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Chapter One

I had never really been a fan of the ‘girl tripping in a horror movie’ scene. It always looked so contrived, watching a woman losing her balance on a flat floor or perfectly manicured patch of grass. I could run on that all day. Maybe not in heels, but I’d certainly kick them off if Dracula or Jason was chasing me.

As it turned out, real woods were different. The ground beneath my feet was uneven, full of roots and stones and lumps. There were branches in my way at all sorts of crazy angles. Worst of all, the night sky above was clear and bright, but hardly any light filtered to my level through the thick canopy above.

My spill was almost inevitable. My foot caught the wrong end of a root, I lost my balance and tumbled down an escarpment, my staff bouncing away. I’m sure that it would have looked pretty bad if someone could see me, but my pride hurt more than my body.

The good news was, I’d ended up beside a small stream, out from under the trees. I could see the two moons above, both nearly full. I had a little room to maneuver, and my staff was only a few paces away.

The bad news was that my pursuers had better balance, better shoes, or both. Three monstrous figures emerged from the thick foliage. They were bare-chested, almost comically muscular and had green skin, like cut rate Hulks. Their faces were misshapen and ugly, all warts and fangs and squinty eyes. Their spears were jagged and serrated, like the teeth of a great beast rather than something a blacksmith forged.

There wasn’t time to dive for my weapon, and I couldn’t really handle three of them with it anyway. Instead, I raised my hands and shouted, “MURUS IGNIS!”

Tongues of orange flame engulfed my hands. For me, the sensation was warm and tingly. I could only compare it to putting on a toasty pair of oven mitts and experiencing pins and needles at the same time. In the left corner of my vision, my bright blue mana bar dropped dangerously low. Well, lower.

It had been a busy night already, or I wouldn’t have been running.

The trollkin reacted quickly, trying to separate. Two broke left, one broke right. They weren’t dumb video game sprites. Everything in here really wanted to stay alive.

I made a shoving motion with my open palms as they started to dive for cover, and the fire surrounding my hands swept outward. In the blink of an eye, it expanded into a raging wall of flame that swept forward.

Real fire would’ve left the entire wood ablaze, but the magic spell wasn’t meant to. The grass and other greenery was completely untouched, while all three trollkin came out of the other side as little more than lumps of charcoal with floating, holographic gold coins about three feet above each body. The fire dissipated a second later, leaving a strong smell of soot in its wake.

My unexpectedly bloodthirsty roommate Diana insisted that Lost Skeloath was best when set to ‘total realism,’ dead bodies and burnt pork and all, but I was grateful that my violence was just a little cartoonish and sanitized.

I rose clumsily to my feet and picked up my staff, then padded over to the coins. They simply flew at me as though they were magnetized, and were absorbed by my body. In the corner of my vision, I saw my gold go up, but I didn’t have time to see by how much before I heard Diana shout, “Hey!”

She sounded indignant rather than afraid, but I hurried anyway. We’d gotten split up, and I wasn’t good at finding my way around the sprawling virtual landscape yet. I followed the stream toward the sound of her voice.

Diana hadn’t ended up very far from me. I saw her through a break in the tree line.

My friend was petite and blond, her golden locks tied into a ponytail. Like myself, she hadn’t needed to do much to retouch her avatar - it was mostly just an airbrushed version of her real self, same as me.

Her outfit was a different story, nothing she’d wear in the real world. It wasn’t revealing so much as barely there at all: she wore a metal bikini, bracers and black leather boots. I’d seen her in more modest underwear. The silliest part was that, according to the game rules, it counted as ‘heavy armor’ somehow.

Apparently the presence of steel was more important than the quantity in here. Diana just insisted that ‘a wizard did it.’ That didn’t make much sense to me as I actually was a wizard in here and my flowing robes actually covered most of my skin, but they still only counted as light protection.

She was also armed with a sword longer than her actual body, one that looked like it might weigh almost as much as she did. All part of the fun.

Right now, there were four dead trollkin at her feet, and she was locked in combat with a third. He swung a jagged axe at her. She blocked it with a resounding clang, stopping his motion cold even though he was easily twice her size. In here, she was the strongest of our little band.

The trollkin growled, “Surrender! This wood is under the protection of the Wizard-King!”

“He should have sprung for better rent-a-cops,” Diana laughed. She dropped to a crouch and spun, kicking him in the chest. The blow lifted the monster right off his feet and threw him backward. He hit a nearby tree, and was impaled through the belly on a branch as thick as his arm. His blood looked black in the dim light. Diana’s eyes widened and she laughed, “Didn’t think that would work! Did you see that?”

“Totally saw it,” I nodded and stepped closer. I said, “Nice work. Did you see where Jenny and Nate ended up though? I kinda lost track when the whole crowd came after us.”

Around us, the bodies flickered out, replaced by generic trollkin corpses with more floating gold coins. The coins floated to Diana, absorbed into her body with a brief flicker of light.

“Nah,” Diana shrugged and said, “I was distracted by the murdering. And frankly, a little disappointed that you guys booked. We had this.” She sheathed her sword. Strapped diagonally across her back, it didn’t quite drag against the ground.

“Even the big lizard?” I asked skeptically.

“Well,” Diana shrugged, “There’s only one way to find out both where those doofuses are and if we can take the big lizard.” She cupped her hands and called out, as loudly as she could, “Jen! Nate! Stop screwing around!”

I frowned. Death in here wasn’t that bad, at least not on my lower realism setting, but it would cost us treasure. There really was no arguing with her though.

There was a sound of flapping above our heads. It was distant right now, but getting closer fast. I raised my staff and wondered if I should put up a shield or something. Diana bolted out for the stream and the clear grass beyond, clearly wanting to let the monster arrive. I sighed and chased after her.

When we got clear of the canopy again, I could see a gigantic winged shape against the larger of Skeloath’s two moons. I complained, “I don’t want to fight a dragon yet.”

“Good news,” Diana smiled brightly and drew her sword again, “It’s just a wyvern!”

“Oh good,” I sighed.

The beast was easier to see before it landed. Its scales were vibrant green, gleaming like glass in the bright light. Its head reminded me of an iguana’s, triangular with eyes set on the sides of its head rather than forward. It had both a crest and a ‘beard’ of spines, and a gaping maw full of razor sharp teeth. Its body was long and sinuous, wings leathery like a bat’s.

All in all, it was as long as a bus, and the sight of an animal that big made my heart pound, even though I knew it was just a video game sprite.

It swept down, diving at us. I dropped to the ground and rolled, and as I was in motion, I could see Diana doing the same. The monster didn’t land, but rose again.

Diana protested loudly, “Hey! No fair! Come down here where I can stab you!”

The beast roared and wheeled around for another pass, but it didn’t look to be slowing down this time either. As it got closer though, someone began to shoot at it with flaming arrows.

That was Jenny, anyway. She was the only one of us with a bow.

A couple of shots caught it in the wing, throwing the wyvern off-balance. It screeched in pain and tumbled in the air.

Unfortunately, it was still aimed right at Diana and I. Diana kipped up like an eighties ninja, but even she wasn’t going to be fast enough to run away.

I threw up my hands and said, “Murus Lapis!”

My mana bar slid all the way to zero, setting my entire body tingling with pins and needles. A ghostly blue line was on the ground in front of us, showing me where the spell would land. I didn’t much care though, and just gestured as soon as it was there. The ground in front of us churned in response to my spell. The dirt gave way to solid black stone beneath, and the stone slid up like water. It was smooth and even in texture, eerie in its perfection.

The wyvern collided with the wall instead of either of us, losing most of is momentum as it smashed through it. The wyvern rolled to a bloody stop right next to Diana and winked out, replaced with a more cartoonish giant lizard corpse. A much larger pile of holographic gold coins appeared over it. Some of them immediately flitted to Diana and I.

Jenny and Nate’s shares sped toward them as they slipped out of the trees. Jenny was a busty redhead in boiled brown leather, and the tallest of us. Her avatar took a few liberties with her form that neither Diana nor I bothered with: in here, her hair was straight instead of curly for some reason, her breasts were bigger and perkier, and she was maybe three inches taller. All the same, she was basically recognizable.

In the real world, Nate was a slim and mousy guy. In here, he was a completely different person, an extra from Conan the Barbarian or something. He was bare chested, tanned and muscled. Even his face was different, square jawed and perfect.

Outside, he was reasonably cute. In here, he was a generic himbo, and I approved.

I smiled at them both and said, “Good timing!”

Jenny put away her magic bow, shook her head and said, “That will trick would’ve worked fine either way.”

“Nope,” I disagreed, “If you hadn’t smacked it around, it would’ve gotten out of the way.”

Diana sighed and said, “Oh, get a room, you two.”

Nate looked at Jenny, then at me, then at Jenny again and teased, “Yeah, let’s definitely get a room to, uh, discuss this.”

Jenny swatted his arm and said, “Banter later. We still have looting to do.” She led Nate close to the wyvern’s body, and their share of the virtual coins swept into their bodies.

“Who said anything about more banter?” Nate protested innocently, “My picture of that scenario doesn’t really involve a lot more talking.”

Diana rolled her eyes and said, “Gah. Enough. Come on, the ruins are this way, and I think the wyvern was the only serious guard.” She started to head back into the woods.

Nate produced an unlit torch from his satchel and asked, “Does that mean we can have some light for the walk this time?”

Diana shrugged without looking back and said, “Whatever.”

Nate tilted the torch my way. I made a fist with my thumb inside, and flicked it out like a lighter in the fashion of Bugs Bunny. As I did, I muttered, “Flammula.”

Even without any mana for big spells, I could still do parlor tricks like making a tiny flame from the end of a fingertip. A bright spark shot from my thumb and lit the torch.

Nate chuckled and said, “Thanks. And seriously, good trick with the wall.”

“Thanks,” I said, “Just don’t hope for anything else. I’m tapped out tonight.”

“Eh,” he nodded at Jenny and Diana, both a few paces ahead and said, “We’ll be fine.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “Probably so.”

We made our way through the wood at a brisk walk instead of a dead run, helped by the light of Nate’s torch.

We weren’t at it for very long before we came to a forbidding looking wall. It was maybe thirty, forty feet high, and it looked a lot like the magical walls I could conjure up: there were no seams or bricks or separate pieces of any kind. It was as though the builders of this ruin had simply grown a wall in one piece around their settlement. Worse, it looked untouched by the passage of time: nothing crumbling, no vines crawling over it. It was pristine and untouched.

Nate said, doing his best impression of a movie announcer, “Behold Yturu, lost city of the serpent men! They were born into a world they never made, where being a snake guy was against the law.”

Jenny and I both giggled.

“Man,” Diana replied, “Is everything in here lost? Someone should get the boss wizard a better mapmaker.”

Jenny laughed and said, “I know, right?”

“Well,” Nate said, “I mostly bring it up because the serpent guys were some seriously bad dudes, and the wall’s not safe.” He picked up a rock and tossed it at the wall. There was a flash of red where the stone hit the wall, and it bounced off. Wisps of smoke or steam rose from the rock, and it had a scorch mark.

Jenny frowned and said, “So no grappling hook,” she turned to me and added, “And you’re too tapped to just blast it, right?”

“Yeah,” I nodded and said, “Sorry.”

“Actually,” Nate said, “I think I can get it.”

Diana frowned and asked, “So the thing with the rock was just to show off?”

“Basically,” Nate shrugged. He produced an ugly looking pendant made out of bone and said, “I got this off one of the trollkin. I think it’s what lets them get back and forth.”

Jenny said, “You mean ‘you looked up in the walkthrough.’”

“Well…” Nate admitted sheepishly, “It was that or get zapped. Or spend an hour finding the gate.”

Diana grabbed the amulet and said, “That was smart, Nate. All this yapping is cutting into my murder time.” She donned the amulet, stepped to the wall, and smacked it with the palm of her hand.

I flinched, but nothing happened. It was just stone for her.

Jenny already had a grappling hook out, a three-tined claw attached to a sleek looking rope. She passed it to Diana and said, “Guess we’re going one at a time.”

“Guess so,” Diana agreed. She twirled the grapple. It went over the lip of the wall, caught something and stuck. She clambered up the side easily. A moment later, the bone amulet came flying back over the wall. Jenny picked it up and went next, just as gracefully as Diana.

When the amulet came over the wall again, Nate picked it up and handed it to me. He said, “If you’re down to hitting stuff with a stick, you should probably not be alone on this side.”

“Right,” I nodded and said, “Thanks.” I put on the amulet. Up close, it looked like an ugly stylized trollkin face carved out of a larger piece of ivory. Putting it on didn’t feel magical to me, but I supposed the amulet didn’t have the magic, the wall did. I gripped the rope tightly and scaled the side of the wall. It looked smooth, but it was surprisingly easy for me to find footholds even in my sandals.

In real life, I was in decent shape, but not up for anything like this. In here, my body felt considerably lighter than it was, and I was at the top in no time. There was a second rope leading down, but I took a moment to look at the city anyway.

Yturu was in ruins, but it was still gorgeous. I didn’t know what the crumbling buildings were supposed to be made of, if it was meant to be a real Earthly material at all, but all the buildings looked almost silver in the moonlight. It also looked less like a city, and more like a very large stronghold: the interior was mostly a series of forbidding looking buildings connected by bridges, half of which had broken.

At ground level, there were a series of canals filled with brackish green water, though there were walkways beside them. Even the walkways sparkled a bit.

Nothing was moving, not even birds or insects. I couldn’t decide if that was creepy or reassuring, as I had been expecting more monsters.

I looked down and saw Jenny and Diana, both perfectly safe on a patch of silvery ground. Diana look up and made an annoyed ‘come here’ gesture, so I slid down the rope. I took off the amulet and flung it back over the wall.

As we waited for Nate, Jenny said softly, “Well, this place is spooky.”

Diana shrugged and said, “I was gonna say that the wizard needs to spring for a janitor.” She pointed at a nearby broken bridge, twenty feet over our heads and said, “I mean, just look at this mess. It could really use some skeletons or zombies pushing brooms, if you ask me.”

Jenny chuckled and said, “Okay, got me there.”

I shook my head and said, “I don’t know anybody can be so bloodthirsty and such a neat freak at the same time. I mean, critiquing ruins? I’m sure the serpent people didn’t plan to vanish mysteriously.”

Diana laughed and said, “All right, all right. I’ll stop complaining as soon as I have something to hit.”

Nate unhooked the grapple and dropped it, leaving the second rope so we could still get back up if we wanted to. He looked around and said, “Nice.”

Diana shook her head and said, “We were going with ‘empty.’ You did the homework, so tell us where we go to find the temple guardian and all the fabulous loot we were promised.”

Nate nodded and said, “It’s supposed to be in a tall building on the north end of town, with a door that looks like the open mouth of a serpent, so…” he looked around and pointed, “That way.”

“All right,” Diana drew her sword and said, “Let’s go.”

We turned and started to walk, but we didn’t get very far before bright yellow letters appeared in my field of vision, spelling out a single message:

[SESSION TIME LIMIT REACHED]

Nate groaned, “Eleven o’clock already? Doesn’t seem that late.”

Jenny opened her mouth to reply, but the world slipped away before she could say anything.

~~~

My world was awash in a sea of pink and purple. Different hues mingled in swirling currents and eddies, fingers of neon pink swaying against pastel. Thin strands of boysenberry made sluggish pinwheels against fields of lilac. I felt like I was part of the gentle motion too, my body engulfed in the warm colors, buoyed by their bubbly light.

I could almost imagine words forming in the abstract shapes, but I couldn’t read them. I could only drift, peaceful and happy.

~~~

Waking up from a simulated-sensation VR rig was a weird experience. The hair on the back of my neck was always standing on end, I always had goosebumps, and I always had a weird sense that I’d forgotten something, as though I might have left the oven on or forgotten my car keys.

This time, it seemed like I’d been staring at something pink, but that didn’t sound right. The ruins had been silver, and the forest dark green.

I tried not to worry about it. The disorientation always seemed completely real, but I was pretty sure it only ever lasted about five or ten seconds of real time. I waited, and as always, my confusion faded.

There hadn’t been any pink, we had been interrupted in the city. The only lingering discomfort I felt was a desire to go right back into Lost Skeloath. No matter how much time we spent in the game, I always wanted more.

Unfortunately, it was still time to get out.

As soon as I felt centered and alert, I unhooked the device that covered most of my head. The controller was compact and sturdy, a glossy black helmet with a visor that snapped down to cover my eyes. There were shiny electrodes across the headband, meant to press against bare skin. It had noise canceling headphones, oversized to accommodate some more electronics. The top of it was a little boxy to house the magnet and EEG reader that made most of the technology possible.

All of that connected with a heavy cord to a box about the size of most video game consoles. It had a small screen of its own to adjust settings like ‘time limit,’ to avoid losing all track of time in a virtual world with no clocks.

Right now, all four controller slots were occupied, my friends laid out on futons on either side of me. In the real world, our clothes were a lot more practical: jeans and t-shirts, nothing suitable for the cover of a schlock fantasy novel.

Diana unhooked her headset next, followed by Jenny. Nate took a moment longer. He was also sporting an erection, which he hastily sat up to conceal.

I made it a point not to giggle. He was a nice guy.

Diana set her headset aside carefully and said, “Well, that’s crap. We sure we can’t just skip everything tomorrow?”

Nate tried to smooth his helmet-hair and said, “We’re not addicts. We’ll be in again soon enough.”

Not addicts.

In again soon enough.

His words were completely true, and my disappointment at ending our session faded almost instantly. I agreed, “True. We’re not addicts.”

“Yeah,” Diana’s expression softened as she conceded, “You’re right. We’ll be in again soon enough.”

Jenny rubbed her eyes and said, “As long as it’s tomorrow. I want to play every day.”

Play every day.

That was certainly true too. Diana and I had only bought the console a week ago, but it had already completely replaced television for both of us.

Nate seemed to be there too. As I got to my feet he agreed, “Play every day.”

Diana asked, “So, same time tomorrow?” She got up, always a little faster to get over the machine’s sleep paralysis than the rest of us. She offered Jenny a hand up.

Jenny took Diana’s hand and agreed, “We’ll be here.”

Nate got up, no longer trying to shield the tent in his pants and said, “Yeah, with bells on.”

Jenny said, “Goodnight, you two.”

“Goodnight,” I smiled at her.

After the two of them left, Diana said, “I think I’ll catch my shower in the morning. I feel strangely wiped. Bathroom’s all yours if you want it.”

“Nah,” I shook my head and said, “I think we can both find time tomorrow before work.”

“Okay,” Diana agreed. She padded off to her room without another word.

For my part, I didn’t even bother to get undressed.


Chapter Two

Diana and I alternated grocery shopping at our shared apartment. Normally, I didn’t mind a half-hour to hour delay on the way home every couple of weeks, and Diana’s list was never unreasonable. Neither of us had extravagant tastes.

This time, it felt different. Pulling into the parking lot of our local store had me antsy, because all I really wanted to do was grab some takeout, wolf it down and get more time in Lost Skeloath. Now that I was away from work, all I could think about was how much I wanted to get back to Yturu and uncover some long-lost treasure.

I had always liked games, but I’d never been so into one before. Of course, nothing I’d ever played before could compare. As I got out of my car it began to rain, and all I could think was that the raindrops felt just as real as in the game.

I grabbed a cart and got into the store as quickly as I could. I pulled my phone out to look at the list, and began to make my circuit through the aisles. The place was packed.

The sight of so many people was completely normal. I got off work at five, and so the store was always crowded on the way home from work. It was still intensely frustrating though: even if I hurried, it would definitely be an hour.

As I made my way through the bakery, cart in one hand and phone in the other, I actually started to grit my teeth. The moment I started to do it though, a single thought bubbled to the surface of my mind:

I am not an addict.

The realization was calming, and I very nearly repeated the sentence aloud. I was not an addict. I could wait to play my game. After all, I played every day now. I saw it enough.

Feeling more centered, I began to actually put food in the cart. It was still hard not to compare the food out here to the food in the game though: in virtual reality, everything was always perfect. Every piece of fruit was ripe and spotless, every loaf of bread was crunchy. Here, I passed on wilted lettuce and overripe avocados. The baguettes didn’t look as inviting. The instant coffee and non-dairy creamer looked more artificial than the brew that existed on the other side of the console.

I was musing about that when I overheard something that piqued my interest.

“Did you get past the wyvern?” one young man asked another. They were both maybe twenty, just a couple of years behind me. The one asking the question was broad shouldered and tall, while his friend was short and stout. Both had dark hair, maybe cousins. They were down the aisle from me, looking over boxed cereals. It looked like the taller one might be a Captain Crunch guy.

The shorter one shook his head and said, “Not yet, but we’ll try again tonight. Just gotta finish that paper and my group will go again.”

“Paper?” the taller one scoffed, “That’s lame. I bet you could do it a different night. I mean, you gotta play every day.”

Play every day.

No matter how many times I heard that, it never stopped being true. I almost repeated it back to them. Thankfully, the shorter guy beat me to it. He replied, “The paper’s important, but I’ll still play tonight. We do need to play every day.”

I pushed my cart to the side to get around them. Diana insisted on healthy food, nothing with so much added sugar, when the taller one asked, “Did you hear about the contest?”

“Yeah,” the shorter one said, “But I don’t think I have a shot.”

I paused and turned. Butting in made me blush, but now I had to know too. I said, “Excuse me, but I couldn’t help but overhear you guys talking. You’re playing Lost Skeloath, right?”

The shorter one laughed and said, “Us and everybody. You too, right?”

“Right,” I nodded and said, “What was that about a contest? I didn’t hear anything. I, uh, don’t get out much.” I didn’t bother to add, ‘anymore.’

The taller guy said, “It’s a contest to recruit some professional players - people who can be the face of the company. Do cons and stuff.”

“They want people to send in selfies. Photogenic people,” the shorter guy looked me up and down and added, “People more like you than me, for instance.”

My blush deepened and I said, “Thanks. So it’s just up on the website?”

“Uh huh,” the taller guy said, “All the details are there. You should check it out. Bet you rock a chainmail bikini like a pro.”

“Robes,” my cheeks felt like they were on fire as I corrected him, “I do the wizard thing.”

The taller guy chuckled and said, “Well, good luck anyway. It’d be great to see someone from around here win.”

“Thanks,” I smiled and said, “And thanks for letting me know. Good hunting in the ruins, guys.” I pushed my cart away, worried that I might actually catch fire. I could practically feel them staring at my ass as I headed for Diana’s whole grain oats.

Normally, being checked out made me nervous and uncomfortable, but I didn’t mind it from them. Instead, I wondered if I should try an outfit like Diana’s after all.

~~~

The website for O’Brien Dynamics boasted a dizzying array of product information. They weren’t just about virtual reality, they were involved with everything from offshore oil drilling to microwave popcorn. Good headshots made their senior management look friendly and approachable despite their almost unimaginable wealth. I did note that their CEO was handsome.

Diana wasn’t any more interested in that than I was though, so she skipped past it quickly. We soon reached the page for the KOSCHIE. The page explained that it was the name they’d given the prototype: the Klassen-O’Brien Sensory-Stimulation Chair Interface, Experimental. Now, the makers just liked the name. There were videos showing off the original design and a few of the early prototypes.

Below those, there was an ad proclaiming, ‘Trade Your Swords For Selfie Sticks, Adventurers.’

Jenny laughed at that, snuggling up with Nate. She asked, “Really?”

Nate put his arm around her and said, “Shush, the computer is talking, honey.”

Diana snorted and clicked the link.

Our television screen resolved into a picture of Mitch Klassen, inventor of the KOSCHIE. I recognized his picture immediately from the early promo materials, and sat a little straighter on the couch before I even realized it. A quick glance at everybody else revealed that they had too, and that made me feel a little less strange. Nate didn’t even have his arm around Jenny anymore. They were both just watching intently.

Mitch said, “Adventurers of Skeloath, we’re looking to recruit you.”

You.

My heart raced a little bit. Rumor was that Mitch used his own appearance as the template for Lost Skeloath’s big bad, the Wizard-King. The man behind the curtain wanted to recruit me.

“We need men and women who can answer the call to action,” he continued, “To represent us in commercials, at conventions and even play professionally. Winners of the contest will also get to play with me personally, and get a look at new titles we have in development.”

Play with me.

I shivered, eyes like saucers.

Mitch continued, “Send us your selfies. The address is below. We want to see action shots, candid shots, head shots and even cosplay.”

Want to see.

He wanted to see my picture. I realized it was just a video ad on a website, but it felt like he was looking right at me. I resisted the urge to whip out my phone and just take one right here.

“We are also weighting progress in the game itself,” Mitch went on, “Everything else being equal, we want the best players with the most achievements unlocked. Now, we hope to hear from you soon. All initial entries must be submitted by the end of April,” Mitch said, “Including all the details in the form. Don’t forget to include your system ID.”

That meant we had several weeks. I relaxed a little. There would be time to get a haircut and maybe even take a stab at cosplay. Maybe I could put together a decent robe.

He finished, “And in the meantime, explore Skeloath. Uncover those secrets and win.”

Explore Skeloath.

Uncover secrets.

Win.

My body tingled and my hands tensed, fingers clutching at air. I could find time to look better soon, and send in some decent pictures well before the deadline. Right now, I wanted to get back in the game again and uncover everything he had put there for me.

The ad closed, and I relaxed again. I asked, “Everybody done with dinner? I figure we can talk about the contest while we’re in-world.”

Nate set both his and Jenny’s bowls aside and said, “Picked ours clean. We should definitely get going.”

Diana nodded and agreed, “Let’s rock.” She was already putting on her headset.

We were on our futons in moments.

~~~

My world was a sea of pink and purple again, leaving me warm and drowsy. This time, the swirling colors resolved into a pair of understandable words:

[PATCHING]

[UPLOADING]

The words were made of letters a hundred feet high. More than that, they were true: the game was Patching. Files were Uploading. A moment later, the words were replaced by a progress bar that crawled slowly across my screen. In the background, I could imagine words and symbols flickering by, just past my conscious ability to read.

I didn’t mind any of it though. Not the waiting, not the fact that it was cutting into my game time, so important moments before. All that mattered was that the game was becoming a more perfect experience for me.

I wanted this.

I floated, placid and docile, waiting patiently for it to finish.

~~~

Entering the world of Lost Skeloath was less disorienting than leaving it, but it was still a little strange. I didn’t entirely understand the interface, but I knew that it put a person into a lucid dream. My body was always just a little heavy at first, and I was always just a little confused.

This time, I could swear there had been pink light, maybe a patch, but the idea was fading and ephemeral, the way a normal dream should be.

By the time I opened my eyes, the idea was barely there at all.

We were back in Yturu, all of us on the right side of the wall. The only good news was that my mana bar was full again. The game rewarded taking breaks, speeding recovery when players were logged out. The sweet spot was sessions of about two to six hours, or so said the math geeks on the official forum. Our merry band usually opted for five.

Diana drew her gigantic sword and said, “North, right? Serpent door?”

“Uh huh,” Nate agreed and pointed, “That way. I double-checked it on break, earlier today. Cross referenced it against the maps people have made, and -”

“And it’s cool,” Diana said, “I’ll take your word for it. Just lead the way.” She made a sweeping gesture with her giant sword, pointing to the same section of ruins he had been. The direction he indicated led to the walkway beside the canals.

Nate frowned at her bare back and said, “I thought the maps thing was interesting.”

“Not as interesting as the contest,” I said, “I want to know what you guys are thinking about doing for it. You sew, right Jenny?”

Jenny unslung her bow and agreed, “I do, but there’s a pretty big difference between hemming a skirt or a pair of pants and making leather armor like mine. Even learning how would take longer than we have.”

“We probably don’t need to be accurate to our characters,” Nate said, “They probably just want people who look like fun.”

“Fair point,” I agreed. I tried to keep an eye on the bridges and towers overhead while we moved forward, looking for movement or anything that looked out of place. Up close, all I really noted about the place is that the interior walls looked magical, just like the ruin’s outer barrier. Nothing here had any seams or bricks, it all looked grown too. The difference between these walls and mine was mostly that they looked a bit like marble sprinkled with glitter, now that I was within arm’s reach of them.

The strangest thing about all of it was the lack of cobwebs, bird droppings or any other sign of life. The only sign of nature’s presence here was the brackish water: it was murky and green, covered in algae. It was flowing, but very slowly.

I made a point of not getting too close.

Jenny said, “The truth is, a lot of the iconic stuff in here is basically underwear. I mean, my panties and bra are bigger than your armor, Diana.”

“Yeah,” Diana agreed, “I was thinking about just putting on some lingerie for mine. I mean, the Man did say ‘candid shots.’”

The Man.

If Diana had suggested sending racy pictures to anyone else, I would have objected out of hand. I wasn’t that kind of girl, and neither she nor Jenny were either. On the other hand, Mitch Klassen was definitely the Man. I didn’t really mind him seeing me like that. The idea was pretty hot, if I were being honest. I agreed, “I guess there is that…”

Jenny looked thoughtful for a moment before agreeing, “Maybe a group shot like that?”

I blinked in surprise. On the one hand, being in my underwear with Nate would be a little weird. On the other, he’d certainly seen as much of us in here. I replied, “Sounds good to me.”

“Costumes are hard,” Nate added, “But prop weapons probably aren’t. I have an old friend who collects those replica swords? He can probably loan us some stuff for a couple days, especially if I tell him it’s for this.”

“That’s my man,” Jenny said, “Resourceful.” She patted his arm.

I smiled and said, “Good idea.”

“Yeah,” Diana conceded, “I’m in. Thanks, Nate.”

Nate blushed, his big barbarian face a shade of crimson I would never expect from the real Conan or Beastmaster. The effect was pretty cute. Jenny seemed to agree: she leaned in and kissed his cheek.

We stepped between two large towers, into what amounted to a wide alleyway. As soon as we did, there was a nasty burbling sound from the water on both sides of us.

Diana dropped to a crouch and said, “Ambush!”

Jenny drew her bow to cover Diana, while Nate and I turned around to cover our backs. I raised my staff, but I didn’t have time to do much else before gigantic tentacles erupted from the water. Each one was the same slimy green as the murky water that they came from, dripping and horrid. They looked a bit like the tentacles of a squid, with unhealthy purple suckers on their mottled undersides. Each was thicker than my arm, and there looked to be dozens, extending all the way from the water to us.

Beside me, Nate drew a long knife. It was glittering obsidian. In real life, it probably would’ve held a surgical edge, but been too brittle to count on. In here, the blade was etched with glyphs that glowed pale blue. He brandished it and stepped in front of me.

The tentacles surged forward. He deftly chopped the first two, cutting off the ends of them. His blade left behind frost on their severed tips, more than capable of hurting whatever lurked below.

Unfortunately, there were just too many. Tentacles wrapped around both Nate’s arms and his legs, pulling him spread eagle. His knife clattered to the ground. More began dragging him toward the water, and he called out, “Little help!”

Behind me, I heard Diana snarl, “There’s too many. I can’t -”

I raised my staff toward Nate and shouted, “Murus Ignis!” Flame swirled around my hands and my mana bar dropped sharply. I shoved both hands forward, right at Nate.

The resulting wall of blazing orange fire spread all the way across the alleyway and surged forward, roaring and crackling. Nate screamed as it washed over him, but it was panic rather than pain. We didn’t have PVP on - my spells couldn’t hurt him. The fire burned the tentacles off of him and continued forward, sweeping all the way to the canal. It hit the water with a hiss, leaving our side of the fight clear. Nate fell to the ground panting.

There was an unearthly keening noise from beneath our feet, and the ground rumbled. Around us, the towers shook. I turned to see if Diana and Jenny were all right, and saw the tentacles withdrawing.

Jenny’s arms were covered in slime and she’d dropped her bow, but she seemed okay. She went for it.

“No you don’t!” Diana shouted at the tentacles as they pulled back. She raised her sword high over her head and flung herself into the murky water.

“Diana!” I shouted, running for the water’s edge.

Before I made it, the silvery pavement in front of me shattered, and a huge shape rose from the water. It was even bigger than the wyvern from last night, and far uglier. The creature was a misshapen, asymmetric lump of slimy flesh, mottled green and muddy brown. It had a circular maw big enough to swallow me whole, filled with bright white teeth as long as my arm, surrounding obscene pink flesh. Tentacles radiated every which way off of its horrible bulk, waving and twisting. Its screeching was horrible, high pitched and so loud my bones ached with it.

Diana was on top of it, her sword buried in its horrible flesh, somehow managing to keep her footing as it thrashed. Her body glistened with the disgusting water. She shouted, “Yee-haw!”

I raised my staff and shouted, “Tonitrua et Fulgura!”

The tip of my staff glowed incandescent white, bright like a flashbulb going off. There was a crash of thunder, and for just a moment, I could see a blue line of lightning connecting the tip of my staff to the monster’s gaping mouth. I blinked away tears from the brightness of it, the afterimage burned onto my virtual retinas.

The monster’s screeching rose even higher, and it flailed backward. Diana leapt off of it and landed in a three point crouch in front of us, then turned and raised her sword again.

The monster’s tentacles twitched and surged violently, but only a few actually came our way. It was as though the monster couldn’t tell where we were anymore, and was flailing around blindly.

Diana charged forward, sword in hand.

Nate was two steps behind her, brandishing his magic knife. He called out, “The mouth’s the weak spot!”

“Right,” Diana agreed, and she dove for it, stabbing and slicing with her oversized blade. The great beast let out another keening scream, but it wasn’t as loud now.

It was clearly dying.

Nate and Jenny kept the tentacles off of Diana while she finished it off, her flaming arrows and his icy knife enough to keep the monster at bay now that it was so weakened.

For my part, I leaned on my staff and watched for a minute. No real harm could happen in the game, but it could certainly make you think you were tired. Draining so much of my mana at once left me feeling a little winded.

As I recovered, Diana stepped back from the monster’s twitching carcass and said, “I think we got it.” She turned back to me and said, “Thanks, Sam.”

“Yeah,” Jenny agreed, “Way to deus ex machina, Samantha.”

“Welcome,” I smiled at them.

“I hate interrupting the well deserved celebration,” Nate said, “But there’s a catch. I read about the guardian monster too.”

“Was the hentai monster poisonous like a jellyfish, dear?” Jenny asked. She had a bunch of the slime on her too, but she still sounded amused by the whole situation.

“Yep,” Nate nodded, rubbing at the slime around his left wrist. Beneath it, his skin was already turning an unpleasant shade of blue, like he was overripe.

Diana looked down at her slime-coated body and asked, “Any chance I’m not totally screwed? Because I’m starting to itch. Like, everywhere.”

“Luckily,” Jenny said, “We didn’t all spend all our points on killing stuff. As a ranger, I picked up the ability to cure poisons or diseases three times a day now. Samantha didn’t get tagged, so that covers all of us. Here,” she gestured for Diana to get closer.

Diana stepped closer and said, “Thanks, Jenny.”

“No problem,” Jenny smiled. She put her hands on Diana’s shoulders and said, “Curatio Morbi.”

Her hands glowed with golden light for a moment, and I felt a tingling sensation that accompanied strong magic. The golden light spread over Diana’s body, leaving her clean, dry and free of blemishes.

Diana took a step back and looked herself over.

I said wryly, “I guess the good thing about that outfit is that if Jenny missed a spot anywhere, we’d see it.”

“Prude,” Diana stepped away and swatted my shoulder.

Jenny gestured for Nate, but he shook his head and said, “You next, honey. I can wait thirty whole seconds.”

“Thanks, dear,” Jenny smiled brightly at him. She hugged herself and repeated the spell, her body bathed in golden light before coming out of it as clean as Diana’s. She fixed Nate next, leaving everyone pristine. When she was done, she asked, “Any other big surprises we should be ready for, cutie?”

Nate said, “There are some traps and a puzzle in the temple foyer that I can get around. Nobody I read had gotten past that though, so I couldn’t say what’s in the inner part of the ruin. Sorry.”

I patted his shoulder and said, “It’s fine. Thanks for doing the homework for us.”

“No problem!” Nate smiled at me.

We went back to walking. Nothing else bothered us on the way to the temple door. Either nothing else lived here, or none of the other guards wanted to try us after watching us kill it.

This time, I was good with that.

The temple door was indeed shaped like the head of a serpent set into the side of a building, its mouth shut. Based on how big the head was, it looked like we would be able to pass through it one at a time if we got it open.

I looked at it and asked, “So this is creepy, right? I mean, even in the context of snake people? It’d be like us making a door out of some guy’s head and walking into his regular-person mouth.”

“Right?” Jenny chuckled and put her hand on the snake’s left cheek. She joked, “Hamburgers and fries, just step right through Ronald McDonald’s terrifying maw!”

Diana laughed and said, “Driver’s licenses through jaw number three?”

Nate laughed too, but he didn’t riff on it. Instead, he seemed to be looking for something. He methodically tapped at the snake head for a moment before he found something on the underside of its jaw. He pressed hard.

The snake’s eyes glowed, and the mouth opened slowly. The motion came with a loud grinding noise, ancient gears turning somewhere nearby.

Jenny looked into the opening and asked, “So, traps, huh?”

“Mmhmm,” Nate nodded said, “Couple dart traps, a pit and a swingy blade thing. Oh, and the statues are going to come to life and attack while we’re getting the vault door open. I should probably handle the puzzle while you guys deal with them.”

Diana nodded and agreed, “Cool.” The door finished opening and she said, “You’re on point, Homework Guy.”

Nate agreed, “Right.” He stepped in first.

The interior corridor was dark and narrow. In the moonlight, I could see sconces with unlit torches set in pairs along both walls. The air smelled stale and musty. Nate stepped into the hallway and moved past the first pair of torches without either lighting them or going for his own.

I was about to say something when both torches simply flickered to life as he stepped by them, crackling and getting bright in the span of heartbeats.

“Convenient,” Diana said. She stepped after him, sword in hand.

“You’re our big gun,” Jenny said, “I’d better take up the rear.” She nodded for me to go.

“Right,” I agreed, following Diana.

Jenny came in behind me, and we made our way forward cautiously. The torches continued lighting themselves as we stepped further in. The passage sloped downward gently, then came to a spiral staircase leading down.

“Here we are,” Nate said. He opened a satchel and produced a small baton, thick as his thumb and maybe a foot long. He tapped it against the wall, and the baton extended into an eight foot long pole. He muttered, “Third step, tenth step and twenty-fourth step. Should be good. Everybody stay a couple steps behind just in case.”

Diana said, “Right.”

Nate began prodding the steps in front of him before stepping on them. Sure enough, as soon as he put weight on the third step, there was a hissing noise from the left, and darts clanged against the right hand wall, clattering to the floor. They looked nasty, with hollow tips that oozed sticky looking brown resin.

I was glad Nate was so thorough. I didn’t really like jump scares much. We got past the rest of the traps with similar predictable ease, then stairs opened up to a wider chamber. The ceiling was high and vaulted, with frescoes of serpent men holding a grand party on it. Men with the heads of cobras and adders were dancing and eating. I couldn’t say what they were dancing about, but I did note that the food included a few bound and gagged men and women.

That made me shiver.

The interior of the room had a score more torches, all of which lit at once with a ‘whoosh’ as soon as Nate crossed the threshold. The centerpiece of the room was a beautiful fountain with marble serpents. Clean water gushed from their mouths, and there were coins at the bottom. I wondered if it was supposed to be a wishing well.

The far end of the room had a huge set of double doors engraved with more leering serpent men, dark hardwood reinforced with iron bands. There were grooves in it.

Either side of the room had black granite statues of serpent men, rendered in intricate detail. Like the trollkin, they were bare chested and armed with razor sharp curved swords. They seemed to favor kilts over trousers though, the garments letting their tails swing behind them. There were six statues in all, each life-sized.

Diana brandished her sword and asked, “So… puzzle, huh?”

“Yeah,” Nate said, “People online seemed to think it had something to do with putting the coins from the well into grooves onto the door, but nobody had a good answer yet. As soon as we start messing with any of this, the statues will come to life and try to kill us. They’re supposed to be pretty tough too.”

Jenny asked, “Can we just bash them first? Maybe Samantha’s magic?”

“No way,” Diana protested, “I wanna fight something that isn’t total bullshit, like the wyvern or hentai beast. Just bring it, Nate. Let’s go.”

Nate turned to Jenny. Jenny shrugged and said, “I’m not arguing with Lady Swords-A-Lot. Hit it, dear.”

I raised my staff and said, “Yeah, I still have plenty of juice if they suck too bad.”

“All right,” Nate shrugged and went to the fountain. He reached into the water, grabbing a handful of coins. They weren’t like the game’s currency - most of the money in the game was generic gold coins, like the ones that we got from monster corpses. They had the company logo on them, a wink to the audience.

These were made of at least six different kinds of metals, all different shapes and sizes. Nate began to methodically lay them out on the lip of the fountain, sorting them into an order by size.

All around us, the eyes on the statues flickered to life. They were already open, but their black gazes were replaced with lambent yellow light, glowing like candles. They slid smoothly off their foot-high pedestals and drew their weapons, coming at us with slow inevitability.

They sort of reminded me of the Terminator: relentless rather than rushed.

“That’s more like it,” Diana said. She charged one of the statues on the right, swinging her sword at it. The statue reacted with a lot more speed, raising its own sword to block. Their blades crossed, sparks flying.

Jenny skipped her bow in favor of a pair of short blades, swords scarcely bigger than Nate’s dagger. Both were gleaming chrome. She moved to back up Diana, catching the statue next to hers. It swung at her, and she dodged, slashing at it with one of her swords.

That left four for me, which seemed steep. I didn’t even really like the idea of being outnumbered two to one. I raised my staff and called out, “Murus Lapis!”

The blue line to target the spell appeared on the ground, and I gestured emphatically with my staff to pull it crosswise and block all the statues on the left. As soon as I had it, I finished the gesture. The marble floor rippled, a wall of it sliding up to block those monsters. My mana bar dropped again.

The trapped statue monsters began to pound on the wall methodically, but for now, it seemed like it would hold. I could muster more firepower, but I didn’t know how bad things would get past the temple doors. Saving some for the rest of the place seemed wise.

I headed for the last unattended statue, intercepting it before it could get behind Diana.

As I rushed by, Nate picked up several of the coins and headed for the door, oblivious to the whole mess. The boy did love this sort of thing. I didn’t bother to watch what he was up to.

My opponent swung at me, and I blocked. The blade was heavy and stone, but it still skipped harmlessly off my wooden staff. The tip of my staff had a small crystal ball in a dragon’s claw, swirling with mystical energy. I didn’t need to sacrifice my own power using it to hit stuff.

So I jabbed the statue in the chest with that end as hard as I could. Electricity arced from the point of contact, crackling around the statue. Little blue arcs crawled across its muscled chest and bare arms.

A part of me wanted to write the developer and complain that stone didn’t conduct lightning. I knew what Diana would say though: magic stone obviously conducts magic lightning.

I didn’t have long to think about that. The statue didn’t slow down, despite being hit squarely. It swatted the end of my staff away with an open palm and lunged for me with its sword. I spun my staff and blocked that too.

I’d never done more than a couple self-defense classes before, but things in here moved slowly enough for regular people to fight like professionals. We began to trade blows faster.

My staff was more useful than the sword: I had longer reach, and I was faster. I twirled the staff like a baton, deftly blocking its swings and thrusts. Unfortunately, nothing I did even scratched it.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Diana bring her sword down in an overhanded chop. She sliced the left arm right off of her statue, then kicked it in the groin. The statue was knocked flat on its back, and she drove the point of her sword through its neck and right into the marble floor beneath.

The statue’s head came off, and its body crumbled to black powder.

Past her, I could see Jenny having trouble like mine: her short blades kept skipping harmlessly off of her opponent’s stone body. Diana turned to her and said, “Hold it still, Jen!”

“Right!” Jenny dropped her short blades, letting them clatter to the floor and tried to close with it to grab an arm. The statue took another swing at her instead, and she ducked beneath it, spinning into a leg sweep. Her foot connected with the back of its left knee with a loud thud.

The statue didn’t even budge, but flipped its hooked blade over and tried to drive it straight through her, oblivious to Diana stepping behind it. Clearly, the statue guardians of the long-dead serpent men didn’t speak English.

Our petite blond murder machine was faster than the statue. She decapitated it with a single double-handed blow. Jenny rolled out of the way of its attack, but it crumbled to dust before its sword hit the floor.

Diana turned toward my fight, where I was still blocking and blocking, but she didn’t have time. Behind me, Nate shouted, “Got it!”

There was bright golden light from his end of the room. My opponent froze in place, and the knocking from the other side of my magical wall stopped at the same time.

We all turned and looked.

Nate was framed against the open doors, his body looking positively dark against the light from behind him. The room beyond was lit with a bright and steady light, something that looked more like fluorescents than torches, and it was filled with piles of treasure. There were mounds of gold coins, though they looked solid rather than the holographic game currency. There were bright jewels. I could see jewelry strewn about, even a couple of swords.

Diana scoffed, “That was it? I was just getting warmed up.”

“To be fair,” Nate said, “I had to figure out the sequence to get it. There was math, and -”

“And,” Jenny sheathed her swords and stepped to Nate, “What matters is that you did a good job, honey.” She threw her arms around him and gave him a lingering kiss.

Diana sheathed her blade too and said, “That’s fair. I’m disappointed in the lack of baddies, not you taking care of the puzzle. I hate puzzles.”

“Seconding that,” I agreed. I tapped my dormant opponent with the end of my staff, then followed the others to the threshold of the treasure room. It was bigger than the chamber we were in now. I said, “We can’t possibly carry this all with us, so we should look for the most valuable swag.”

I stepped inside. The feel of gold coins beneath my sandaled feet was strange, like walking on loose scree or gravel. They were heavy enough not to slide around too much, but the whole thing still felt unstable.

Diana stepped further in and began to look around. She asked, “Are we really segueing from violence to doing inventory?”

Jenny stepped in and said, “C’mon, gold buys bigger swords and newer armor. Besides, maybe something in here is cursed. We’re past the walkthrough, and -”

The doors slammed shut behind us, the second Nate crossed the threshold.

“- and that’s not good,” Jenny finished.

“On the contrary,” Diana drew her sword again and poked at the nearest pile of coins with it, “Here, monster, monster! I got a present for you!”

The pile of coins in front of her exploded, flinging them everywhere. I shielded my face with my hand.

A brilliant green dragon rose from the mess. It was only about as big as the wyvern had been, but it was more physically impressive anyway: powerful muscles rippled beneath its scaly skin, and its forelegs ended in talons wider than my entire torso. Its claws were like Jenny’s short blades.

It was gorgeously rendered, as real as anything I had ever seen in the waking world.

The creature inhaled, and the entire room got ten degrees hotter.


Chapter Three

“Murus Glacies!” I shouted, raising my staff. My mana bar dropped again, and I just shoved the blue targeting line toward the dragon. A wall of gleaming white ice coalesced out of thin air between the great beast and my friends and I, cutting us off completely. We couldn’t see it.

The dragon exhaled a moment later, and for a split second, the sheet of ice protecting us lit up like a sunrise. It was brilliant yellow, with jagged lines of orange where cracks were forming.

A moment later, the wall exploded.

The good news was that I didn’t feel any dragon fire. Even at my lower settings, getting dumped out of the game for being completely on fire would probably smart. My wall had done the job, and I could toss a few more before I ran out of mana again.

The bad news was that instead of stopping each other, the fire and ice had combined to form a cloud of hot steam that I couldn’t see my own hands through.

Somewhere near me, I heard Diana yelp in surprise and pain.

Nate shouted, “Diana! Are you -”

He was cut off mid-sentence, proving that making noise was the worst possible choice. On the other hand, we were probably screwed either way. It would be better to go down swinging. I raised my staff anyway and shouted, “Nebula Acidum!”

My mana bar dropped again, and the cloud around me shifted from clean white steam to venomous green acid. As with the wall of fire outside, it couldn’t hurt any of us, but I could hear the gold around us hissing.

Beyond me, the dragon hissed loudly, voice clearly male, “That stings. Bravo, clever girl.”

Before I could respond, the dragon began to beat its wings. The rush of air was enough to knock me off my feet, sending me crashing into a pile of gold coins. I heard Jenny cry out too. The rush of air dissipated my acid mist, even though there was nowhere for it to vent to.

There was no time to think about an angry note about physics to the developers though: the dragon was right above me.

My eyes went wide and my heart pounded.

The dragon made eye contact, its gigantic eyes glowing like pools of lava. They were dull red, streaked with specks and lines of orange and yellow that moved, liquid and deep. They were absolutely gorgeous, the most beautiful thing I could ever remember seeing.

I stared up into them in wonder.

The dragon said, “Puella Dormi!”

A sleep spell. I had one frantic moment to wonder why the dragon could use that kind of magic, before I slipped away.

~~~

My world was a sea of beautiful red, punctuated by whorls and eddies of orange and yellow. I wondered dimly if I had been swallowed up by the dragon’s impossibly deep eyes.

[PATCHING]

[UPLOADING]

The familiar words dulled my confused, sleepy thoughts. All around me, words and symbols began to flash by. They were too quick to read, but slow enough to be sure it was happening. The game was Patching. Information was Uploading. The game was becoming more perfect for me. More fun. More rewarding.

That was Good. I knew that I had to let it happen. I drifted patiently, eyes flicking back and forth, trying to make out the words.

I only caught a single one the entire time though:

[OBEY]

I didn’t understand why that was part of the patch, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t need to know why it was there or what it wanted me to do.

I was happy to obey.

~~~

My entire body was tingling when I woke, like I wanted to vibrate out of my skin. My panties were unaccountably damp, and my mouth was a little dry. The memory of being swallowed up by the dragon’s eyes was fading like a dream, but I had the deep sense that I had gotten turned on by it.

I blushed furiously.

Beside me, Diana said thickly, “Party wipe, I guess.”

She didn’t sound too broken up about it. She sounded drowsy, maybe even a little high.

I carefully began to unstrap my VR rig. I sat up and saw the others doing the same.

Nate had a raging erection again, but this time he either didn’t care if we noticed, or hadn’t noticed himself yet. He said, “Maybe. We might be captives though.”

“Mm,” Jenny rubbed her eyes. She had forgotten a bra tonight, and her nipples poked through the thin fabric of her black t-shirt. She set her headset aside, leaned against Nate and rubbed his leg.

I felt a momentary flicker of jealousy. Her hand wasn’t far from his hard-on, and it wasn’t fair that she was the only one here with a man. I wondered if she would share, or at least let me watch.

Before I could open my mouth and embarrass myself, Jenny asked, “Like, chains and collars, babe?”

Chains and Collars.

My bad idea about threesomes or foursomes was replaced by a mental image of us in chains. I could picture it easily. Our outfits were almost there already: in the game, Diana was one iron collar away from being a Heavy Metal cover. Jenny rocked leather, and Nate was a himbo. Only I was too covered up to fit the genre.

I would have to fix that before we played again.

Beside me, Diana agreed, “I bet it’s something like that.” She sounded a little more awake now, but she was eying Nate hungrily too. She added, “Maybe they’ll try to break us. Or break us in.”

Break us in.

“Mmm,” I closed my eyes and savored the thought of being chained to a wall, helpless, while someone tried to get me ready to serve.

I had never been interested in that before, but it sounded so yummy right now.

Diana said, “Maybe we should go back and see. I don’t want the suspense all day tomorrow.”

“I want to,” Nate said, putting his hand over Jenny’s and guiding it up and down along his leg, “But we did good today. Solving the puzzle early will be worth points in the contest. Besides, we’re not addicted.”

Not addicted.

That was true. I could wait. I agreed, “Yeah, we aren’t addicted. We can just play some every day.”

“Every day,” Diana nodded and agreed dully, “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

It wasn’t a question, just a statement of fact.

“Tomorrow,” Jenny agreed, sounding a little spacey too. She rose clumsily and added, “I gotta get my boy home and out of these clothes.”

Nate accepted a hand up with a smile and agreed, “Yes ma’am.”

I resisted the impulse to ask them to stay and just have their fun here. Maybe on the couch, right in front of us. From the look on her face, Diana seemed to have the same problem. Despite that, I managed to say, “Goodnight, guys.”

“Goodnight!” Jenny hastily led Nate out.

Diana sighed and said, “I think I need a cold shower before bed.”

“Oh god,” I nodded and said, “Me too. Flip you for it?”

Diana hesitated. She rubbed her arms and gave the console another lingering look. She looked back at me and said, “Maybe we’d better split.” She blushed, a first for my impetuous roommate, and added, “Just so no one’s tempted to hop back in.”

“Actually,” I looked longingly at the console, “I thought it might be a good idea to get a better outfit in there while we weren’t playing. I mean, I wouldn’t want to waste group game time trying to look hotter.”

“You’re giving up the prude robes?” Diana raised an eyebrow and said, “That does call for hopping back in this minute. I’ll come help you pick out something better!”

I felt a twinge of resistance. We’d already spent hours in the game, and I did need to clean up. On the other hand, I was practically itching to get back in. I went to the console’s screen and tabbed over to menu options. I selected ‘lobby’ instead of ‘continue Lost Skeloath,’ and asked, “Who am I to argue with an offer like that?”

Diana smiled, already getting back into her headset, “I know, right?”

~~~

The world was a sea of blues and purples, cool and peaceful.

[PATCHING]

[UPLOADING]

I expected the words now. I couldn’t imagine anything else when I logged into my console. It was natural for them to improve it every day. To make things better. Happier. More real.

I waited patiently in the beautiful colors, heavy and weightless at the same time.

~~~

The game’s lobby was a plain white space that extended to the horizon, with a kiosk to make requests. The kiosk menus were pretty complicated, allowing someone to change every aspect of their avatar. We were in our outfits from Lost Skeloath. In the future, it was supposed to use the last outfit a player had used in any game, but nothing else had shipped yet, so she had a metal bikini and I had my robes.

Diana stepped to the control and began tapping away like she had a plan. A chrome disc about three feet across and six inches high appeared near me, set in front of the kiosk and in her full view. I recognized it as an avatar pose stand, something that would let whomever was at the kiosk control what was happening. Diana said, “Hop on.”

I thought about telling her that I could pick my own clothes, but I felt passive tonight. Maybe it would be better to let someone else decide. Besides, her outfit was sexier than mine. I stepped onto the stand and said, “Hit me.”

“Yep,” she nodded and tapped another control. My body was tugged gently off the pose stand, maybe another six inches in midair. My arms rose outward, as though held up by strings. It was comfortable, an easy position to rest in. A full-length mirror coalesced into existence in front of me, hovering unsupported off the ground just like I was. A second piece of silvery glass appeared beside it, but that showed a view of me from behind instead of a real reflection.

I frowned at my reflection. My robes were flowing and silky, but they didn’t show anything at all: not my chest, not my legs. Nothing but my face, which was easily hidden beneath the cowl. It was hard to believe I had ever thought that was a good idea. I said, “Ugh. Let’s see some other stuff.”

“Yeah,” Diana agreed. She tapped something else.

My clothes were simply gone, in the blink of an eye. I was simply hanging naked, on display. My body was surprisingly anatomically correct in here: the game rendered nipples, even the neatly trimmed bush above my pussy. The only difference was that all the imperfections were smoothed out: a couple of blemishes, a small birth mark on my thigh.

I tried not to squirm. I had been naked in front of Diana plenty of times before, just changing. It had never meant anything. I wasn’t into girls, and even if I had been, Diana and I had been roommates for about six years now. She was more of a sister to me than my actual sister now. I never would’ve expected to feel anything weird, but here we were. Now that I was hanging helplessly in front of her, on inspection and waiting to be dressed like a Barbie doll, I felt a twinge of… something.

Being on display was hot.

Thankfully, Diana seemed oblivious to the unexpected and overheated workings of my brain right now. She tapped another control without looking up yet. Racks of clothes slid into the world on either side of me. They slid past too fast for me to get a good look, plus I couldn’t really turn my head, but I could tell the outfits came in all kinds of shapes and colors. From the first time I’d been in here, I knew that not all of it was even appropriate for a fantasy game. Some of the outfits were assets for as-yet unreleased games, included to whet our appetites for more virtual worlds.

She tapped something, and a fancy dress simply appeared on me, robin’s egg blue. One moment, I was naked as the day I was born, the next, I could feel the stockings and corset against my skin. Diana giggled and said, “There we go, m’lady.”

I looked pretty, but I shook my head and said, “You don’t want me sword fighting in this. I probably can’t even jog.”

Diana laughed and said, “You use a staff anyway. Oh!” She tapped another.

My dress was stripped off instantly, replaced by a fur bikini. It looked like I might fall right out of the top, and my ass was barely covered at all. I felt a twinge of embarrassment: in a way, dressing like that almost felt more risque than actual nudity, because it was highlighting everything someone might want to stare at instead of just leaving me bare. At the same time, I wanted to be sexy. I hesitated before saying, “I’m not sure about this one. What do you think?”

“I’m still just messing with you,” Diana said, “You’re not a barbarian. It’s not genre-appropriate. Here,” she flicked a button and I was naked again, “Let’s see…”

I blushed, and I could see that blushing did carry into this world too.

“Aha,” Diana tapped something again and said, “Maybe this.”

I was wearing a diaphanous red two piece dress. The top was low cut, offering an especially flattering view of my cleavage. The skirt was short and slit on the left. It looked like it offered a lot of mobility. Experimentally, I wriggled a little on the pose stand just to see if I could. The stand continued to hold me completely immobile, my efforts not even visible in the mirror.

Being held that way made me tingly. I knew I could get out of it by logging out, but that was it.

Diana interrupted my reverie. She asked impatiently, “Well?”

“Well what?” I asked, mouth just a half second too quick for my brain. I added a moment later, “Oh, this is good. Thank you.”

“There’s a shame,” Diana said, hand still over the controls.

“It is?” I blinked in confusion and asked, “Why?”

Diana chuckled and said, “It’s fun to play dress up with you. You’re like a big doll right now.”

Doll.

Hearing her say it aloud just made my blush deepen. Crazy as it sounded, that only made me want to be dressed and undressed even more. I smiled at her and replied, “Thanks! You know, we could do this some more if you wanted to. I mean, I’m not married to this one.”

Diana hesitated for a moment, blushing herself. I wondered if it was turning her on too. She said, “Yeah, we could go through a few more.”

“Great!” I smiled. One button press later, I was naked again. It felt considerably more comfortable this time.

We cycled through a dozen more outfits, seemingly at random. I wore a pirate outfit, complete with a tricorn hat. I ended up in a pretty pink princess outfit with the conical hat. There was a catsuit with electrodes labeled an ‘interface suit’ for some reason.

Finally, I was wearing a pair of thigh high boots, a slit skirt and matching bustier the color of rubies.

Diana nodded approvingly at it and said, “Not bad.”

As I opened my mouth to reply, familiar yellow words appeared on the horizon:

[SESSION TIME LIMIT REACHED]

“Guess it’s this,” I said, “Save it!”

Diana tapped the screen and said, “Done.”

~~~

The sea of blue and purple welcomed me back into its soothing currents.

[PATCHING]

[UPLOADING]

I felt the familiar words wash over me, buoyed and relaxed by them at the same time. This time though, I caught a few more words:

[KISS]

[STRIP]

[CAMERA]

[UPLOAD]

[WIN]

I stared at the words dazedly, wondering what that was about. I didn’t know who I was supposed to kiss, since no one else was in the beautiful colors with me. I felt naked already, so there was nothing to strip. There was no camera, and the VR machine couldn’t take or upload pictures. I didn’t know what I was supposed to win.

[OBEY]

The final word didn’t make much sense either, but as always, I was sure that I would obey when it was time.

~~~

I came out of VR with both the customary disorientation, and the certainty that I was much too hot. I needed out of my clothes. I got out of the rig as quickly as I could, then I stood up a little shakily and said, “Okay, now for that shower.”

“Right,” Diana was already on her feet. She peeled off her t-shirt and dropped it on the floor. Normally, that really bothered me. The hamper wasn’t far. This time, all I could do was stare. She had a white bra on underneath, and unhooked that too. Her breasts were small but perky, in keeping with her petite frame. She reached to undo the fly on her jeans and asked, “You know what?”

Her talking broke the spell. I realized I should be getting undressed too. I pulled my shirt over my head, and while I was doing that I asked, “What?”

“Everybody’s going to be doing those cheesy group shots,” Diana said, “Prop weapons, maybe Halloween costumes. Throw on a Snuggie, call it a wizard robe.”

I set my shirt on our recliner instead of right on the floor, then went for my bra too. I’d sweat more than usual, this session. Even without the need for a cold shower, I definitely needed to rinse off. As I set the bra down, I replied, “That’s probably true, but we were already talking group underwear shots. What else do you want to try?

“Maybe something just a little more interesting?” Diana let her jeans fall to the floor, leaving herself in just a pair of lacy black panties. They seemed a lot fancier than she needed for relaxing at home.

I got my own jeans off and set them next to my bra, mulling over what she said. My head felt funny, almost foggy. I asked, “You mean like we are now? Actually topless, instead of bras?”

“We probably shouldn’t show any boob,” Diana conceded, “But maybe we could get a shot in the shower, all wet? Crop anything that shows nipple?”

A small voice in the corner of my mind protested that this line of discussion was insane. We were only going to take some playful pictures, not star in a metal video or amateur porn.

On the other hand, I wanted to do well in the contest. I wanted Mitch ‘Wizard-King’ Klassen to see my picture and want me for his team.

Any edge would do.

I nodded and replied, “We should use your camera, not one of our phones. It’ll be better. You know, the one you got last Christmas?”

Diana smiled and agreed, “Good idea.” She hooked a finger underneath the waistband of her panties and let them fall to the floor. I hadn’t seen her naked often or recently, but I didn’t think she’d been shaved before. Now, she was perfectly smooth.

That was such a good idea. I needed to find the time to do the same.

If she noticed me looking her over, she didn’t say anything. She just turned and padded naked to her room. I finished undressing, picked her clothes up and put them next to mine, then headed for the shower. While I waited for her to get back, I turned on the cold water. I stuck my hand under it, and it was so cold that I ached.

Of course, that would be bad if we wanted pictures. I added a little warm water, getting it tepid instead of cold.

Diana arrived as I was fiddling with the faucets, modest but nice digital camera in hand. She said, “I can just set it to tape and peel some frames. Maybe even send a short clip.”

“Good thinking,” I smiled and said, “I decided going ice cold would be too much. We don’t want to freeze our asses off doing this.”

“Sweet,” Diana patted her backside with her free hand and said, “Wouldn’t want to lose my best feature. C’mon.” She set the camera on the rack for towels, aimed at the top half of the shower, and stepped beneath the water.

I got in beside her. The shower wasn’t meant for two, but neither of us took up much room. Diana put an arm around me and faced the camera, pouting for it. I pouted too, batting my eyelashes.

I must win.

The idea bubbled to the surface of my mind, utterly true. I had to make sure we made it to the end of the contest. I would do anything. I leaned in and kissed Diana’s ear. With my eyes closed, it didn’t seem that different from any other ear. I enjoyed the feel of her whole body quivering at the intimate contact.

“Oooh,” Diana breathed, “Naughty.” She cupped my right breast, giving it a playful squeeze.

This still wasn’t really my thing, but it wasn’t so bad. Doing it for the camera was different than doing it for myself. I agreed playfully, “You know it,” and leaned in to kiss her on the lips.

She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me close, mouth open. She nibbled at my bottom lip, tugging at it when she pulled away. She turned to the camera and said, “We’re so hot for your game.”

“Mmhmm,” I nodded and agreed, “We really are.”

She was a good kisser. I wouldn’t have expected it, but there we were.

I cupped her backside. Despite her general slimness, Diana had quite the bubble butt. Her flesh was smooth and supple beneath my fingertips. My heartbeat quickened as I squeezed and fondled her.

Diana pulled me into another open-mouthed kiss, tugging me close again. Our slick, wet chests pressed together as the water cascaded over our bare bodies. I slid my other hand onto her ass too, cupping and kneading it. She ran a hand through my hair.

I closed my eyes and savored the sensation for a long moment, wondering if we should do more.

When we finally broke off the kiss, we were both gasping for air. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had kissed me like that.

Diana recovered a moment faster than I did. She turned back to the camera and said with a wink, “Remember to pick us to serve, mighty Wizard-King.”

I nodded at the camera, wide-eyed and agreed, “Choose us to serve and obey, my liege.”

I wasn’t sure where that had come from, but I sounded as sincere as I felt.

Diana smacked my ass playfully, and the sudden shock of pleasure and pain broke the spell. I suddenly felt completely clear headed again. I had just made out with my best friend, naked in the shower, to tape for a contest. For a split second, I wondered if this was what it felt like to go mad.

I Must Win.

The thought bubbled up in my head, ironclad. My doubt evaporated again. This would certainly improve our chances.

While I mulled that over, Diana stepped out of the water. She dried her hands off and turned off the camera, then turned back to me and asked, “That was perfect, right?”

“Yeah,” I nodded and agreed, “If that doesn’t sell him, I’m not sure what will.”

“Double-ended dildo?” Diana asked, only half-teasing. She was clearly actually thinking about it.

I blushed furiously and said, “Maybe not tonight.”

“Yeah,” Diana blushed too. Her bare body was covered in goosebumps, and I realized she must be cold, standing soaking outside of the stall.

I stepped back, gestured for her to return and said, “C’mon, we better finish rinsing off.”

“Thanks,” Diana replied with a smile. She stepped back into the water.

I almost wanted it to be awkward, but I couldn’t muster it. Being naked after kissing Diana for the camera felt completely natural. We both cleaned up without a lot more talking.

We dried off and parted company sleepily, heading to our own beds. I drifted off thinking about that kiss though, wondering what tomorrow’s game would bring.


Chapter Four

“Is this weird?” Jenny asked. We’d cleared the dishes from dinner, and now our kitchen table had a bunch of prop weapons on it. There were some wavy knives like in Indiana Jones, a couple of replica swords, an ax, a bat’leth from Star Trek, a mace and a wand that looked passingly like a smaller version of my staff in Lost Skeloath.

“What?” I asked, “Our table looking like someone dumped out the pockets of their Skyrim character all over it, or that we’re gonna strip for our underwear for this?”

“Well,” Nate said from the couch, “It’s definitely not the underwear thing. No backsies on that.” He had his laptop open, and was typing pretty fast. He wanted to get the puzzle solution written up as part of our contest app. The system had recorded our progress, but I thought he just wanted to show off how clever he was.

Diana picked up the Star Trek weapon and said, “One of these things is not like the others.”

“Oh,” Nate glanced up and said, “Price tag on the loan. My pal wants a couple bra shots of you with that thing.”

Jenny said, “You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

“It’s fine,” Diana turned the hooked weapon over in her hands and said, “Wouldn’t want to leave Nate hanging. That wouldn’t be honorable.” She set it down and said, “Besides, whatever your buddy wants will pale in comparison to the footage we shot last night. I’m gonna go strip for this.”

As she padded off, Jenny stepped further into the kitchen. She turned to me. She raised an eyebrow and whispered, “You two were stripping together last night?”

I realized the others were going to see the shots in the shower, and wondered frantically if there was a way to submit them without that. I didn’t want to waste the work, but I didn’t want them thinking anything weird. I floundered, “We, uh… we just took some extra pictures for the contest last night.” I added, a little desperate, “We have to win.”

Have to win.

Jenny nodded, satisfied with that, and agreed, “That’s true. We have to win. We should get to it.” She peeled off her shirt without a second thought.

~~~

After a naked kissing session with Diana, underwear and prop swords with the gang seemed downright tame. Jenny and I had been on a swim team together, once upon a time, so seeing her in a bra and panties was nothing strange. Nate was surprisingly chill about everything, not leering or making a single inappropriate comment.

He wasn’t really my type, but I had a new appreciation for Jenny picking him. Plus, he was a similar body type to our idol, Mitch Klassen. Now that we all played Lost Skeloath, I guess that gave skinny nerdy guys some extra cachet.

Through the whole thing, I didn’t think about much besides how to keep Jenny and Nate from seeing the tape we’d shot last night… and, of course, wondering what would happen when we did play.

When Nate was satisfied, we sat on our futons. Diana and I never even bothered to put them away anymore. Jenny and Nate were over every day now, and we never had really used the living room in our apartment for anything else interesting.

Jenny asked, “Should we try to sift through those now, or game? I mean, I want to game, but I want to win.”

Want to Win.

Much as I wanted to win, I managed to push the thought aside. I knew logging in wouldn’t necessarily fix my problems, but maybe everyone would be too tired afterward, and Diana and I could just handle the uploads. I said, “We should go back in. We can sort through those after we find out what happens next in Skeloath. We need to play every day.”

Play Every Day.

I wasn’t sure whether Diana was worried too, or just agreed with me. Either way, she nodded and said firmly, “They told us that achievements mattered as much as pictures. We need to get both things in tonight.”

“Fair enough,” Jenny agreed. She began to fasten her headset.

The rest of us followed suit, laying down on the futons.

~~~

My world returned to red punctuated by lazy patterns of yellow and orange, as though I were back in the dragon’s endless gaze. For just a moment, it seemed to me like the colors had been different last time, but all of my thoughts were so slippery. I couldn’t hold onto any of them for more than a moment.

[PATCHING]

[UPLOADING]

The words were almost a mantra now, and I welcomed the relaxation that they brought. I felt completely at peace. My body was warm and drowsy, and my mind was filled with blissful fog. This time, more words flickered across my awareness:

[SUBMIT]

[YIELD]

[SURRENDER]

[OBEY]

I had no idea who or what I was supposed to submit to, yield to, surrender to or obey, but it didn’t matter. The ideas themselves sounded good. In my blissful stupor, all I really wanted was to find someone to surrender to. Someone to obey.

I waited patiently for the patch to finish, so happy that the developers were forever improving my game.

~~~

For the first time, I woke in Lost Skeloath feeling genuinely off-kilter. I dimly remembered the game patching before I finished logging in but as ever, those memories were ephemeral. They were fading by the moment, leaving nothing more than the impression that I’d been thinking about the dragon from yesterday.

Now that I was in, my body felt heavy and my mind was foggy. I was also more than a little turned on. As with last night’s dress-up session, I was struck by how perfectly the sensation of arousal was rendered in virtual reality. I was damp beneath my pretty new outfit, and my skin was aching to be touched.

All the same, I needed to know where I was. I sat up and opened my eyes.

The four of us had been left in a barred cell, strewn about on its smooth stone floor like rag dolls. Jenny was in the corner, and Diana had ended up flopped beside the bars. Both of them were stirring. Nate was beside me, and I could see that he was erect beneath his standard-issue barbarian loincloth. He was breathing, but unlike the rest of us, he had yet to even open his eyes.

My desire to figure out where we were evaporated like the morning dew, and I just stared at that. I wondered dully if Nate would mind me flipping the cloth up and kissing it just a little bit. He was only cute in real life, but in here, he was absolutely gorgeous. It wouldn’t surprise me if every part of him was as heroically proportioned as his biceps.

“Good morning, prisoners,” the voice was sibilant and male, and coming from the other side of the bars.

The noise jerked Nate awake too. Everybody sat up and stared. I turned toward the speaker too, and saw a figure in a deep black robe covered in shiny crimson runes. His hands were clad in black leather gloves, and his face was obscured by the shadow of his cowl.

He certainly sounded like a serpent-man. I supposed reports of their extinction had been wildly exaggerated in the game manual.

He held a large bowl in his hands, one made of burnished copper. The hall behind him was wide, with another cell on the far side. I could see skeletons in mouldering robes there, clearly supposed to be the last party of adventurers that they had caught.

Diana said, “Let us out of here, or you’ll be sorry.”

The newcomer laughed, a hissing noise. He shook his head and replied, “I suspect letting you out would be even more problematic for me. You are quite a fighter, Diana.” He turned to the rest of us and added, “You are all mighty warriors. That is why you live. Most trespassers in our lands would be disposed of by the guardians or traps. You have survived, and so you are valuable.”

Jenny asked, “Does that mean you’re going to, what, collar us and sell us at auction?”

She sounded pretty happy at the idea, and I couldn’t blame her. I shivered at the notion of being in front of an audience, all of them bidding on my bare body. I stopped short of actually voicing that though, and wondered where all these kinky desires were coming from. I had no idea what had gotten into me lately.

All I knew was, it definitely wasn’t the game.

“Your ultimate fate will be revealed in time,” the cowled figure said, “But your protestations are for naught: you will never escape this fate. Your freedom was forfeit the moment you crossed the wall of sacred Yturu.”

The cowled figure was not, apparently, designed to break character if we got silly. That was probably worth a message to the developers: if this whole thing were played that straight, someone might die of the giggles.

“Time?” Jenny sounded disappointed, “That’s no fun.”

Nate nodded and agreed, “I’m afraid my girlfriend has her heart set on a slave collar and cuffs. Would you mind at least putting us in manacles real fast?” He held out his wrists for emphasis, although he sounded like he was just playing along for his girlfriend.

Diana sighed and said, “I think you two are missing out on the spirit of this. We’re warriors. Champions? Champions aren’t all, ‘tie me up!’ We’re supposed to be resisting.” She looked at me and added, “Back me up, Sam?”

“Yeah,” I agreed with Diana and said, “You gotta play it right, or I’m going to lose my willing suspension of disbelief.” I turned to the robed figure and said, mustering all the drama I could, “You’ll never break us, foul villain! Do your worst!”

“Oooh,” Jenny agreed, “Yeah, do your worst!” She shook her fist for emphasis and added, “Whips and chains will never break us! No matter how hard you spank us, you’ll only break our butts, not our spirits!”

Nate laughed at that and said, “No really, you better try it or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

The figure remained deadly serious as it said, “Your protestations will come to naught. None have ever escaped the dungeon of sacred Yturu, and none ever will. No human has ever left here free.”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!” Jenny harrumphed. She waved her hand and asked, “Now, are you gonna do your worst or what?”

The figure crouched and set the bowl on the floor, beyond arm’s reach. I rose on my haunches to look in it, and saw cinnamon-red sticks of incense. The figure lowered his right forefinger into the bowl and said, “Flammula!”

A small orange tongue of flame surrounded his finger and lit the incense. A stream of dark red smoke rose from them, more than I would’ve expected from such a modest container.

Diana asked, “You gonna smoke us out, then?”

The figure said, “I will leave your pliable mammalian brains to… soften. I will return when your minds are ready for further instruction.” He straightened up and swept out of view without another word of explanation.

Soften Our Brains.

Instruct Our Minds.

The thoughts bounced pleasantly in my head for a moment. I wondered what, exactly, that would mean for us when he came back.

“Oh,” Diana said, “This is supposed to drug us.” She turned to Nate and asked, “Can they drug us in here? That doesn’t seem right. I mean, the game can’t cause any real harm.”

Can’t Cause Any Real Harm.

That was certainly true. We had nothing to worry about, beyond discomfort.

Nate shrugged and said, “There’s some stuff in the manual that can knock you out in here, but nothing that’s supposed to, uh, soften us.” Beneath his loincloth, he was still anything but soft. He added, “There are enchantments to control minds, but only to use against sprites in the game. There’s nothing that’s supposed to work on us. I mean, the game can’t control our minds. Not for real.”

Can’t Control Our Minds.

“That’s right,” I agreed, “The game can’t control our minds.”

Even as I said it though, I wondered if that was necessarily true. The smoke was already clinging to the ground in our cell, but it didn’t smell the least bit sooty. It was more like someone had plopped us in a field of wildflowers in bloom, heady and sweet. I inhaled deeply, and my chest felt warm. My body began to relax again, taking on the heavy drowsiness I had felt when we first logged in. My arousal hadn’t dipped at all either.

The game was certainly affecting my body.

Jenny voiced that thought. She wriggled a little, getting comfortable in the corner of the cell and asked, “But why not? It’s putting images and sounds and smells right in our heads.” She took a deep breath for emphasis and asked, “What’s the difference between putting in the idea of a smell, and the idea of kneeling?”

Kneeling.

Just the mention of it made me want to get on my knees. I wondered dully if she might not be right.

“Like brainwashing?” Nate asked. His tone was skeptical, but his voice was dull too. Whatever the smoke was, it was definitely affecting all of us, not just me.

“Mm,” I agreed, “I know it isn’t, but I can imagine it. Maybe not like…” I paused, finding it difficult to express my thoughts verbally, “… not like thoughts right in our heads, but training us by making us feel things. Experience things.”

I was starting to feel uncomfortably warm, even in my new and low-cut clothes. I unfastened the bustier idly, letting it slip open.

Nate protested weakly, “That’s still not mind control though. The game can’t control our minds. It can’t do any real harm.”

Can’t Control Our Minds.

Can’t Do Any Real Harm.

That was all true. I definitely wanted to strip and kneel of my own free will. I let my bustier slip to the stone floor of the cell, so glad I’d picked an outfit that was easier to get out of than a full-body robe. I agreed with Nate, “The game can’t control our minds. It definitely can’t do any real harm.”

“Yeah,” Jenny agreed dully, “We all know that. But,” she unfastened her top and said, “It’s fun to pretend about the rest anyway. Pretend it can control us.”

Pretend It Can Control Us.

I couldn’t remember ever thinking that before, but the idea still felt intensely familiar. More than that, it felt true.

“Play along,” Diana agreed, “I wanted to play along. We should play along.”

Play Along.

“Right,” Jenny opened her leather top, revealing her big, perky breasts. The smoke had risen in the room, almost high enough to touch them. She began to rub them idly and said, “Just play along. Pretend it can control us. Pretend we obey.”

Obey.

If Jenny could rub her breasts, so could I. I reached up and made slow circles on my stiff nipples. It felt nice, little arcs of pleasure radiating out from them.

“You do want to obey,” Nate agreed, squirming a little. His eyes flicked from Jenny’s chest to mine and back again, like he didn’t even know what to stare at. He added, eyes getting glassy, “You talked about it all last night, that we must obey.”

We Must Obey.

“We must obey,” Jenny agreed, still rubbing her breasts.

Diana reached up and idly unclasped her shiny metal top, letting it clatter to the floor. She joined us, rubbing her breasts.

I managed to tear my eyes off of Diana and ask Jenny, “You were talking about obeying last night?”

I wasn’t sure if I wanted an answer, or just to keep hearing us all say it. Every time someone repeated that phrase, I felt hotter. At the same time, it felt a little strange, like maybe I shouldn’t.

“We all have to,” Jenny nodded, eyes glassy and half-lidded as the wonderful smoke crept further up her body. She asked, “Didn’t you?”

“No. We kissed last night,” Diana volunteered. Her voice was small and breathless, almost sleepy. She clarified, “In the shower.”

I felt a twinge at that, like Diana shouldn’t have mentioned it, but I couldn’t remember why. Kissing her had been fun. My head swam with the memory, and I wondered if I should do it in here now.

Jenny’s eyes widened, and she asked, “Kissed?”

Diana nodded dazedly and confirmed, “Uh huh.”

Jenny beat me to the punch. She clumsily crawled toward Diana, clearly too punchy to get up and walk anymore. She leaned in, and kissed my roommate on the lips. Diana wrapped her arms around Jenny and pulled her into a warm embrace.

That pushed Nate over the edge. He unfastened his loincloth and let it fall away, revealing an improbably large and veiny cock. He was maybe eight inches, bigger than I even liked under normal circumstances. I had never really looked at the male customization options, but I supposed it should come as no surprise that it included that. He wrapped his fist around it and began to jerk off slowly, staring at the pair of them as they made out.

I couldn’t take it anymore. I dragged my leaden body beside Nate’s and, without asking, kissed its head. It felt as real as everything else in here: feverishly hot, just a little yielding. It had been awhile since I’d done anything like this, but I couldn’t find fault with the rendering. Even better, the contact set my entire body tingling. I only wished I were still coordinated enough to strip.

Nate looked down at me in dull surprise and asked, “Buh?”

I wanted to tell him that the serpent-man clearly wanted us to get off. There was no sense in leaving us doped up and unbearably horny except to make us get off. All my clumsy mouth could come up with was, “Gotta play along.”

Play Along.

Fortunately, that did the trick. He nodded slowly and agreed, “Play along. Obey.”

Obey.

“Obey,” I agreed. We all had to obey. I wrapped my lips around his shaft and began to bob my head up and down on it. It felt completely real to me, and from the soft little noises of pleasure that Nate made, that went both ways. I was too lethargic, too stoned to go fast. All I could do was languidly enjoy it.

He ran his hands through my hair, but he didn’t try to speed me up either.

~~~

“Servi Obedite!” The words came from a familiar, sibilant male voice.

Whatever the spell was, it roused me from sleep and set my entire body humming. I could almost imagine that I was a tuning fork that had been struck against a hard surface. Rivulets of pleasure flowed along my skin, through the deeper fibers of my being.

I almost came before I could even open my eyes, my entire body tensing in anticipation of it.

Sadly, the sensation mostly faded as my awareness returned. I lifted my head up and realized it’d been in Nate’s lap. A thin line of cum connected my mouth to his flaccid cock. My own mouth tasted an intensely familiar kind of salty.

I couldn’t remember finishing him up, or much of anything else. All I could recall was the lovely smoke making us all feel good. Beneath me, Nate stirred too. His expression looked vacant and blissful, his eyes flicking past me and toward the figure who had woken us. His cock was already getting hard again.

I wondered if there would be time to go down on him again. I was still aching to get off.

“Kneel,” the serpent-man continued.

Kneel.

My desire to go down on Nate was forgotten immediately, replaced by the singular desire to get on my knees. I rose clumsily to my haunches, facing the bars with my bare breasts thrust out on display, and my hands behind my back.

Beside me, Nate clumsily rose to a similar position. On my other side, I could see that Jenny and Diana had been locked in a sleeping embrace. They untangled themselves a little more slowly, then joined us on our knees.

Seeing all of us obeying together made my heart skip a beat. This was just what we all needed to do.

The figure in front of us looked to be the same one as before. I couldn’t read the runes on his robe - if, indeed, they were a language at all - but they looked the same as before. The copper bowl was still on the ground beside him, but it was no longer smoking, nor could I smell even a hint of its fragrance in the air anymore.

I wanted to ask what the serpent-man would do next, what he wanted from us.

Speak When Spoken To.

The thought bubbled up from the depths of my mind, unquestioned. I knew that was just good manners: I needed to wait to speak until spoken to. None of my friends were speaking out of turn either, just breathing deeply and kneeling patiently.

I was so proud of all of us.

The serpent-man waited a long moment before he spoke again. He said, “I see that you have enjoyed the sap of the Xeledi tree. When dried and burned, it produces a fragrance that unlocks your soft, mammalian brains.”

Soft Brains.

Beside me, Jenny let out a soft little gasp. I couldn’t blame her. My brain felt very soft right now too.

“That is the truth of all humans,” the figure went on, “Your bodies are strong and beautiful, but your minds are so weak. Tell me about your bodies, mammals.”

“Strong,” we chorused, almost sing-song as we spoke in unison, “Beautiful.”

“Good,” the figure nodded and praised us, “Good. Now, tell me of your minds, mammals.”

Good.

I shivered at the praise, then chorused with the others, “Weak.”

The serpent-man was absolutely right. Our bodies were wonderful, but our minds were weak. Our brains were soft.

“That is why it is so good that you are here,” the serpent-man stepped right up to the bars and said, “Now that your minds are pliable and open, you are ready for… instruction. Tell me what you are ready for, humans.”

Instruction.

The words made me want to squirm, touch myself. It took most of my concentration to remain still as we chorused, “Instruction.”

The figure touched the bars with his gloved right hand and said, “Patefac!”

In front of us, the very solid looking wrought iron bars exploded into black smoke, then dissipated with a faint scent of rust.

“Of course,” The figure stepped inside the cell and explained, “This is no place for that. You will be taken somewhere more comfortable, and then instructions will be placed in your eager, open minds. You will obey. Tell me what you will do.”

Obey.

We chorused happily, “Obey.”

The serpent-man stepped to Jenny and Diana. He raised his hands to their faces, while they looked up at him expectantly. He placed two fingers square in the middle of each of their foreheads and said, “Mulcete!”

Filaments of golden light spreads from his fingertips across both of their foreheads, wreathing them like halos. Their gasped in unison, their expressions shifting to complete wonder. Their eyes went wide as saucers and both their mouths opened in surprised pleasure as the light wrapped its way all around their heads. The light flared brighter once the circle was complete.

Jenny and Diana both let out helpless little squeaking noises, reminding me of nothing so much as a pet’s squeaky toy that got stepped on. The light faded, and both of them slumped. Their heads dropped to their chests, their eyes shut and their breathing deep and even.

I was pretty sure I had just watched two of my dearest friends cum right in front of me.

The figure stepped to Nate and I. I looked up at him and waited, a thin line of mingled drool and cum still hanging from my bottom lip. He pressed his fingertips to our foreheads and repeated, “Mulcete!”

The word wiped away all my dull musing, replacing it with almost incandescent joy. It felt like Christmas and my first kiss rolled into one. Physical pleasure followed almost immediately. My body began to hum again, pleasure coursing from where his fingers touched me and tracing lines down my entire body.

When the strands of white-hot pleasure engulfed me completely, I came. Pleasure exploded through my entire body at the same time.

And like that, I was gone.

My world was endless light, filaments of gold forming a twisting web against a sea of the brightest silver. Wherever the gold touched me, filaments brushing against my skin, there was an intense jolt of pleasure.

I writhed in it, desperate for more. As I wriggled and twisted, weightless and helpless, a male voice began to speak. I knew the voice. I recognized the voice. I trusted the voice. All the same, in my agonized need for pleasure, the words slipped right past my conscious mind and found their way to someplace deeper.

I knew that I would obey them all the same.

~~~

“Samantha,” the voice from my dreams said, “Wake up.”

I was laying on soft pillows, body tingly and sensitive. I opened my eyes to a vaulted ceiling with frescoes depicting armies of trollkin battling human men and women in armor. I could smell a hint of wildflowers in the air, but nothing as strong as in the cell before.

I sat up and looked around. The rest of the chamber was large. There were fountains flowing with clean water, tables laden with food. Lots of beds and couches to recline on, like the one I was laying on now. The centerpiece of the chamber was a gigantic piece of smoky quartz, taller and wider than I was, set in a base of black stone. It looked more than a little phallic.

Apart from the speaker and myself, the place seemed to be empty. I didn’t see my friends, didn’t know where they were. A part of me wanted to be worried about that, both because it meant I didn’t know if they were safe, and because I would have to handle this alone.

The speaker was dressed in a flowing black robe that was embroidered with crimson runes. It looked a lot like the outfit the serpent-man had been wearing before. His hands weren’t covered in gloves though, they were just regular human hands. He lowered the cowl, and revealed the face of Mitch Klassen.

I was in the presence of the Wizard-King himself.

My entire body tensed at the realization, my heart beating faster and my pussy tingling. He was the ruler of all of Skeloath, the entire world I occupied.

I had to obey him.

I slid awkwardly off the couch, kneeling in front of him. My top was still open, my breasts on display. I was glad for that. I knew it wasn’t really him, but I still wanted to offer him the best view possible. I lowered my head and waited for him to tell me what he wanted.

The Wizard-King stepped close to me. He ran his fingers through my hair gently, his touch sending a thrill down my spine. He said, “Tell me why you are here, Samantha.”

The question was a little befuddling. It didn’t really sound scripted. I was still too off-kilter to feel clever though, so I decided I would tell the truth. I looked up at him and replied, “The serpent-men of Yturu captured my friends and I. They did something to us, and brought me to you.”

He smiled down at me and said, “That’s true as far as it goes, but the real reason is simply that you succumbed to their magic. Your brains were soft for them, your minds weak.”

Soft Brains.

Weak Minds.

I moaned and agreed, “Mmyeah. Weak minds.”

“That has unlocked hidden content within this game, Samantha,” the Wizard-King continued, “These virtual reality simulations are designed to train you, but only a certain percentage of the player base has the right sort of mind to accept that instruction. Minds that are pliable. Soft. Weak. Minds like yours. Repeat that for me, Samantha.”

“Minds like mine,” I parroted back to him happily.

I had the right kind of mind to be trained. My smile was almost painfully wide.

“You are going to win a spot in the contest, Samantha,” he continued, “I am going to tell you how, and you will obey me. Tell me what you are going to do.”

Contest.

I almost couldn’t believe my ears. The creator of the game himself was going to tell me how to meet him. How to serve him.

I agreed in wonder, “Obey you.”

“Wonderful, Samantha,” the Wizard-King nodded and reached for my bare chest. He explained, “It all starts with this…”

I thrust my breasts out a little further, for him to touch them if he wanted.


Chapter Five

The Cruel Butterfly was a tattoo shop half a mile from our apartment. I’d driven past it hundreds of times, but I’d never been inside. I only really remembered the name because of the beautiful picture of a butterfly on their window, pierced with half a dozen bloody-tipped needles.

None of us had wanted to wait. We hadn’t really talked about it, except to decide this was the closest place. Five minutes later, we’d gotten dressed and hit the car.

Ever the gentleman, Nate held the door open for us all to file in. The interior smelled antiseptic, reminding me of nothing so much as my last visit to a hospital. The floor was checkered, and there was a single chair to work in. The walls were covered in framed pieces of art, most of them lovely. I particularly liked a psychedelic piece with flowers twined around a skull rendered in vibrant colors on someone’s arm, although I wasn’t sure how I felt about wearing it for life.

I only needed one thing tonight.

The tattoo artist was a burly man, taller than any of us. He was broad shouldered and rugged looking, with more than a little gut. His hair was curly and tousled, and his bare arms were covered in sprawling tattoos of Chinese dragons. He smiled at us and said, “Hey, folks. Don’t think I’ve seen any of you around before. How can I help you?”

I smiled brightly and said, “This is our first time getting ink. Any of us.”

“We all want to get the same piece in the same spot,” Diana added helpfully, “For our club. Jenny?”

Jenny pulled out a folded sheet of paper from our printer back home. It had a rune from Lost Skeloath on it in bright crimson. The design was angular and sweeping, vaguely triangular. It was also maybe two inches long on the paper. She held it out and said, “We want this. This is about the right size, too. We want them right about here.” She pointed to the left side of her chest and said, “Right over our hearts.”

“Oh,” the tattoo artist took the page and nodded and asked, “This is for some game, right? That new thing with the helmet?”

That was worrisome. I didn’t know how many spots there were for the contest, and now someone else nearby was going to win too.

I only hoped that Mitch needed lots of slaves.

Diana’s eyes widened a little bit with the same realization. She asked, “How many other people have asked for this?”

“One other group,” the artist replied, “Two days ago. Said it was some secret thing. Personally, I don’t understand that part: once something is on the Internet, everybody’s going to know about it these days. Much as I want your business, I do want you to come into this clear-headed about that too.”

Jenny said, “That’s all right, Sir. We’re not worried about it being secret, we just think it’s really cool.”

Nate hugged her from behind and agreed, “Yep. You don’t have to worry about buyer’s remorse. We’re all on the same page.”

Diana said, “Yep. It’s just neat. To show off our teamwork.”

“Yeah,” I smiled and said eagerly, “We just really want to get that particular mark together.”

It was weird to say it aloud. Indeed, talking about it myself brought home how surreal this was: I was about to get branded on the word of a video game sprite in the hope of winning a chance to meet its maker.

A little voice in the corner of my mind protested that that was crazy… but it didn’t matter.

Soft Brain.

Weak Mind.

Must Obey.

The thoughts easily smothered my lingering doubts.

My brain was soft.

My mind was weak.

I would obey my instructions. I would obey Mitch Klassen even before really meeting him. In his way, he was more powerful than the fictional Wizard-King, who had yet to conquer Skeloath.

I was proud to be here.

If any of that showed on my face, the tattoo artist didn’t comment on it. Instead, he nodded and said, “All right. I just don’t want anyone feeling silly in the morning. If you’re sure, all that matters is who would like to go first.”

Diana stepped in front of us and said, “Not too worried about a little pain. Let’s rock.”

That was my roommate: always diving in first.

~~~

When I sat down in the chair, I wasn’t sure what to expect. On the one hand, I wasn’t all that scared of needles. Shots were fine. Diana had also set a pretty good example, just gritting her teeth through the whole thing.

On the other, Nate had to stop the artist twice, tears flowing down his cheeks. He hadn’t quit, but it was clearly almost unbearable. Jenny wanted to go next, but she was hugging him now, assuring him he was still a manly man. She was a good girlfriend… and that made it my turn now.

The tattoo artist wiped the spot down to make sure it was sterile, and got to work.

I never would’ve imagined such a small thing hurting so much. The needle felt more like a flaming sword, cutting jagged lines in my flesh. I clutched at the armrests beneath me to keep from flinching and ground my teeth.

I Must Obey.

I Must Win.

The thoughts kept me going. I could endure a brief moment of pain to serve. To show my devotion. To be chosen. I clung to those facts.

Adrenaline kicked in not long after, reducing the pain considerably. Searing agony was replaced with more of a warm numbness. Maybe just five or six hours, according to how it felt, though the clock said it was more like ten minutes.

He dry wiped the spot and got back to work, and the pain was even worse than before as the area began to swell just a bit. I closed my eyes for it this time, still focused completely on how good it would feel to meet and serve Mitch Klassen.

By the time he finished, tears were rolling down my cheeks and I was glad I hadn’t bitten the tip of my tongue right off, but the pain was back down to a dull roar. He sprayed it with some cleanser that cooled me off, then carefully patted me down and examined his work.

He was good: I couldn’t have drawn the rune free-handed on a piece of paper, but it looked like he had carved it right out of the game files and into my quivering flesh. That was some serious skill. I wondered dully if I was supposed to add a tip at the end. I managed to pant, “Good work.”

He patted my shoulder and said, “You were a trooper. Seriously, you all are.” He turned to Jenny and said, “Ready?”

Jenny pulled away from Nate, who had apparently been watching my ordeal. He gave her a little nod, and she stepped to the chair, smiling brightly.

Her smile got strained when the tattoo artist got to work, but she managed to keep it. Beside me, even Diana was impressed. She whispered, not wanting to distract either of them, “Goddamn, that’s hardcore.”

Nate whispered back, “That’s my girl.”

By the end, the tattoo artist nodded approvingly and said, “That was pretty amazing. Everybody’s pain threshold is a little different, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen a newbie take that so well.”

Jenny smiled and said, “Just really wanted it.” She slid out of the chair, still clearly fine.

“Well,” he said, “Let me ring you all up. But yeah, if you need anything else, hope to see you again.”

“Absolutely,” Jenny looked down at her own tattoo and agreed, “You did great! If we want to get more ink, we’ll come here.”

We all nodded in agreement. Our marks weren’t exactly the same, and I thought mine was the best rendition, but they were all close enough. They were also stunning and vibrant red right now, far more vivid than the dragons on the tattoo artist’s arms. Apparently they would settle down in a week or so.

Right now, mine itched a bit, but it didn’t feel terrible as long as I didn’t touch it.

We paid, including a handsome tip, then we filtered back out to Nate’s sedan. I slid into the rear driver’s side seat and buckled in with everybody else. We were far past our usual time to quit. Nate started the car up and asked, “So, we were all on the same page about that. I guess we’re all in on the rest of the plan?”

Jenny nodded down at her new tattoo and said, “Little late for backsies now, dear. I think we’re all in.”

“Yeah,” Diana agreed and said, “Although I could use some food first.”

“Drive through?” I asked as Nate pulled away from the curb, “Then we finish up? Oh, and you two probably want to stay the night, right?”

“Right, and probably call in sick to work tomorrow if this takes long,” Jenny agreed, “We’re definitely on board. We must obey. Take us to the chicken place on Third Avenue, dear.”

Must Obey.

The rest of us chorused, “We must obey,” sending a pleasant thrill down my spine.

~~~

We split a bucket of chicken and the trimmings. None of us really talked while we ate. Now that we all had the tattoos, this was completely real. Like, laser-surgery to remove real.

Our little group had seriously gotten ourselves tattooed to obey our new Master. I kept having brief little flashes of panic, wondering if I was completely insane. If I had imagined it.

Actually looking at the marks on our bodies calmed me down each time. The design wasn’t hypnotic on its own, but it reminded me of dropping for both the Wizard-King and his serpent minions.

I bet the others were thinking similar thoughts. Everybody kept sneaking peeks at each other’s tattoos. Through it all I was reminded that all of us had weak minds, but good bodies.

Submitting, letting someone so much smarter and more powerful than we were think for us, that was for the best. We’d be better off.

When we finished eating, Jenny and I cleared the disposable containers while Diana fetched her camera and Nate reset the session timeout on the console. We were well past eleven already, but one more session would be good to psych ourselves up for the last step in winning the contest.

We logged in.

~~~

I floated in a sea of silver light, but this time I remembered being here before. It was getting progressively easier to understand what was happening in the space between logging into Lost Skeloath and actually getting there.

I was being trained.

I was even aware enough to expect messages about the game patching, new data being uploaded, but that wasn’t what I got. The words were different this time:

[SPREAD]

[KNEEL]

[LICK]

[SUCK]

[BEND OVER]

[SURRENDER]

[OBEY]

[SOFT BRAINS]

[WEAK MINDS]

I let the commands wash over me, one after the other. Each one brought a wave of pleasure washing over my helpless body and weak mind. Tingling heat filled me, blissful excitement each time the words changed.

The last thing the simulation told me before I woke was simply this:

[SHOW ME]

I would Show Him what a soft brain and weak mind I had. I would obey.

~~~

Show Me.

The single thought echoed in my head as I came out of the game. I was hot and sweaty, my body both tingling with afterglow and aching with need. My panties were soaked through, and since I wasn’t wearing anything else, I knew it would be visible.

I couldn’t find it in myself to mind. I just carefully removed the headset and rubbed my eyes.

My friends were in similar shape. Diana was already out of her headset, her black panties visibly wet. Jenny was a little slower, and her green underwear was as slick as ours.

Nate was only just stirring, cum all over his boxers and his cock still semi-erect. He began to work the catch on his headset and said sleepily, “I think I creamed myself. Sorry.”

Diana stretched languidly and said, “You and everybody. Doesn’t matter as long as you can get it up again.”

“Don’t worry,” Jenny said with a smile, “I can get him there.”

Nate blushed, but he didn’t argue. As with the tattoos, we didn’t really need to talk about this to be on the same page.

All of us got out of our helmets long enough to strip. Everybody tossed their clothes in our empty hamper, and I set it by the washing machine. Actually starting it would have to wait, since the machines were noisy.

Nate went and cleaned up a little in the shower. Jenny got out his laptop and set it up next to the game console. She turned it around so that the screen was facing us and flipped on his webcam, offering us a good view on our play area, all of the futons and the couch behind them.

Diana set the camera on the arm of the couch for later use.

Jenny, Diana and I sat down and got our headsets back on, but we fiddled with the visors. It was technically possible to flip them up, there just usually wasn’t usually any point in doing so. This time, we wanted to be able to see what we were doing, and we needed the cameras to see our faces. We were cute, and that would help us be chosen.

Nate came back, but he skipped the headset. The cord could stretch far enough, but it might have gotten tangled. Instead, he picked up Diana’s camera and asked nervously, “Everybody ready?”

Despite his obvious concern, he was already at half-mast again. His real cock was smaller than the one he had in-game, but I was actually grateful for that. I didn’t really need his fictional monster dick inside me.

We all made our way toward him, remaining on our hands and knees. Jenny said, “Just get recording, dear.”

Nate turned on the webcam first, then sat on the couch in front of us, legs spread wide and camera pointed down. He’d have a good angle on both the action, and the tattoos just above our bare breasts.

“I’m Diana, team leader and,” Diana gestured to her tattoo as she explained to the camera, “Your obedient servant.”

Obedient Servant.

I shivered at that. There was absolutely no going back now, not for any of us.

Jenny smiled up at the camera and said perkily, “I’m Jenny, team support and your eager slave, Master.” Her smile was even wider than before.

Eager Slave.

That made me clench in anticipation. I looked up at the camera and said, “My name is Samantha, and I have a soft brain and weak mind, Master.”

Soft Brain.

Weak Mind.

Nate nearly fumbled the camera when I said that, his expression softening.

Diana smiled up at him and said, “Our cameraman is Nate, party guide. He’s standing in for you today Master, not because he’s worthy, but just so that you can see how we all want to serve you.”

Diana was a good team leader. I wasn’t sure I could’ve made myself say that, not even after the console had so thoroughly turned my brains into mush. I was glad we had someone so fearless on board.

Diana leaned in and kissed Jenny on the ear. She breathed, “Don’t keep Master waiting.”

Jenny leaned forward eagerly. The VR headsets were just bulky enough to make it difficult for us to all get at his cock at once, and she knew what she was doing. Diana and I watched her intently as she licked Nate’s cock like an ice cream cone, long strokes along the shaft instead of taking him in her mouth yet.

Nate’s entire body stiffened at the attention, not just his increasingly erect manhood.

Jenny slid back, swirling her tongue around the head of his cock before pulling away from him. Diana gave me a questioning look, and I nodded to her before she moved in. Diana took Nate’s cock into her mouth, but even his modest shaft didn’t entirely fit without deep-throating. She got him half-in before stopping, bobbing her head up and down on the forward part of his shaft, trying to emphasize how tiny she was. That went on for a long moment before she pulled away.

I leaned in without being asked and took Nate into my mouth. Doing it made me think of our time together in the cell, dosed with the burning sap of the Xeledi tree. I could feel my body relaxing, my mind fogging up without the direct stimulation of the program. I closed my eyes and shut out everything else for a long moment.

Weight shifted on the mat beside me. I turned my head, Nate’s cock still between my pursed lips, and saw that Diana and Jenny had rolled to the floor, kissing passionately. Diana broke it off, leaving Jenny panting, her cheeks flushed.

Diana slid her fingers between Jenny’s legs, penetrating the taller redhead’s bare pussy lightly. She leaned down and breathed in Jenny’s ear, “We should keep each other revved up in case he wants to use us. As your team leader, I order you to follow along.”

“Mmmyesma’am,” Jenny closed her eyes and writhed on the ground, grinding her hips against Diana’s slick fingers.

I wondered if Diana had always been sort of into girls, or if the program was just making us all more open-minded. Maybe just being so horny was making us less picky generally. Maybe I would’ve just humped the tattoo artist if I had been a solo player.

Somehow, not knowing what was going on in my own head was even better than being sure. I liked having no idea which parts of tonight were all me, and which parts belonged to our new Master.

The helplessness of it was delicious.

I couldn’t be sure what Nate was thinking either, but the sight of his girlfriend and Diana wriggling and kissing on the floor made him twitch in my mouth, and that wasn’t how I wanted to finish him off. He’d already cum once, and I wasn’t sure how long I’d have to wait for a third time if we didn’t get the right shot now. I pulled my mouth off of him and turned around, careful not to whack Diana or Jenny with the cord to my headset as I moved.

A moment later, I was on my hands and knees, head down and rear end offered up. I could watch everything on the laptop screen too: Jenny and Diana in lip-lock, while Nate slid off the couch behind me. He had already set down Diana’s camera, and now he was taking up a position behind me. I watched and felt him put a his hand on my hip, and reach between my legs with the other.

His touch was a little awkward and unsteady, but it didn’t matter much. Seeing myself on camera was also a lot hotter than I would’ve expected, another thing I couldn’t be sure was my own idea. Either way, I moaned as he splayed me open, wanting even the clumsiest touch.

Nate pressed the head of his cock against me, teasing my slick folds with it for a moment before he actually penetrated me. I wriggled and moaned, pushing back against him, trying to force him into me.

Out of nowhere, Nate slapped my ass and said, “Wait for it.”

Wait.

The smack wasn’t anything, just a mild jolt of pain mingled with tingling pleasure, but the words hit me with almost physical force. I was supposed to be offering him the same obedience I would offer my king. I snapped to attention, instantly still, then I agreed meekly, “Yes Sir.”

Nate seemed as surprised by that too. His eyes went wide a moment, and he stopped rubbing me. I wanted to wriggle, but I held as still as I could manage, just watching us on the laptop screen. Thankfully, he didn’t pause for long.

Without further hesitation, Nate thrust into me. As I’d hoped, his regular-person sized cock felt more than big enough. He was hot and hard and throbbing. I held still, letting him fuck me like I was an immobile sex toy, savoring the feel of him just using me.

On the screen, I saw Diana move lower on Jenny’s body, lavishing attention on the redhead’s much larger breasts with her hot pink tongue while Jenny stared at Nate and I. Her expression was absolutely rapt, like the sight and the feel of all of this had her hypnotized.

Maybe it did.

Behind me, Nate sped up abruptly, and what was left of my thoughts evaporated like the morning dew. My fingers clutched at the black futon beneath me uselessly, my toes curled, and I let out a surprisingly mewling noise.

Nate pulled out of me at the last moment, before I could cum. On the screen, I watched him aim his cock at Jenny and Diana, spattering both of them with a load of his hot, sticky semen.

The pair of them began to lick it off of each other. The sight and taste of it seemed to make Diana as docile as Jenny: her fierce expression went slack, her eyes glassy. She kept masturbating Jenny, but her free hand reached between her own legs too.

That was such a good idea. I reached between my legs too, desperate to finish. Nate rose and stepped beside me, cock still semi-erect and glistening with our shared fluids. He picked up the camera again and said, “Show Master how well you can clean.”

He was getting into the role.

“Yes, Sir,” I agreed. I turned around and took him between my pursed lips, but I did reach between my own legs too.

This was going to be the best contest entry Master saw from anyone. I just knew it.


Epilogue

The floor beneath my feet swayed gently. Of everything happening today, that was the one that was taking the most getting used to. I had been in rowboats a few times at camp as a kid, and I’d ridden a ferry a few times, but this was different. The Lady Evelyn was a full blown yacht, the private vessel of the CEO of O’Brien Dynamics, and I had never been anywhere like it before.

Right now, I was attending a welcome party for some of the winners of the contest. Not everyone who had submitted was here: there were no men in our group, nor had Jenny ended up in my batch. We had all been divvied up based on other criteria, probably attractiveness. She was cute, but only cute.

Diana was around someplace though, and there were several dozen other hot girls around, ranging from maybe nineteen to mid-twenties like me. All of us were in little micro bikinis in a rainbow of colors, and all of us had the mark of the Wizard-King right over our hearts.

Seeing so many fellow slaves was wonderful. The ship was like its own little world right now, no need to pretend to be free. No need to pretend that our tattoos were anything other than slave brands. As I looked around, I could see the CEO with two girls going down on him at the same time, a blond and a brunette, and nobody was even blinking. The man he was speaking to had a single blond in his own lap, her bikini bottoms pushed aside so that he could play with her twat while they discussed business. A half dozen other girls were kneeling on the deck, all clearly hypnotized by a screen I didn’t try to look at too closely. Most of the other girls were dancing or talking, enjoying drinks or the company of other important businessmen.

I had other places to be, of course. I fished a bottle of Cristal out of a bucket of ice and headed below deck.

Mitch Klassen was hiding out from the crowd in a small cabin. I hadn’t asked, but I thought so many people at once made him feel overwhelmed. Right now, he had a laptop out and was typing on it, rapid fire.

I stepped into the cabin and said, “Brought you something to drink, Master.”

Master.

Just saying it aloud made me tingly. I was so glad that I didn’t have to hide anything here.

Mitch looked up at me. He looked a fair bit like Nate, but the differences made all the difference in the world. Nate had only been cute, while the ruler of virtual worlds was positively angelic. I could kneel and stare at him all day, if he’d let me. He smiled at me and said, “Thanks, uh…” he trailed off, blushing.

“Samantha, Master,” I smiled back and said, “Don’t worry, I know there are a lot of us to keep track of.” Impulsively, I added, “We could wear name tags if you liked. Or you could just call us all ‘girl.’”

That got a heartfelt chuckle from him, making my heart sing. He shook his head and said, “I like that. C’mere, girl,” he patted the seat beside him and said, “I was just writing to Tiff. She’s meeting some Japanese investors later today, and I gotta help her with that. We need good market penetration in Asia.”

His fiancee. I was glad she wasn’t here, letting the rest of us enjoy him for awhile. I nodded and took a seat beside my king. I agreed, “Penetration is good.”

Mitch chuckled at that too and said, “It is. Lots of work to do, both to broaden how many people are exposed, and improve the rate of acceptance. You all are a good start, but the device doesn’t work on enough of the population… at least not yet.”

“That’s too bad, Master,” I leaned over and nuzzled his cheek, assuring him, “I’m sure you’ll figure out how to bring training to everybody.”

Mitch said, “I wouldn’t have believed you a year ago, but I guess it’s hard to argue with this crowd.” He pressed a couple more buttons, then closed the laptop and set it aside. He reached down for his denim shorts, undoing his fly and said, “Work can wait just a little bit though. Samantha, was it? Why don’t you show me what a good girl you are.”

“Thank you, Master!” I agreed brightly, lowering my head into his lap.

I was the luckiest girl in this world, or any other.
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Excerpt:

From beneath me, Mitch asked, “How’re you doing, Tiff?”

Being so turned on that I would need to mop up my seat hadn’t made me blush, but his voice did. Hearing it sent a thrill down my spine and brought heat to my cheeks. I opened my eyes and replied, “Gooood.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Mitch said, “Your vitals looked good through the whole thing. I just brought you out to make sure you ate, used the restroom, and so on before we put you back in.”

I sat up, rubbed my eyes and looked down at him. Mitch was so thoughtful. He was so handsome, too. It was hard to understand why I hadn’t noticed it before. I also saw and smelled some boxes of Chinese takeout behind him, and realized that the single scone I’d eaten hadn’t really been enough. I smiled down at him and said, “Thanks. You’re such a sweetheart. And buying me lunch? I could kiss you.”

Mitch rose from his seat and stepped close. He smiled back and said wryly, “Well, let me give you a hand first, then you can kiss me.”

Give you a hand then kiss me.

The words almost seemed to echo in my head, even though I knew he was kidding. I agreed dazedly, “Yes.”

Mitch offered me his hand, and helped me out of the chair. I was so unsteady that I lurched out of it anyway, and he had to catch me. The sheer catsuit hardly felt like it was there at all. It felt instead like my bare body was pressed against his clothed one. My heart flipped in my chest.

I wanted this.

He started to say, “Sorry, I didn’t expect you’d be quite so off kilter, and-”

I kissed him full on the mouth, cutting him off.
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