running back and forth on for years. Plus, those undead seem an all right sort once you get over their appearance.” He reached down to pat the coin purse in his pocket. “And I suppose there’s also the fact that you paid us all quite handsomely, too.”

I knew that had been the right choice. “Well, thanks again, Bart. Give my best to the others.”

“Will do, lad. Come back next time you want another ride somewhere,” he chuckled.

I met back up with Kerka, Rosalie and Emilia just outside the gates, the three of them having jumped the fence a little further down the track and doubled back around to wait for me.

“Any problems?” Rosalie asked, concern fading from her face as I came into view.

“None whatsoever, Lady Rondlecroft,” I replied teasingly, stepping back as she tried to punch me in the arm. “What’s more, it seems like the rail company might even end up paying us for this trip.”

The elf girl looked at me with equal parts disbelief and astonishment. “You’re a dangerous man, Gary, you know that?” was all she said.

Nearby, Emilia was looking at the city agape with wonder. “It’s all just like I remember it.” She sounded somewhat nostalgic. “Hey, do you think the Adventurers’ Guild will still be open?”

“They should be,” I said. “They’re generally open pretty late.”

“Well, let’s not waste any time,” she replied. “Lead the way.”

The quest from the rail company hadn’t been sent through yet by the time we arrived, obviously, but the guild hall still had its fair share of occupants – among them some of the reanimated adventurers that had rode back with us from Summerfall, who raised a drink to us as we came walking in beneath the dragon’s skull hanging over the entrance. I wondered where they’d got them from since the guild hall didn’t have a tavern until I noticed the large keg that had been set up on their table; apparently the Guild didn’t mind people bringing their own food and drink in.

From what I could overhear, their conversation seemed to be comparing the size of the beast mounted on the front of the building to the zombie dragon they’d fought against back at the graveyard. It might have been my own bias due to facing the beast down personally, but I’d have wagered Puffball was the larger of the two; a consensus seemingly shared by the other adventurers.

Jamila was at her desk as always, flipping through the thick guild registry tome as she scanned it for names. Eventually she found one of the ones she was after and crossed something out with her quill, then scribbled something new right next to it. I cleared my throat to get her attention, and she looked up at me standing before her window with a start.

“Oh, Gary,” she said, placing a marker in the heavy book and pushing it aside. “Busy night tonight – lot of people coming back from the dead, apparently.” The aged elf sighed. “How was Summerfall? The others over there said they came back with you on the train.”

“It was pleasant, and surprisingly not destroyed,” I replied, moving aside to allow Emilia to step up to the window. “Got another friend who wants to sign on with the Guild – she’ll need a port-bag as well, if there’s any spare.”

Jamila pulled the book back in front of her and turned it open to the most recent page. “There’s always spare port-bags,” she muttered, dipping her quill in its ink well and tapping it gently on the rim. “Name and profession?”

“Emilia Callahan,” she said, her hands fidgeting with excitement beneath the sleeves of her cloak. “Necromancer.”

One of Jamila’s eyebrows arched up as she wrote. “Necromancer. Don’t see many of those around these days.” She glanced up at Emilia. “Some might say you’re a dying breed.”

From where she stood behind Emilia, Rosalie stifled a laugh.

“Hold still, please.” Jamila snapped a photograph of Emilia with her glasses, transferring it to an identification card and sliding it across the desk to her. “Your signature, just here.” She waited patiently while Emilia signed, then stamped the card and returned it to her. “All done. Wait here, I’ll head downstairs and get you your port-bag.”

Emilia looked at her card as Jamila ducked off to the storage basement. The effects of the magical photography had given her spectacles a shimmering blue tint on the card; either it wasn’t an issue or Jamila couldn’t be bothered taking another photo. “Is that it?” she said, glancing over to me and tucking her card in her cloak.

“That’s it.”

“Well, that was easy.” She frowned. “Feel a little silly for not doing that in the first place.”

“Apparently there’s supposed to be an aptitude test,” I said, “although between you and me, I’ve never seen anyone take it.”

Jamila returned shortly afterwards, port-bag in hand. “There you go. Has Gary already explained how these work?” she asked, giving the nondescript sack to Emilia.

“More or less,” Emilia replied, opening the drawstring and reaching inside to pull out her phone, quickly switching it on and busying herself with it.

The greying elf nodded. “That’s good enough for me, then. Anything else you need?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That open quest, the one about the lich and the undead army? The Guild can close it off – they don’t actually exist.” At Jamila’s curious stare, I continued. “The town’s full of undead, but they’re no threat to anyone. They’re the ones that rebuilt the town; they’re peaceful and looking to resume trade with Earlygrave, for that matter.”

She seemed to mull it over. “The others that came back shortly before you did said much the same thing,” she said, walking over to the quest board and removing the open quest sheet. “Guess that corroborates it, then. We can take this down.”

Behind her, Kerka cleared her voice pointedly. “What happens to the reward?” she said.

“Well, we’re not paying out the full amount if there’s no lich, obviously,” Jamila replied curtly as she returned to her office and filed the quest sheet away in one of her cabinets.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Emilia step forward as if to speak; I put my hand out in front of her and gave her a slight shake of my head. She went back to her phone, thankfully.

“We’ll have to compensate the dead – well, undead – adventurers that returned as well, since they’re reporting completion of the quest too,” Jamila continued. I followed her to the counter window as she sat back down at her desk and pulled out an abacus to do some quick arithmetic, muttering to herself as she went. “After we partially refund the city council for the cancelled quest… between your group and theirs, I should be able to pay out… eight gold per adventurer.”

“So, thirty-two gold between the four of us?” That would more than cover our expenses from the trip to Summerfall and back – plus, we’d still presumably have whatever payment was forthcoming from the railway company. With what we already had saved up, we might actually be able to buy Rosalie another element gem after all.

“Twenty-four, actually,” Jamila said, sliding open her register drawer and counting out three stacks of eight gold for us. “Unfortunately I can’t pay out your new friend there as she’s only just registered with the Guild – proof of bounties are fine, but turning in quests are another matter.”

“Of course, I understand.” It was worth a try. “Thanks, Jamila.” I pocketed the coins and went back to where the rest of the group were standing.

Emilia’s expression was a mixture of concentration and astonishment as she tapped at her phone furiously. The phone itself looked considerably older than mine; a silver clam-shell flip model that still had a keypad on the bottom half. From what I could gather, even her character menu was outdated compared to the one on my phone, with her having to scroll through everything line by line using the arrow keys.

“Level seventeen,” she said to me as I approached, shaking her head ruefully. “Can’t believe I had all these levels just sitting here waiting to be applied. It’s going to take hours to get this sorted out.”

I shrugged as nonchalantly as I could manage. “I could give you a hand, if you want. Alternatively, have you tried reaching out to Resshar for advice?”

She scoffed. “He’d probably just tell me to put all my attribute points into Intelligence. Fat lot of good that’s done me so far.”

I held my tongue on that one.

“I’ll give him a call or send him an SMS later,” Emilia spat. “Right now I’m liable to rip his head off. Can’t believe he didn’t tell me about this,” she said, shaking the port-bag in her other hand.

“Eh, even the gods forget sometimes. I found out about the phone thing entirely by accident.”

“So, now that we’ve gotten paid, what’s the plan now?” Kerka said, slapping a hand on her belly. “I don’t know about you guys, but all that travelling has left me starving.”

“We barely even did any walking today,” Rosalie interjected.

“We fought a dragon! We all almost died!” Kerka pointed at Emilia. “She did!”

“Yeah, like thirty years ago!”

“Well then she’s probably pretty damn hungry, isn’t she?”

Rosalie held Kerka’s determined glare for a few more seconds before the corners of the sea elf’s lips crept up and she snorted a laugh. “All right,” she conceded. “That was pretty good.”

Kerka looked up at her vacantly. “What was?”

Looking up from her phone, Emilia chimed in on the conversation. “I could probably eat something,” she said. “I mean, I don’t really have to, but it’s nice to every now and then.”

“Let’s head back home. I’m sure these two will manage to leave you something from the buffet after they’ve finished cleaning it out,” I said with a smirk, both Kerka and Rosalie sputtering indignantly in protest as we left.

Francisca was behind the front counter when we returned to the Bear Arms, the nervous, bespectacled succubus once again standing in for Vivian that evening. I let Kerka and Rosalie lead Emilia off to the restaurant area while I took the time to pay for our meals and chat a little.

“H-hey, Gary,” Francisca said, taking the silver coin I gave her and dropping it casually into the register. “How are you doing tonight?” She arched her back slightly – perhaps a little too much – to push out her chest a bit more.

I didn’t want to point it out to her, but it had looked like she’d placed the coin in with the coppers instead. “Doing all right, Francisca. How’s business? Boss lady got you manning the till again tonight?”

She looked flustered at the fact that I had even remembered her name, which wasn’t exactly a mean feat considering Francisca was on the counter whenever Vivian was away or in her office. “Y-yeah, you know how it is,” she stammered, twirling a finger through her hair idly.

During the time I’d spent staying at the Bear Arms I’d slept with almost all of Vivian’s working girls, but I’d never really seen Francisca outside of when she was working the front desk. She was cute in her own bookish way, mind you, and with how she behaved around me it seemed like she was practically smitten, but I didn’t want to outright ask if she wanted to have sex – with how she was, the poor girl might have a heart attack – and I certainly wasn’t crass enough to ask about her rates, if she even had any.

Maybe I’d talk to Vivian about her next time I saw the elder succubus.

“Hey, listen,” I said in the meantime, reaching into my coin pouch for another few silver. “We’ve got a friend staying with us, is there any chance you could set her up with another room?” I wasn’t sure how long Emilia planned to stay; she was listed as a party member on my phone, but she’d probably want to return to her tower at some point. I could raise it with her in the morning, but for now I could at least pay for her accommodation for the night.

Francisca brought up the guest book and scanned through it before giving a brief nod. “Mmm, we’ve got another room she can have for the night, although it’s a double bed like yours.” She looked up at me from the book. “Is that okay?”

“It’ll do. How much?”

“Two silvers a night.” Francisca clearly didn’t have her boss’s talent for haggling, and as a personal rule I didn’t really like to pressure her for a better price after that time she’d undercharged me for bath service and gotten in trouble with Vivian over it. Then again, maybe that was all part of Vivian’s master plan to stop me from bartering with her every time I came in here.

She was a shrewd one, that succubus.

I gave Francisca another two silver coins, took the key and went over to the restaurant to rejoin the others at their table. Kerka was tearing her way through a plate of ribs and wings; I wasn’t sure what animal they were from, but they looked tasty, even if the goblin girl seemed to be wearing more of her meal than she was getting into her nigh-bottomless maw.

Rosalie had a whole cooked fish on her plate – head, tail and all – and was stripping the meat from its bones with expert precision. A while back she had spoken with the kitchen chefs about her favourite recipes from her time at sea, the succubi dutifully adding several of them to their buffet rotation seeing as the three of us were now regulars. She’d had me try a few dishes over the last couple of weeks, and in fairness to her they were quite good.

Beside her, Emilia picked at a small plate of meat and vegetables with a fork, her attention preoccupied by the phone held in her other hand. A glass of red wine sat by the side of her plate; occasionally she’d take a bite of something, chewing thoughtfully before placing her fork down and taking a light nibble of a dinner roll or another sip of wine to wash it down with. Rosalie was already pouring her a second glass by the time I’d taken my seat.

I took an empty plate and pinched a few ribs from Kerka’s stack, holding my own glass out for Rosalie to top up. I wasn’t much of a wine drinker myself, but since they’d already ordered it for the table I figured I may as well try some of it. Alcohol wasn’t included in the buffet charge, but Vivian had graciously allowed us to set up a tab at the Bear Arms, no doubt intended to get us to spend more freely on booze – which is exactly what it had done.

Now that we had some coin, I’d probably have to look at paying some of it off tomorrow.

“Here,” I said, sliding the room key over the table to Emilia. “I got you a room for the night, it’s just up the stairs near where we’re staying.”

She looked up from her phone. “Oh, uh… thanks,” she said, pocketing the key in her robe and returning her focus to her screen, continuing to tap her thumb away while deep in thought.

I didn’t want to call her out on it, mostly because I’d been guilty of sitting on my phone at the table myself – but I silently vowed not to do it as much as I had been going ahead.

It was just kind of rude, in retrospect.

“So, you staying with us then, Emilia?” Kerka asked, sticky sauce and chunks of gristle dribbling down her chin as she spoke. At least I’d taught her to wear a napkin.

The necromancer champion glanced up again. “For tonight? Yeah, Gary just got me a room.”

“I meant if you were joining our group?”

“Oh.” Emilia looked a little out of her depth. “I hadn’t given it much thought, to be honest. I mean, all my stuff is still back at the tower, it’s a lot to just uproot.”

“But you’ve got the same quest as Gary does, right?” Kerka said, pausing to snap one of the ribs in half and suck the marrow from inside. “Wouldn’t it make sense to stick together?”

Emilia looked to me for help, but all I could offer her was a shrug. “I don’t even know if my quest is still… uh, active, I guess,” she replied eventually. “The gods apparently thought I was dead. There’s even been other champions before Gary who’ve replaced me already.”

“Well, that gives you double the chance of success, doesn’t it?” Kerka said, biting down on the rib bone with a loud crunch, her teeth grinding it down to mix in with the mouthful of meat she was already speaking through. “We should all team up. Make it a foursome.”

I gave Emilia a subtle look that said just try not to stare. Learning to enjoy a meal while Kerka was doing the same was something that only came with experience.

Gulping down the rest of her wine, Emilia poured herself another glass and stood up from the table abruptly. “Sorry, you’ll have to excuse me,” she said, taking her full glass with her. “I’m… not terribly hungry after all. I’ll be in my room if anyone needs me.” With that, she left us and headed for the staircase, casting a look back at me as she was halfway up.

Kerka nudged me in the side with her elbow once Emilia had left. “Think she’s all right?”

“...She’s going through a lot right now,” I replied after giving it some thought.

A sticky-fingered green hand darted out and took back a couple of uneaten ribs from my plate. “You should probably go check on her, Gary.” Kerka’s eyebrows waggled suggestively. “If you catch my meaning.” She elbowed me again several more times for unneeded emphasis.

Across the table, Rosalie rolled her eyes, shaking her head slightly in exasperation as she squeezed a slice of lemon over her fish.

I had to double-check with Francisca as to which room was Emilia’s – given the usual patronage of the Bear Arms, I didn’t want to interrupt one of the girls ‘entertaining’ a client. Her room was the one right next to ours, the door sitting closed. “Hey, it’s Gary,” I called, giving the door a short knock. “Just checking if you’re feeling okay?”

“Y-yeah,” Emilia’s voice came from inside. “I’m fine. Come in.”

The inside of the room was much like the one we were staying in, with a large double bed, dresser, closet and washbasin along with a window facing out on to the city streets. The curtains had been drawn, the only light in the room coming from the candles on the wall sconces and the lantern hanging just above the bed.

It took me a moment to realise that the girl sitting on a stool before the dresser was Emilia, her appearance almost unrecognisable without her heavy robe as she examined herself in the mirror. She was sitting in only her underwear – a simple white cotton bra and panties – with her robe, shirt and pants tossed onto the bed. Her arms and legs had a little more meat to them than I’d originally thought, her face and unkempt brown hair looking strangely different until I noticed her phone open on the dresser, the slide bars visible on the screen similar to the ones I had on mine under the character appearance settings.

She saw my reflection in the mirror and turned around to look at me in person, a nervous smile on her face. “Well? What do you think?”

I’d learned during my time at the Bear Arms that there were very few correct answers to this question. “You look good,” I replied enthusiastically.

That seemed to satisfy her. “Thanks. I got to thinking, back when you fixed up my skin to make it look less… undead. Thought I’d try and find those settings on my phone and tweak myself a bit more.” She held out her arm, running a hand along it and giving it an experimental squeeze. “This feels a bit more like I was before.”

“Before what?” I asked, immediately regretting it.

“Before I... well, you know,” she replied, glancing away. “Before I died.”

“Right. Sorry.” Emilia looked better than good; she looked cute. She’d made her skin a touch lighter than I had done, her face now having a little more life to it and looking less gaunt and sunken. Her chest wasn’t moving, so she still wasn’t breathing, but there was more of an illusion of life there than there was when I’d first met her.

She wrung her hands together, still looking down at the floor. “Hey, so I was wondering,” she started to say, trailing off quietly.

“What’s up?”

“You and Kerka and Rosalie, you’re all… an item, right?”

The question seemed a little out of left field, although it wasn’t like the three of us were keeping it a secret that we were together. “Yeah, we are,” I said, moving over to sit on the edge of the bed. “Why do you ask?” I added, although I was already getting a sneaking suspicion as to where this conversation was headed.

Emilia continued to fidget uncontrollably on her seat, deliberately avoiding my gaze. “So I… kinda said something to them while we were getting dinner…” She hesitated, the rest of her words coming out in a sudden rush. “And they were really nice and they understood completely and then they suggested I speak to you about it and since I died a virgin I was kinda wondering if maybe you wanted to-” She halted, choking up on her words.

This was going more or less how I’d suspected. Those two girls were a menace.

“Look, we can-” I started.

“-If you wanted to have sex!” Emilia blurted out.

There was a pause.

“…With me!” she added unnecessarily.

“Sure thing,” I said without thinking, already pulling my shirt off.

Emilia looked over towards me, stunned. “Wait, like, right now?”

I was halfway through undoing my belt. “Well, you haven’t decided whether you’re heading back to Summerfall tomorrow, have you? May as well do it now, just in case. We’ve got the room for tonight, anyway.”

She glanced over at the bed, then back to me. “I... guess you’re right,” she said after a moment, coming over to sit next to me. Reaching behind her back, she unfastened her bra and let it fall to the ground, her breasts small and perky with soft pink nipples. “You know, I hadn’t actually thought this far ahead,” she said with a nervous laugh.

“It’s fine. You look gorgeous.” I brought my hand up to brush a strand of hair out of her face, bringing her in for a kiss as I did. It felt strange, not feeling a heartbeat as I lowered my hand to her neck, Emilia’s skin slightly cold and clammy to the touch. Her kiss was chaste and simple, her lips pressed tightly together until I slipped my tongue in between them to caress hers. She had an odd taste to her, like the smell of an antique store.

We stayed like that for a moment longer before Emilia pulled back, her hands once again fidgeting in her lap. “That was… kinda nice,” she said.

“Want to keep going?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

I moved in closer and pressed my lips against her shoulder, trailing down towards her chest. Emilia’s nipples were still soft, her body showing little in the way of arousal as I continued. The foreplay was mostly one-sided, Emilia’s arms stiffly remaining by her sides as I kissed and stroked her, gently easing her down to lie on the bed as I slowly shifted to kneel between her thighs.

By the time I’d gotten between her legs I realised something was off. Her panties were still bone dry, without even the slightest hint of warmth around her loins. As the Champion of the Goddess of Lust I’d had plenty of opportunities to hone my talents in the bedroom since arriving in this world, and without blowing my own horn I’d felt like I was getting pretty good at pleasing women – so in all honesty, this had me feeling a little embarrassed.

“Are you feeling all right?” I asked, looking up at Emilia where she lay on the bed.

“Yeah, why?” she replied. “Am I doing something wrong?”

“No, it’s just…” I traced a finger teasingly along her pussy lips through the thin cotton of her panties, to no reaction from her whatsoever. “You don’t seem to be enjoying this.”

She averted her gaze. “I am,” she replied, “but… okay, I know I don’t really have any frame of reference for sex, but I thought it’d be a little more… I don’t know, intense.”

Ow. Right in my pride.

“I-It’s not your fault!” she said hurriedly. “I’m just not really feeling… well, anything.” She sighed; an impressive feat for someone who didn’t breathe. “It’s been the same ever since I came back as a lich.”

I rested my face against her cotton-covered crotch for a minute before a thought came to me. “Hold on a second,” I said, getting up and rummaging through my discarded pants to find my phone. Bringing up my skill list, I scrolled through until I came to what I was looking for.

Targeting Emilia with Increase Sensitivity, I activated the skill at the same time I pressed my lips against her inner thigh, just by the hem of her panties.

The reaction was nigh-instantaneous. A shuddering gasp ran through her body, her hands reaching down to claw at the sheets while her legs squeezed tight around my head. “F-f-fuck,” she stammered, a sensation of warmth slowly creeping into her undead flesh. “What did you do?”

A moan escaped Emilia as I nuzzled her underwear aside with my nose and ran my tongue across her exposed sex, a touch of musky, sweet moisture forming in response. The skin around her crotch was silky smooth and completely devoid of any body hair; quietly, I wondered if she’d changed that in the customisation menu herself as I continued to eat her out, the undead champion writhing in pleasure atop the bed all the while.

“Oh fuck, Gary,” she moaned, “I don’t even care what you did, it feels so good!”

Her thighs clenched around me as a gush of wetness splashed over my tongue, a loud grunt of ecstasy coming from Emilia as she came. Finally releasing me from her grasp, she slumped back on the bed and allowed me to climb up to lie next to her.

It felt a little strange as I put my arm around her, Emilia’s body almost motionless in her repose compared to the sweaty, exuberant panting of Kerka or Rosalie’s post-coital cuddling and soft petting. “That was amazing,” she whispered, staring up at the ceiling and shivering slightly as I gently stroked her breasts and circled my finger around her now-erect nipples. “You know, I think that was the first orgasm I’ve had in thirty years.” She lolled her head over lazily to look at me. “You’re still good to keep going, right?”

“Of course,” I replied.

“Well, then,” she said, lifting her legs up and reaching down to impatiently slide her underwear off, kicking them away into a corner of the room. “Get that cock out already.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN

Any nervousness or lack of confidence that Emilia may have displayed initially was soon swept away in the wake of her renewed sensitivity, the two of us making passionate love well into the night before falling asleep in each other’s arms. Rosalie would later tell me that she and Kerka had heard us together even from out in the hallway as they returned to our own bedroom, with Rosalie having to practically drag the half-drunk goblin girl back to bed to prevent her from barging in on us and demanding a foursome.

While admittedly I wouldn’t have been adverse to the development, it might have been a bit much for Emilia’s first time; hence, I found myself thankful for Rosalie’s judgement.

I woke up early the next morning, the first rays of sunlight only just starting to come through the window. Emilia stirred quietly next to me as I climbed out of bed.

“Hey,” she murmured sleepily.

“Hey,” I responded, picking up my pants from the floor and shooting her a lopsided smile. “Did you have fun last night?”

She pulled up the covers to hide her own sheepish grin. “Yeah. Leaving already, are you?”

“Just going downstairs to get some breakfast.” My stomach grumbled for emphasis.

Emilia seemed to give the idea of joining me a moment’s thought. “It’s still cold,” she said eventually. “I might stay in bed a little longer… and I should probably take the time to get back in touch with Resshar as well,” she continued, pulling the sheets closer around her and picking up her phone from the nightstand. “I’ll give him a call, then I’ll meet you and the others downstairs in a bit.”

“All good. Take your time,” I said as I slipped my shirt on and headed out the door. “I’m not going anywhere but the buffet; I can hear it calling my name already.”

Vivian was waiting for me behind the front counter as I came downstairs, a plush fur-lined coat draped over her arm. “Gary! Perfect timing,” she said, a cheerful smile on her face. “I was just about to head out on some errands, and I could use a big, strong man to help me carry some things back to the hotel.” She batted her eyelids coquettishly, her lips pursing in a playful pout. “Could I trouble you to accompany me? We could stop by somewhere on the way back for some breakfast. My treat.”

I looked around the entrance hall of the hotel. The place was practically empty at this hour aside from the clattering of pans coming from the kitchen as the chefs prepared the breakfast buffet for that morning, the waiting staff still busy with laying out each dish as they came out. One of them was stoking the large fireplace nearby, the crackling logs warding off the early morning chill.

“Sure,” I replied, my stomach lamenting the decision as I turned back to Vivian, the succubus matron clasping her hands together happily. “It won’t take long, will it?”

“Not at all,” she said, passing me her coat. “Do you mind?” I held it up for her as she slipped her arms into the sleeves, Vivian twirling around once the coat was on and placing a little kiss on my cheek before I could react. “Such a gentleman. Come along, now,” she added, beckoning me to follow her as she stepped outside through the front door. “We’ll avoid the crowds at the marketplace if we’re quick.”

The city of Earlygrave was a very different place this close to daybreak. The red light district in particular seemed all but abandoned, completely desolate aside from the few people awkwardly  shuffling back home while nursing a hangover after a night on the town. Shopkeepers were still opening up as the two of us made our way through the streets towards the markets, sandwich board signs being dragged out and placed in front of storefronts while the jingling of door chimes became a constant melody. A keening whistle in the distance from the direction of the station let me know that the trains were running again; it also served as a reminder that I needed to drop back into the Guild to see if my bluff from yesterday had actually paid off.

As I caught a glance of our reflection in a shop window I realised we made an oddly mismatched pair: Vivian in her stylish coat, gloves and long dress looking like the very picture of elegance as her shoes clacked against the cobblestones with each step; and me, walking beside her in my well-worn shirt, pants and boots, furiously rubbing my arms against the cold and looking for all intents and purposes like someone who’d just clambered out of bed.

Vivian seemed to notice my discomfort, eyeing me up with a look of sympathy. “We’re getting into the colder seasons down here,” she said, curling her arm around mine and pulling me closer to share her body warmth. “You should probably invest in a nice warm jacket, or at least a cloak like your elf friend has.” She leaned against my shoulder, her curved horns scraping gently as she rubbed her cheek against my shirt before wrinkling her nose in a surprisingly cute manner.

“Where did you get this, anyway?” she said, a hint of reproach in her words.

I gave a small shrug. “Bought it from someone at the market on my second day here.”

The scoff she made let me know exactly what she thought of that. “I’ll have to put you on to my tailor – no offence, Gary, but you could use some nicer clothes as well.”

“I’m glad for any fashion tips you can pass on,” I said with a chuckle, as Vivian laughed.

Vivian’s chores weren’t altogether too taxing; we gathered a small crate of fresh fruit and vegetables from a few of the marketplace vendors, dropped by Mannanah’s potion store to pick up an assortment of cure-all tinctures for her working girls and took a small detour to the upper class east end of town to drop in on her tailor for some exotic undergarments. At Vivian’s behest the tailor also took my measurements, insisting I come back within the week to be fitted for a new coat and shirts. I supposed I could afford to buy some new clothes with the money we’d recently come into.

We finished up just as the morning sun was beginning to rise in the sky proper, the warm rays taking much of the edge off the chill I felt. Vivian directed us towards a pleasant little cafe-bakery at the top of a hill that I’d never been to before, and we sat at a table out the front sipping coffee and nibbling at sweet pastries as we watched the life slowly begin to ebb back into the city for another day.

“How’s your coffee?” she asked me, crossing her legs beneath the table.

I took another sip. “It’s good.” It was probably the best coffee I’d had in this world so far.

“Better than what my girls brew?” she said, a coy smile behind her own mug. “I’m just teasing,” she added as I struggled for a polite response. “Of course it’s better.”

I leaned back in my chair and watched as she took what I assumed was some kind of raspberry – or maybe strawberry – danish from the small tray we had on our table, taking a dainty bite and holding her hand up to catch any crumbs from the flaky pastry.

“Vivian,” I said. “Is this a date?”

She gave me an innocent look, her mouth half open as she went to take another bite. “It could be,” she said, placing the danish back down on the edge of her saucer. “Do you want it to be one?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

Her ruby red lips curled up in a smile. “Perhaps I do. Perhaps I think you’re a bit of a quandary, Gary,” she said, swirling her silver teaspoon through her coffee as she spoke. “I’ve seen plenty of champions come and go in my time, but you’re the first one I’ve known that’s stayed around. On top of that,” she continued, “you have a strange… magnetism about you. I’m not sure what it is, but it seems like any woman you speak with ends up in your bed – or wanting to be there, at least – within a matter of days, if not hours.”

“Well, I am the Champion of Sennh, if that counts for anything,” I replied, taking another sip of coffee as I did.

“I think there’s something more to it,” she said, eyeing me up thoughtfully as if she was trying to look right through me. “If it was just that, I could probably still influence you while resisting your charms a little better myself. As it is, well…” She waved a hand around to indicate our current surroundings. “Here we are, possibly on a date.”

“I wouldn’t say you can’t influence me, exactly.” Taking a small pastry that had some kind of custard filling, I took a bite. “By the same reasoning, I’m out here with you, aren’t I?”

Vivian laughed; a soft, uncharacteristically girlish giggle that brought a smile to my own face. “Indeed. Aren’t we a pair,” she sighed. A somewhat forlorn look came across her face as she stared at me across the table. “Gary, do you think…”

“Hmm?”

She seemed lost in thought for a moment. “…No, it’s nothing,” she eventually said with a shake of her head. “We should be getting back.” Nudging the crate of goods over to me with her foot, she stood up from her seat before taking a few silvers from her purse and leaving them on the table. “Would you be a dear and carry those home for me? There’s a good boy.”

I couldn’t shake the feeling that she had been about to say something important, but whatever crack had appeared in her otherwise impenetrable armour had sealed up just as quickly as it had formed. Vivian was back to her normal unreadable self.

I bent down to pick up the crate, hefting it up as we headed back to the red light district.

Upon our return, the hotel was already looking more lively. The morning shift had started, the succubi in their cute maid outfits dutifully cleaning the main hall and making the upstairs bedrooms. Others were taking breakfast at the restaurant along with Rosalie, Kerka and Emilia, who had settled down to a table of their own. Kerka waved to me as I came in the front door, and I balanced the crate I was carrying on my knee while I took a hand off it to wave back, quickly grabbing it again as it began to tip over.

Vivian took the bundle of potion vials and bag of lingerie from atop the small crate, leaving only the groceries. “I can take these upstairs,” she said, placing them on the desk while she slipped out of her coat. “Can you run the rest of it over to the kitchen for me?”

“Will do.”

She gave me another kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, darling,” she purred with a smile.

A fuzzy sensation of warmth went through me, and not just because the nearby hearth was roaring with a well-stoked fire. I passed between the game tables and restaurant, handing off the fruit and vegetable crate to one of the grateful succubi chefs who came to meet me by the kitchen entrance before I went and took my seat with the girls.

“Someone’s getting popular around here,” Rosalie jibed as I pulled my seat in and sat down to breakfast. “Where did you get off to this morning?”

“Just helping Vivian out with some chores,” I replied. The girls had already made me up a plate of sausage, eggs and beans, so I took up my knife and fork and got stuck into it. “Emilia, how’d you go with Resshar?” I asked, looking up to see my fellow champion gazing with a thousand-yard stare towards the front desk of the hotel. “Emilia?”

“I remember,” Emilia whispered, barely loud enough for me to hear over the bustle of the restaurant. “That’s her.”

“Who are we talking about?” said Kerka through a mouthful of bacon and eggs. I followed Emilia’s line of sight. She was staring straight at Vivian as she ascended the stairs to the upper floor.

“That’s the woman I saw right when I died. The one that was fighting Puffball.” My breath caught in my throat as Emilia uttered her next few words almost beyond the edge of hearing.

“That’s the Succubus Queen.”

The four of us quickly abandoned our breakfast table and dashed back upstairs as nonchalantly as we could manage, shutting ourselves in our room and earning ourselves a few curious glances from the girls on the floor as we did. Thankfully, we’d all had the good sense to hold our tongues until we were alone; with the amount of succubi that were present in the Bear Arms, it wouldn’t do to be having our discussion in public.

“W-w-what do we do?” Emilia stammered as soon as the door was shut and the latch bolted firmly. Her face was even paler than usual as she sat down on the bed, the sheets already freshly replaced from earlier that morning. She looked up at me, dismay shining in her eyes behind her wide glasses. “I don’t know if I can fight her; I still haven’t even finished setting up my skills yet!”

“So, wait,” Kerka said, flopping down on the bed next to Emilia as the lich began frantically fiddling around with her phone. “This Succubus Queen that Gary’s been after all this time; you’re telling me that’s actually Vivian?”

“I’m sure of it,” Emilia replied, her voice wavering. “She was there at Summerfall Tower when I died. She’s the one who slayed Puffball. I couldn’t remember her at first, but seeing her in person just then brought it all flooding back.”

“Hang on,” I said, pulling up the stool by the dresser while Rosalie leaned against the wall by the door to keep an ear out in the hallway. “Wasn’t Puffball attacking the town back then?”

Emilia looked up from her phone. “Yeah, he was. Destroyed it, even.”

“Wouldn’t that mean Vivian was the one defending the townsfolk?”

Kerka rolled over to face me, propping her head up on her hands. “What’s your point?”

“My point is that maybe she’s not all that bad,” I said.

Scratching her head beneath the hood of her robe, Emilia seemed to mull it over. “But the gods told us we needed to stop her before she destroyed the world or something, didn’t they?”

That much was true – I’d known it since my first day in this world – but a lot of things didn’t add up. If Vivian really was the Succubus Queen and had some big apocalyptic plan brewing, why had she been running a brothel for the last three decades? She clearly knew about the gods’ champions, she’d said as much after I’d confessed to her that I was the Champion of Sennh; so why didn’t she just kill me in my sleep on my first night here if she knew I was a threat to her?

“I’m with Gary on this one,” Rosalie hissed from the door, keeping her voice down so as not to be overheard by anyone passing by. “Vivian’s always seemed pretty nice, even to the point of flirting with Gary sometimes. I don’t think she’s evil.”

Kerka’s brow was furrowed deeply as she thought. “Same here,” she said eventually. “I like Vivian. She wouldn’t destroy the world; she’s too friendly.”

Beside her, Emilia was starting to look exasperated. “Isn’t that what succubi are supposed to do, though? Lull you into a false sense of security and seduce you so they can drain your soul?”

“You wouldn’t be saying that if you’d known Vivian for as long as we have,” Kerka replied.

“Yeah,” added Rosalie. “The only thing Vivian wants to drain is your wallet.”

“And Gary’s balls,” Kerka muttered under her breath, earning a chuckle from Rosalie in response.

Emilia turned to me in desperation, but all I could offer her was a shrug; I was in agreement with Kerka and Rosalie. “Well, I’m not really keen to die all over again,” she said with a grimace. “There’s four of us. We could probably take her out before she even knew what hit her.”

“Let me go and talk to her before we do anything rash,” I said, trying my best to calm Emilia down. In the short time I’d known her, I’d never seen the lich this animated. “Kerka, Rosalie and I have been staying under her roof for over a month now, so I don’t think Vivian wants to hurt us; if she did, she could have just had someone poison our food or slit our throats while we slept.”

She didn’t look convinced, but I could tell Emilia knew she wasn’t going to get anywhere in this argument as she fell back onto the bed, landing on top of Kerka. “Fine,” Emilia groaned. “But if it all goes to shit, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

In all honesty, my stomach was doing back flips with nerves. The thought that I might have to fight Vivian had me worried – she’d always had a bit of a commanding presence, giving off the feeling like she could twirl me around her little finger without much effort. She’d admitted to me just this morning that she couldn’t influence me as much as she should be able to; true enough, I’d held my own in our little mind games from time to time, but there was no way of telling whether she was holding back to ease me off my guard.

She might even be doing it because she thought I was fun to toy with.

“All right, then,” I said, standing up and trying to hide my apprehension. “Guess we’ll see how this plays out.”

“Gary, wait up,” Rosalie said as I approached the door, reaching under her cloak to pull out her canteen. “You should probably drink up, just in case something happens.”

I took it and unscrewed the cap, the odd blue-raspberry aroma of stamina potion wafting up from the opening. “Good idea, thanks.” I chugged half the contents of the canteen down and tried to hand it back to Rosalie, the elf putting her hand up to refuse.

“Drink all of it. We’ve still got some more potions to top up with in the dresser; we’ll run out and get some more from Mannanah’s later.”

Kerka stood up and handed me her flask as well, a look of uncharacteristic worry in her eyes – it left a hollow feeling in my gut, like I might not see either of them again. I drank down both of them to the last drop, as well as my own, renewed energy flooding my body as I finished.

Handing the empty canteens back to the girls, I pulled out my phone to check my stats.

Gary Halbrecht

Level: 14

Champion of Sennh/8, Warrior/3, Merchant/3

STR: 3

DEX: 3

STM: 7 (+120)

INT: 3

CHA: 18

LCK: 9

Each of our canteens managed to fit just over twenty of the small blue potions, making for sixty total – one hundred and twenty bonus stamina points. I felt like I could run a marathon around the entire world from pole to pole and still have enough left in the tank to double back again for a leisurely jog.

Hopefully it’d be enough to keep me alive if Vivian tried anything.

“Feeling okay?” Rosalie asked, and I nodded. She leaned in to kiss me, Kerka then pulling me down to her level to give me a kiss of her own as soon as my lips parted Rosalie’s.

“Stay safe, Gary,” the goblin girl said, wrapping her arms around me in a tight embrace.

I hugged her back, almost lifting her diminutive body off the floor. “I will. Don’t worry.”

“I mean it,” she whispered quietly. “You’re my boyfriend. Don’t go dying on me.”

A grin lit up my face. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

Across the room, Emilia sat up on the bed and gave me a weary-looking thumbs up. “Good luck. I’ll, uh… try and bring you back, if anything happens.”

“Fingers crossed,” I said as I opened the door and stepped out into the hallway.

The upper floor of the Bear Arms was comparatively quiet as I closed the bedroom door behind me, with none of the usual housework from the morning shift maids – tidying rooms, sweeping floors, making beds and the like – to be seen. It was almost eerie in its silence, the sound only broken by my boots landing softly on the rug that ran the length of the hallway back to the grand staircase.

For a moment I thought I heard the creak of a door behind me, but when I turned around there was nothing to be seen. Strange.

Downstairs it was business as usual for the hotel, except for the several maids all gathered by the base of the stairs. As I descended they hurriedly made their way back upstairs, muttering apologies and averting their eyes as they pushed past me in a rush.

Vivian wasn’t at the front desk, Francisca manning it instead; a surprise, seeing as the bespectacled succubus normally only worked evening shifts. “G-Gary!” she stammered as I came up to the counter. “H-how are you doing this morning?”

“I’m fine, Francisca,” I replied, the assistant receptionist looking even more flustered than normal – which was an achievement in itself. “Is Vivian still around?”

The colour drained from her face. “Uh… she’s in her office.”

“Thanks.” I walked around the desk and headed for the narrow hallway behind the counter. Abruptly, Francisca grabbed onto my arm as I passed her, bringing me to a stop.

“Please, Gary,” she begged, her eyes shimmering behind her glasses. “Don’t hurt her.” I could feel the gaze of every other succubus in the hall on my back. “Vivian, this place… they’re all we’ve got.”

I put my free hand on Francisca’s shoulder as I gently eased my other arm out of her grasp. “I just want to talk with her,” I said calmly. “I don’t want to fight if I can avoid it.”

She bit her lower lip, her hands slowly falling away from my arm. “Please,” she echoed.

The door to Vivian’s office was unlocked, opening with a quiet click as I turned the handle. The Succubus Queen herself was standing in the middle of the small room, a space cleared out among the clutter of the office where she was adjusting a tall, full-length mirror. She had her back to me as I entered, but I saw her eyes dart to my reflection in the mirror; she was well aware I was standing just inside the threshold.

“Close the door behind you,” she said curtly. “You’re letting a draught in.”

I did as she asked, reaching behind to close the door without taking my eyes off her. Vivian hadn’t changed her appearance or even her clothes, but something looked different all the same. The coy, playful look she normally sported was replaced with a stern frown, her eyes hardened as she all but glared at me through the mirror. She still hadn’t turned around.

“…So you know, then,” was all she said after a moment’s silence.

“Yeah,” I replied, not knowing what else to say.

Vivian sighed; it sounded like she was letting out a breath she’d been holding on to for years. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re only just working it out now, given how long you’ve stuck around.”

I shrugged, trying to lighten the mood a little. “I’m not really all that smart.”

She made a small, sharp exhalation; a far cry from her normal melodic laughter, but it was something. “You’re an odd one, Gary Halbrecht,” she said, setting her shoulders firmly as she flexed her fingers.

Then, in a voice as cold as ice, she said, “Have you come to finally kill me?”

The words hung in the air between us for a long minute, my throat tightening up as I tried to respond. I didn’t want to kill Vivian; even if she was the Succubus Queen that I’d been sent to defeat, I still thought of her as my friend.

“I don’t think I have,” I finally managed to say.

That got her to turn around. Vivian glared at me with her head slightly askew, her wavy black hair trailing down her shoulders and those hard eyes narrowed in anger. “What’s wrong?” she said, her words like daggers. “Is it fear? Pity? Are you smitten with me?” She stalked across the small office towards me, grabbing the front of my shirt with a surprisingly strong grip for someone of her stature. “You sleep under my roof for all this time, you partake in my hospitality, you come to face me knowing full well that I know who you are and you don’t even think to bring a weapon?” The tip of one of her curved horns scraped against the side of my face as she pulled me closer, her teeth clenched and bared. “Do you take me that lightly, Gary? Are you mocking me?”

“I wouldn’t dream of-” I started, before she tossed me across the room into a bookcase. Heavy tomes and romance novels dropped down onto me in an avalanche of musty pages, the packed shelves almost burying me under their burden as they finally gave way after years of strain. I couldn’t even get my bearings before I felt Vivian’s hand closing around my throat, the succubus crouching down beside me to growl in my ear.

“I could gut you like a fish right here,” she hissed, her fingers squeezing tight around my neck and her nails puncturing my skin as I struggled for breath. “But I don’t want to have to replace the carpet.”

Standing up again, she dragged me unceremoniously across the floor towards the mirror in the centre of the office. Even with my vision beginning to fade, I could see the surface of the glass rippling like mercury, the image in the mirror changing from a reflection of the warm mahogany-filled room we were in to another place entirely; all cold, grey stone and dreary atmosphere.

Vivian tossed me through the portal, a slight tingle running through my entire body as I hit the mirror’s surface and fell straight through.

I came down hard on the other side, landing roughly on the stone floor and feeling a momentary sharp pain as my right arm bent underneath my body in a way it wasn’t designed to. The room spun around as I picked myself up, my arm righting itself almost instantaneously thanks to the dozens of potions I’d imbibed. Bringing my hand up to my throat, I could feel the wounds from Vivian’s nails already closed up; as I brought my hand away, I noticed there wasn’t even any blood.

Vivian herself stepped through the magic mirror behind me, the view into her office shimmering as her leg came through, heels clacking on the cold stone. As soon as she had left the frame the image on the mirror’s surface changed to a reflection of the room we were now in; it looked to be a bedroom, messy and untidy, with a wealth of assorted books piled up around a large double bed. Cobwebs drooped down from a chandelier hanging from the ceiling, a dust-covered dresser sat in the corner and a mostly-empty wardrobe lay abandoned near where the mirror stood.

A quick glance out of the room’s window showed me that we were high up off the ground, and in what little of the dim morning sunlight was present I could make out a dense forest canopy below, filled with old, gnarled trees and winding branches.

We were back in Summerfall – specifically, in Vivian’s old tower.

The succubus looked around the room as she entered, her demeanour changing to one of mild surprise for the briefest of moments. “Did I really leave it in this much of a mess?” I heard her mutter under her breath, before she turned her attention back to me. “Consider this an honour, Gary,” she spat. “You’re the first human who’s been in my bedroom in over a century.”

“Looks like I’m the first person who’s been here in over a century, period,” I started to say, only getting as far as “the” before a bolt of white-hot light shot from Vivian’s outstretched hand and pierced my chest.

There was a flash of pain and a smell of burnt meat and smoke. I reached down to grab my chest, a hole burned cleanly through my shirt… but my body didn’t even have a scratch.

Vivian frowned, firing off another beam to the same effect, then another. “What is this?” she said, shakily lowering her arm and beginning to look confused.

“I don’t want to fight, Vivian,” I said, putting my hands up. “I just want to talk.”

I barely had time to react before she flung herself at me, knocking me to the ground. The back of my head smashed against the stone floor of the tower, sending bright spots through my vision for a few seconds but otherwise having no effect – if I wasn’t swimming in stamina potions, I’d have likely cracked my skull open.

A pair of warm, sensuous hands wrapped around my neck and began to squeeze, Vivian straddling my chest and pinning me down under her weight. I struggled and tried to push her off to no avail, the succubus digging her knees into my ribs and baring a vicious grimace as she tried to strangle me.

Oh right, I found myself thinking as my lungs burned from lack of air.

This is why I should have put some points into Strength.

A hard, solid object bumped into my side as I tried to roll Vivian off me, and I suddenly remembered that I still had my phone in my pocket. Reaching down past the succubus’ leg and diving my hand into my pocket, I hurriedly pulled it out and opened up my character sheet, only to have Vivian take a hand off my throat to jam her thumbnail viciously into the underside of my wrist.

With a cry of pain I dropped my phone, the screen cracking as it hit the floor.

“We’ll have none of that, little champion,” Vivian hissed through her teeth. “I know all your tricks. You’re not getting one up on me that eas- hey!” She shouted out as I grabbed her free hand, clenching it firmly and twisting hard, the tendons in my own wrist already healed. Seemingly by instinct she reached out with her other hand to stop me, my neck now free and my lungs burning as I gasped for breath.

I let go of Vivian’s hand before she could take hold of me and went for my phone again, frantically trying to pick it up so I could activate something – anything – that might make her back off. The screen was a spiderweb of shattered glass, but thankfully it still worked. I scrolled through my list of skills as fast as I could.

Roaring with anger, Vivian swung out and knocked the phone from my hands, sending it bouncing across the grey stone floor and under the bed. “Enough!” she shouted, the word echoing throughout the near-abandoned tower as she planted her knee firmly on my wrist, pinning my right arm to the ground. Her hands went back to my throat, squeezing down even harder than before as she crushed my windpipe. “I’ve had enough of this. Just die already!” The corners of her eyes shimmered in the dim light. “Just die and leave me alone!”

A strange, sharp hissing sound came from Vivian just as her grip loosened suddenly – it took a second for me to realise she was inhaling through her teeth. She let out the breath slowly, shuddering as she did and doing her best to keep her movements to a minimum.

Her eyes darted down to my left hand, buried to the wrist in my port-bag.

I slowly pulled it out to reveal my phone, good as new. The display showed my skill list right where I had left off before Vivian had knocked it from my hand. A drop down menu was open underneath one of the skills.

Increase Sensitivity (Target):

Gary Halbrecht

Succubus Queen Vivian [active]

“You think this will be enough?” Vivian seethed, her mouth barely moving as she spoke. Slowly she raised her hands, moving them up towards my eyes. “I’m a succubus, Gary,” she continued. “This level of sensation is nothing to me.”

That much was clearly a lie; I could see the strain she was under even just to move as little as she was doing. Still, she was moving, and she didn’t look like she was planning to climb off me any time soon unless I started to fight back in earnest.

While I didn’t want to hurt her, I also didn’t want to find out what having my eyes gouged out by Vivian’s thumbs felt like, so I did the only thing that came to mind at that point.

I put down my phone, reached up and grabbed a handful of her tits.

A very unladylike shriek came from Vivian’s mouth, the Succubus Queen staggering backwards and falling to the ground in an effort to get away from my groping hand. Grabbing my phone again, I quickly got back up to my feet, Vivian shakily doing the same albeit a little slower. Her breathing was ragged, the normally composed succubus hunched over with a strained grimace marring her pretty features.

“Gary, you fucking asshole,” she hissed. The hint of a smile crept across her face. “I normally charge for that.”

“You can put it on my tab,” I replied coolly, hastily activating another couple of skills; Stamina Drain and Lower Inhibition (Legendary).

The effect was not at all like I’d envisioned. Vivian dropped to her knees, biting back a whimper as her dress tore on the stone tiles. She shuddered as her fingers grabbed handfuls of the silken black cloth, clenching it tightly in her fists. Her body remained there on the ground, hunched over and rocking back and forth slightly, looking for all intents and purposes utterly defeated.

I took a cautious step forward. “Vivian? Are… you okay?”

She looked up at me from the floor, her eyes bloodshot and filled with tears.

“…No,” she choked piteously, before bursting into sobs.

Fuck. I really was an asshole.

Without even stopping to consider if it could be a trick, I ran over and slid down to the floor next to her, hugging her in an embrace – hastily remembering to turn off Increase Sensitivity a few seconds later. Vivian wept openly in my arms, her face pushed into my chest as she cried. I held her close, gently stroking her hair.

“I just wanna be left alone,” she wailed. “Why can’t they leave me alone?”

“Hey,” I said, trying to calm her down. “It’s okay. We don’t have to fight.”

She sniffed. “Bullshit. You were sent by the gods, just like all the rest.”

“So? Doesn’t mean we have to kill each other.” I pulled back and met Vivian’s gaze. “Tell me the truth, Vivian; are you planning on destroying the world?”

Vivian looked at me as if I’d asked her if the sky was coloured polka-dots. “No?”

“Well, there we go, then. Problem solved.” I gave her a small kiss on the forehead as I held her to me. “That’s my quest from the gods all sorted.”

She hugged me back in an embrace, her face against my shoulder. “I don’t believe you,” she said, her words muffled by the remains of my shirt.

“Believe i-” I started, trailing off as I saw – and smelled – what was looking in at us through the bedroom window. “Vivian,” I said urgently. “We need to move.”

Vivian turned around to see what I was seeing. The rotting head of Emilia’s recently thawed-out zombie dragon Puffball came down, blocking out all light from outside the window. Gasping in terror, the Succubus Queen froze in place as the beast pushed forward, smashing through the wooden frame as it tried to shove its snout through the too-small hole and flooding the room with its fetid reek. Remnants of the battle we’d had with the giant creature were still evident; the dragon’s body was pockmarked with crossbow bolts and burnt gashes, while its right wing was entirely gone, a jagged protrusion of broken bone the only sign it had once been attached.

The floor shuddered beneath us as the dragon held itself unsteadily on the side of the tower.

“Vivian, get up, we can’t stay here,” I said, trying to pull her to her feet as she remained on the floor, quietly whimpering.

Puffball reared his long neck back, the broken tip of my spear still embedded in its rotting flesh as the telltale purple glow of its poison breath built up in the back of the dragon’s throat. I didn’t have anything to fend it off, and there was no time to try and hit it with any of my skills, if they’d even have any effect on it.

I could maybe flee the room in time to avoid the attack – but I wasn’t about to leave Vivian here defenceless.

As the dragon blasted its breath inside the room with a mighty roar, I knocked Vivian over and threw myself on top of her in an effort to shield her with my body. Cold, stinging flames washed over my back, my ridiculous Stamina boost keeping the flesh from rotting straight off my bones but doing little for the agonising pain.

The breath attack probably lasted only a few seconds, but it felt to me like minutes on end.

“Gary!” Vivian was shocked into action as the stream of poison breath died down, scrambling out from underneath my prone body as I lay there clenching my teeth and barely able to move from the pain. She raised her arm up to Puffball, the undead dragon looking through the window at her quizzically before a bright flash of light shot out and bore a hole clean through the dragon’s neck. Two more beams pierced Puffball’s skull, the dragon letting out a pained screech before falling from its perch on the side of the tower, hitting the ground a few seconds later with a tremendous booming crash.

The threat gone for now, Vivian ran back over to where I was, looking down at me with an unreadable look on her face. “Gary, why did you…” She trailed off, settling for “…Are you okay?” in the end.

“I’ve been better,” I joked, more to take my mind off the pain than anything else. My entire back side felt like it was still on fire, from the heels of my feet to the top of my scalp. “How about you, are you hurt?”

Slowly and wordlessly she pointed her hand at me, the same one she’d just used to vanquish Puffball. She crouched down, her knees visibly scraped behind the rip in her dress, and placed the palm of her hand right up against the back of my head.

For the longest moment we just sat there in silence.

After what felt like an eternity a soothing coolness swept through my body as Vivian cured the poison in my body, the horrific melting wounds healing up completely only seconds later. My injuries taken care of, she extended her hand out to me, and I took it as she helped me to my feet.

I grinned. “For a second there, I thought, you know… that you were going to kill me.”

Vivian returned the smile, chuckling softly.

“…So did I.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

“So wait, she really named it Puffball?” Vivian’s nose scrunched up in a look of disgust. “That’s a terrible name for a zombie dragon.”

The two of us were sitting on the side of Vivian’s bed – or more accurately, Emilia’s bed now, judging by how recently it looked to have been slept in. Vivian had finally accepted that I wasn’t there to try and kill her, and I’d toggled off my skills to bring her back to normal, even buffing her Stamina a little with my targeted attribute boost to help fix up her scuffed knees and show that there was no harm done.

“Yeah, it’s not a great name,” I said awkwardly, scratching the back of my head. “I was too polite to say anything to her at the time.”

Vivian gave me a sly grin. “You want to know what his real name is?” Her smile broadened as I nodded in reply. “Mitchell.”

“What?” I scoffed. “You’re having me on. That’s even worse.”

“Specifically, his full name is Mitchell Doherty, Champion of Iggish, the God of Beasts.” She paused. “The dragon’s real name is Oll’nogoth.”

After a moment’s thought, I frowned at Vivian. “You mean to tell me there were two champions still alive all this time?”

“Not at all; both Emilia and Puffball are dead, as you’ve seen.” She sat back on the bed, leaning against the pillows as she kicked off her shoes and put her feet up. “Mitchell was the champion that was sent here before Emilia was – from what I gather, Iggish’s power gave him the ability to transfer his essence into any living beast. He joined the Adventurers’ Guild early, much like you did, and set out west across the sea after a few days, looking for the most powerful beasts he could find so he could use their strength to try and defeat me.”

I nodded along as she spoke, quietly wondering how many other champions had just rushed off headlong into battle at low levels without considering the risks. I’d have to ask Sennh at some point – it was seeming more and more like I was one of the only champions who’d actually stopped to think about things rather than getting drunk with their newfound powers.

Which was kind of ironic, considering I was still stuck at INT: 3. Maybe I was just lazy.

“After he’d heard tales of the great dragon Oll’nogoth,” Vivian continued, “Mitchell hired a group of mercenaries to help him track down the dragon’s lair. Predictably, he found out too late that the dragon was too powerful for him – he got inside its head in the end, but I’m told he ended up going quite mad and devouring his own human body, thus sealing him inside the dragon’s form.”

I glanced over to the mirror to make sure I was looking as sceptical as possible before turning back to Vivian. “How do you know all this?”

“I have my methods.” She put her hands behind her head and reclined back. “Let’s just say I’ve still got a lot of friends dating back to the days when I did want to destroy the world.” Her smug look faltered ever so slightly. “Also, in this instance I knew the leader of the mercenaries he’d ended up hiring.”

“So that wasn’t all bluffing back in your office, then?” I asked. “There was a point where you were a genuine threat?”

Vivian’s eyes narrowed as she glared at me. “Are you saying I’m not still one now?”

“Well, I mean-”

“I’m kidding,” she said, breaking into a smile. “I gave up that life a long time ago. I met someone, settled down, and we… we had a family together. A daughter.” Her voice grew hard. “Although it seems like the gods never got the message, because they still kept sending their champions after me.” She glanced over to me. “No offence.”

“It’s okay,” I replied. “I understand. But getting back to the Champion of Beasts,” I mused aloud. “When he ate his human body, you think the gods just wrote him off as dead?”

“That’s my assumption, because your friend Emilia showed up near Earlygrave not long afterwards.” Vivian looked out the window, off into the distance as she spoke. “However, Mitchell – or Oll’nogoth, or whoever he was at that point – wasn’t dead. He made his way back across the sea and came after me eventually, destroying the town of Summerfall and killing the whole populace, as well as Emilia…” She paused, looking away. “…and my daughter.”

I placed my hand on her shoulder and she brought her own hand up to cover mine. “Is that why you froze up when you saw him again?” I asked.

She nodded ruefully.

“Emilia said you were the one who killed him during that battle.”

“I was. At the time I didn’t realise how bad the damage was – I saw the flames coming from the town, but I thought it was maybe a few buildings at worst.” With a tired-sounding sigh, Vivian shuffled closer to me and I put my arm around her other shoulder, the succubus giving me a sad but grateful smile as I held her close. “My little girl came running from the direction of the town, trying to tell me; the dragon whipped around and collided with her, knocking her away with its tail.” A damp spot formed on my shoulder as she continued. “When I found where she’d landed after the battle, her body had broken from the impact. I…” Vivian’s body shook with an agonised sob. “The girls helped to pack my things from the tower. I… I couldn’t even bring myself to bury her.”

“I’m sorry.”

Vivian sniffed. “It’s okay. It’s been thirty years since then. I try not to think about it, it’s just…” She leaned against me. “Talking about it like this has opened up old wounds.”

We sat there in silence for a little longer before I broke it. “So you used to live here, then?”

“Mmm-hmm. Nice and quiet, a good place to settle down. No-one had really bothered us up until that point – most of the champions that were still being sent died long before they found out where I was living.”

“I met some of the townsfolk the other day,” I said. “They seemed to have fond memories of you – called you the Benevolent Lady.”

A warm chuckle filled the room. “I did help the town with a few little issues from time to time.” Vivian looked wistful. “They were nice people.” She took on a small smile, only for her face to suddenly fall as she sat up and turned to me. “Wait a second.”

“Hmm?”

“There’s still people in the town?”

I abruptly realised that Vivian might not have heard the news we’d brought back from Summerfall yet. “Yeah,” I replied, “although they’re all undead. Emilia raised them up after she came back as a lich, same as she did with the dragon. The town’s been almost entirely rebuilt.”

“Huh,” Vivian muttered, looking a little bewildered at the information. “How about that.”

“There’s a statue of you on a fountain in the town square – or at least there was,” I clarified, “but they’ve got someone repairing it in the image of the mayor.”

“The mayor?” she said, her brow furrowing cutely as she hopped off the bed and got to her feet. It looked as if she was taking the news as an insult.

I put my hands up defensively. “They say she’s the spitting image of you!”

“The mayor! Who does this harlot think she is?” Vivian cursed, her eyes practically glowing in rage. “I’m the Succubus Queen, gods damn it! I’m not comparable to some… some piddling civil servant! I should go down and give them a piece of my mind!”

As carefully as I could, I checked my phone to make sure that Lower Inhibition was, in fact, switched off.

It was.

Vivian bent down, her face barely an inch from mine. “Tell me who she is,” she growled through gritted teeth, leaning in to maintain her distance as I shrank back from her. “We’ll see who’s prettier in person.”

I felt more afraid of Vivian at that point than I had when she was trying to choke me to death. “H-her name’s Ophelia,” I stammered out. “She’s a vampire. Formerly a succubus!” I added hastily in the hope it would calm Vivian down.

Somehow, it worked. In an instant the rage drained from Vivian’s face, replaced with something completely unreadable. “Ophelia,” she echoed quietly, the name little more than a breath. She grabbed me by the shoulders suddenly. “Where did this mayor come from?”

My voice wavered as Vivian shook me by the shoulders. “Emilia raised her from the dead after the town was destroyed. She told me she found Ophelia’s body by the tower.” I remembered what we’d discovered in the tower basement. “There were a bunch of paintings in the lower levels too; one of them looked like her.”

Vivian let me go and dropped back onto the bed. “Those paintings were mine,” she said.

I was right, then; there was some connection between the vampire Mayor of Summerfall and the Succubus Queen. “You knew each other, then?”

She nodded dumbly. “Ophelia was my daughter.”

Everything settled into place, leaving me feeling a little daft for not making the connection earlier. “Did you still want to go into town? We could meet her, if you’d like,” I said, putting my hand out for her. “I’m sure she’d be happy to see you again.”

Vivian reached for my outstretched hand, her fingers brushing against my palm before she pulled back. “I… I don’t think I’m ready,” she said hesitantly. “It’s been so long, and-”

Loud footsteps and a clattering of steel echoing up the tower stairs cut Vivian off, the two of us turning to look at the door as the sound grew closer. The bedroom door swung open on its hinges, an armoured skeleton warrior bursting through the doorway brandishing a sword.

“Stay where you are!” he barked, his chain mail rattling against his bones as it settled in place. The hollow skull tilted sideways, empty eye sockets boring holes into me. “Wait,” he said slowly, his voice like wood against sandpaper. “I remember you, from the other day. The one with the goblin and the elf.”

Behind Ulric, Ophelia swept into the room lighting-quick, a thin rapier in her hands. Her stern gaze softened as she noticed me sitting on the bed. “Oh, Gary?” she said, sheathing her sword. “Didn’t expect to see you back so soon. Some townsfolk said they saw some light coming from the tower; then we all heard Puffball come crashing down, so I came out to investigate.” She frowned. “How’d you get here, anyway? And who’s your friend? Is… is she okay?”

Vivian was practically hyperventilating as she crouched down beside me, doubled over with her head in her hands.

I put my hand on her shoulder. “Vivian,” I whispered. “It’s all right.”

Slowly she brought herself up to look at Ophelia, shivering with apprehension as she did. As their eyes locked on one another, I saw a glimpse of realisation in Ophelia’s face.

“I… I know you,” the vampire girl said quietly, her footfalls making next to no sound as she padded across the stone floor towards the bed. “I think… I remember.” Her eyes began to well up, red trails running down her cheeks; I realised they were her tears.

“M… Mother?”

Vivian’s breath caught in her throat as she shakily moved towards Ophelia before throwing her arms around her daughter. “My little girl!” she wailed. “My little Ophelia!”

Ophelia’s hands came around behind Vivian in an embrace. “Mom!”

The two women, reunited after thirty years, sobbed uncontrollably into each other’s arms.

We stayed in the tower for a while longer, Ulric and I seeing ourselves out of the bedroom and heading downstairs to sit with a pot of tea as we let the mother and daughter pair reminisce for a time. The skeleton bodyguard still drank, surprisingly enough; I didn’t think to ask where the tea was going, or how he managed to make a sipping sound with just a skull. He was a polite enough conversationalist though, and we talked mostly about the town and how the rebuild efforts were going. In turn, I told him a few stories of my encounters thus far in the world, and also assured him that the rail company should be reopening the line to Summerfall in short order.

Vivian and Ophelia came downstairs a bit later to join us, chatting like old friends. Ophelia’s pale cheeks were smeared with streaks of red from where she’d wiped her bloody tears, and Vivian’s eyes were bloodshot from crying, but both of them bore smiles. Vivian in particular looked happier than I’d ever seen her before.

“So what now, Vivian?” I asked, Ulric echoing my inquisitive look. “Are you moving back into the tower?”

Shaking her head, Vivian sat down at the table, Ophelia taking a seat beside her. “Not right now, at least. I’ve still got my hands full at the Bear Arms; everyone’s relying on me to keep the place running.” She turned to Ophelia. “You’ll have to come back with me tonight so I can show you around. All the girls are there, they’d love to see you again.”

Ophelia beamed. “Sounds good. Emilia’s staying there too, right?” she said, glancing at me.

“Yeah, she’s with us at the moment.” I realised this new revelation might make things a little difficult for Emilia, since she’d technically been squatting in Vivian’s home for the last three decades. “Not sure if she’ll have anywhere else to go, she’s been living here all this time.”

Vivian waved her hand dismissively. “We’ll sort something out. I’m not about to kick her out and leave her homeless; I suppose I owe her at least that much.” She wrinkled her nose, holding back a sneeze. “Although if she’s staying here, she’ll have to learn to keep the place tidier. And I’m not sure I approve of her choice in pets.”

“Oh, come on, Mom,” Ophelia groaned. “Everyone in town loves Puffball.” Her lips tightened. “Just let bygones be bygones already.”

A quiet grumble escaped Vivian’s throat.

Placing his teacup back on its saucer, Ulric stood up and excused himself. “I’d best be getting back to town, the people are sure to have questions,” He nodded to Ophelia and Vivian in turn. “Ma’am. Your Majesty.”

Vivian turned a shade of bright crimson. “It’s been some time since anyone called me that,” she gushed.

The skeleton turned and gave me a brief tilt of the head before he left.

“So, how are you two faring?” I asked once Ulric had started down the stairs, the succubus and vampire exchanging glances before shuffling their chairs around to either side of me.

“I think we’re long overdue to make up for lost time,” Ophelia cooed, her hand creeping up my left thigh as she pressed her body closer to mine. “In particular, I’m curious to see just how out of practise I’ve gotten in my time here.”

On the right, Vivian closed in as well, her arm curling around my neck as she brought me in for a kiss, her lips brushing playfully against my own. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry, dear,” she purred. “No daughter of mine is going to be too rusty after only a few decades.” She reached out to pull Ophelia closer, the two women sandwiching me between their bodies; Vivian hot and sultry, Ophelia strangely cooler but still radiating passionate desire.

“We’ve got several hours left before dusk, Gary,” Ophelia whispered, her fangs gently scraping my earlobe as her tongue slid out between them. “Do you think you could help me… relearn some of my succubus skills?”

Before I could say anything, Vivian gave a low chuckle, her hand already slipping down the front of my pants. “I don’t think he has much of a choice in the matter.”

Several hours passed with the three of us tangled together in Vivian’s old bed while we waited for the sun to set. Truth be told, I did end up feeling a couple of small nibbles on my neck from time to time, but with my obscenely boosted Stamina along with Improved Regeneration and Improved Buff Duration running passively I was not about to turn down Ophelia if she was feeling a little peckish.

Mercifully, her fangs stayed around my neck and didn’t move any lower.

The potions in my body wore out eventually and we lay there together as the last rays of weak sunlight disappeared from the forest. Coming down off the incredible buff I felt astonishingly tired, the girls helping me back into my clothes before Vivian opened up the mirror portal back to her office and we stepped through, travelling in an instant back to Earlygrave.

Both Francisca and Rosalie were in Vivian’s office when we returned, the succubus and elf slouched next to each other on the love seat and snapping to alertness as the room’s owner departed from the mirror.

“Boss!” Francisca cried, jumping upright and straightening her clothes with her hands. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine, dear,” Vivian said, bringing the skittish succubus into a hug. “Everything’s fine.”

A look of apprehension was plastered on Rosalie’s face until I too stepped out of the mirror behind Vivian, her fear fading to heartfelt relief as I shot her a smile.

“Hey,” I said simply. “We’re all good.”

“Do you even know what time it is, you jerk?” she replied, a sardonic grin on her face. “We’ve been worried sick all day.”

Ophelia finally stepped through the mirror, the rippling glass turning back to a regular reflection of the office – minus the vampire’s own image. “Oh, wow,” she said, looking around the cluttered room. “I’m surprised you managed to fit everything in here, Mom; this place is a mess.” She paused, seeming to finally notice Francisca staring wide-eyed at her behind her spectacles. “Franny? Is that you?”

“Ophie?” Francisca slowly broke away from her embrace with Vivian and moved closer to Ophelia, poking the vampire tentatively with her fingertip. “You look so… different.”

“Yeah, I died,” Ophelia said with a lopsided smile. “Got fixed up, though.”

The succubus grabbed Ophelia’s hand and ran out of the room with her into the hallway that led back to the main hall. “Everyone!” I heard her yell. “Look who’s back, you won’t believe it!”

Even from Vivian’s office, we could hear the chorus of astonished gasps and cries as the succubi welcomed their long lost friend back into the fold.

Vivian turned to me. “We should probably let them all know we’re fine, too.”

“Might as well give them a couple of minutes,” I replied. “Sounds like a certain someone’s already stolen the spotlight from us.”

She laughed. “Well, then,” the succubus said warmly, stepping past Rosalie to get to her liquor cabinet and pulling out three crystal glasses. “In that case, let me pour you a drink.”


EPILOGUE

Everyone at the Bear Arms – Vivian’s succubi followers and my companions both – were overjoyed that the two of us had returned home safely without one of us killing the other, and to the news that the ‘threat’ of the Succubus Queen was officially declared over. The hotel had remained closed all day with all of the staff gathered in the main hall anxiously awaiting the resolution of our conflict; Kerka, Rosalie and Emilia had joined the succubi downstairs after Francisca had filled them in on what had happened, the succubus entering Vivian’s office later to find us both missing and the magic mirror conspicuously uncovered.

With that said, our arrival back at the hotel that evening had been vastly overshadowed by Ophelia’s return to the fold after so many years thought dead. Vivian’s daughter had been like a sister to many of the girls, and the atmosphere at the Bear Arms had swiftly turned from one of nervous anticipation to exuberant celebration. The welcome home party had gone on long into the night, Ophelia regaling her fellow succubi with tales of her time in Summerfall and helping the undead townsfolk to build their village back from the ground up, becoming their mayor through unanimous decision. Sadly, she confessed she would need to return come the morning what with sunlight not being conducive to her vampirism, but she promised to visit more frequently, her sisters promising to do the same whenever Vivian afforded them some time off.

By late evening the party had grown quite indecent, as parties with a predominant amount of succubi are presumably wont to do, and with the fireplace roaring and the alcohol flowing liberally many of us ended up in one state of undress or another. At some point in the night Rosalie had attempted to drag me upstairs to our room, only to be waylaid by an equally-drunken Kerka – and Vivian, surprisingly – who had instead opted to sequester us in the madame of the house’s personal bedchambers. Emilia had joined us later, having tried to retire quietly to her own bedroom until she’d been intercepted by Ophelia, the two friends giggling together as they collapsed on Vivian’s bed along with the four of us.

Several more of Vivian’s girls had joined the growing pile of bodies throughout the night, the bed creaking under the weight of so many people but thankfully holding firm – Vivian had evidently spared no expense in replacing her old bed from her former tower.

I woke up later that night, staring at the ceiling in Vivian’s bedroom. Rosalie lay on my left and Vivian on my right, the sea elf curled around my arm possessively with her nude body pressed up against mine while Vivian reclined lazily with an arm over my chest and her mouth drooling on my shoulder. Kerka’s diminutive body lay sprawled atop my abdomen with Emilia and Ophelia further down, the two of them cuddled up together beside my legs. Countless other succubi covered almost every inch of the bed, bodies slowly rising and falling as they slept.

A chill breeze was blowing in from the balcony outside, the windowed doors swung wide open and the curtains billowing into the room dramatically. Several of the girls shivered in their sleep in response, and I took it upon myself to close it; if I could only manage to get out from this pile of naked women first.

Slipping my arm out from between Vivian’s breasts and moving her own hand back, I carefully removed my other arm from Rosalie’s grasp. Ever so gently, I moved Kerka until the goblin girl half-fell, half-rolled off me, her face landing in the cleavage of another succubus I didn’t recognise at first – until I pictured her with a pair of large, round glasses resting on her nose. Francisca gave a little moan as Kerka’s hand sleepily reached up to fondle her breasts, but the two of them drifted away to sleep again almost instantly.

I let out a breath I didn’t realise I’d been holding.

With that, the hard part was done. I pulled my legs up to my chest, making sure not to stir Ophelia or Emilia as I did, and sat up in the bed. Standing up, I tentatively navigated my way to the edge and stepped out onto the cold floor, biting back a hiss at the icicles shooting through my body in response.

Before going anywhere further I scavenged my pants out from the pile of discarded clothing and slipped them on. It was late night – or early morning, more likely – and the sight of a naked guy coming out on to a balcony in the red light district probably wasn’t the strangest sight anyone in the city had seen, but I still had some semblance of modesty to preserve. I’d never been inside Vivian’s bedroom before this; for all I knew, this balcony opened up onto the main concourse.

Curiosity getting the better of me, I stepped out onto the balcony instead of just closing the doors and getting back to bed. The night air was cold, but bracing, sending an invigorating chill through me as it filled my lungs. Below, the city street was mostly quiet; the glow of lanterns dyed the cobblestones and storefronts a soft crimson as barkers, whores and drunks went about their business without casting so much as a curious glance upwards.

“Hey,” a woman’s voice said from beside me – one I hadn’t heard in some time.

I turned to see a sensuous, buxom brunette girl leaning on the balcony handrail, a lit cigarette in her hand. As I watched, she took a drag then flicked it out onto the street, the embers leaving a glowing arc in the air as the stub flew down to ground level, disappearing beneath a drunkard’s feet. She turned to face me, the near-transparent white gown she wore flowing gently in the breeze.

I’d never met her in person, but I recognised her from the photo she’d left on my phone’s home screen.

A smile lifted Sennh’s pretty face. “Nice work, Gary.”

I gave her a shrug and a smile of my own. “Thanks. Didn’t pick you for a smoker.”

Sennh laughed, the kind of cheerful, pure laugh that reminded you of a childhood friend. “Are you kidding? All the gods smoke. It adds to the mystery.” She pulled a pack out of seemingly nowhere and tapped out another, holding the small box out to me. “Want one?”

While I didn’t smoke myself, I felt like I should make an exception when a literal goddess is offering. “Sure,” I said, taking one.

She chuckled, taking one for herself as well. The end lit all by itself the moment her lips touched it. “After all the sex you’ve been having, I feel like it’s almost a requirement.” Sennh leaned forward to light my cigarette with hers, and I took a hesitant puff.

It was astonishingly smooth – hell, it’d probably cure cancer.

“So, anyway,” she said, leaning back over the railing as she spoke. “I’m here to congratulate you on a job well done. The Succubus Queen is no longer a threat, and your quest is complete.”

I let the smoke ease out from my lips, watching as it coiled away into the night sky. “She wasn’t really a threat in the first place, you know.”

“I don’t know about that,” Sennh replied with a smirk. “She almost choked you out pretty good.”

“Okay, point taken,” I said begrudgingly, trying to ignore the grin on Sennh’s face. “But the gods did know that Vivian had practically retired from trying to take over the world years ago, right?”

Now it was Sennh’s turn to look somewhat abashed. “That’s the thing,” she said, twirling her cigarette in her fingers. “We didn’t exactly get an update on that back in the day. We’ll have to send her a gift basket or something as an apology.”

I took another drag. “It might take a bit more than that – she did lose a daughter.”

She sighed. “Yeah, Iggish wasn’t too proud of that one when he heard the news earlier. On the other hand, Resshar couldn’t be happier with Emilia – even without defeating the Queen, she’s done great, all things considered. In fact, he and Imthar have been talking – they’re thinking they might end up giving Emilia access to True Resurrection as a cross-skill, given how many levels she’s racked up in Lich already.” Sennh glanced over to me. “Could even let her bring Ophelia back to life.”

I gave it some thought as I leaned out over the balcony next to Sennh. That probably would go a fair way in earning Vivian’s forgiveness – assuming Ophelia even wanted to go back to how she was before. She’d been a vampire for a good thirty years, she might have gotten used to it. “I’d run it by them first,” I said. “Just to be on the safe side before you do anything.”

Sennh nodded. “I thought you might say as much. I’ve already told them not to do anything rash; that’s what got us into this mess in the first place, after all.”

“So what now?” I asked, stubbing my cigarette butt out on the balcony handrail before hastily wiping the ashes off as I thought better of it – more importantly, I didn’t want to have to explain the scorch marks to Vivian in the morning. “I mean, my big, ominous quest from the gods is finished. What am I supposed to do now?”

With a flick of her fingers Sennh discarded her own cigarette into the streets again. I followed the butt as it fell down the back of a hawker’s shirt, the man shrieking and frantically pulling his clothes off to get it out. “You enjoy the rest of your life, silly,” she said, moving beside me and placing a small kiss on my cheek. “You’ve earned yourself the favour of the gods, several of us at that; we’ll be watching over you and your progress.”

“Will I see you again?”

“Well, yeah,” she said, grinning playfully. “When you die again, obviously.” At my blank look, she continued. “I’m kidding, of course. You can still use your phone to stay in contact, and so can Emilia. I’m here whenever you need me. And by the way...”

Abruptly, Sennh draped her arms around my neck and pulled me into another kiss – a proper one this time, her lips pressed firmly against mine and her tongue pushing into my mouth. “I’m proud of you, Gary,” she whispered as we parted. “None of the other gods expected much at the outset, but you proved them all wrong – you did what none of their chosen ones could.” She held my gaze, her eyes a deep blue that seemed to go on forever. “I’m glad to have you as my champion. Thank you.”

I put my arms around her waist and touched my brow to hers. “Any time.”

We stayed like that for a while, Sennh eventually moving back and clearing her throat. “Well, uh, I guess that’s that,” she said a little awkwardly. “I should probably let you get back to your girl-pile; got to refresh the list of major world-ending threats now that the Succubus Queen’s off the cards now, anyway.”

“All right, then. Guess I’ll see you around, Sennh,” I said as I made my way back inside, stopping at the balcony doorway to turn back around towards the still-fidgeting goddess. “Hey, listen,” I started. “Did you… want to stick around for a bit?” I tilted my head towards the bedroom suggestively.

Sennh narrowed her eyes. “Gary, are you asking a goddess if she wants to fuck?”

Shit.

“I, uh... n-never mind,” I stammered.

She held her gaze a moment longer before breaking into a warm smile. “Calm down, Gary. I’m flattered. As much as I’d like to, I’ll have to leave you hanging for now,” she purred, moving up to give me a quick parting kiss, her hand straying over my crotch for the briefest of moments.

“But maybe another time, for sure,” her voice whispered in my ear as she disappeared.

“For sure,” I echoed quietly, the words lost in the breeze blowing through the curtains. Remembering what I’d come out to do in the first place, I went back inside, shutting the doors to the balcony and latching them shut.

As I was unfastening my pants and wondering just how the hell I was supposed to get back into bed without waking anyone, my phone vibrated in my pocket. A new message notification had popped up, and I tapped it curiously to bring it up.

Hey Gary, it read.

Sorry to grab you right away, but I’ve come back to a bit of a panic up here – with the Succubus Queen gone, the next biggest threat’s come to the fore and it’s waaaaay worse! Looks like there’s a Barbarian Queen up in the far north at the head of a marauding war horde that needs attention-

“Gary?” Rosalie’s voice whispered sleepily from the bed. “Is that you down there? Come back to bed and let me cuddle up with you, it’s freezing.”

I turned my phone off and shoved it into my pocket, slipping out of my pants as I climbed back under the bed sheets. With a satisfied hum Rosalie curled up against me and I hugged her back, the elf’s body blessedly warm against mine as she fell asleep in my arms.

Whatever Sennh wanted us to do, it could wait until the morning.
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