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Chapter One

The woods were dark and thick, thin shafts of moonlight penetrating the dense canopy overhead. Despite that, every detail was crystal clear: I could see the patterns on the bark of the trees, even the veins in the leaves. The entire place smelled heavily of pine, with a hint of woodsmoke. The air was warm, and I was downwind of the fire.

Ahead of me, I could hear chanting and the pounding of drums. There had to be a score or more voices, all male and all angry. They were close by, and a little lower than I was.

I slid silently toward the source of the noise, never rustling a branch or snapping a twig. It was as though the foliage was as eager to avoid me as I was to be quiet. In moments, I’d come to an escarpment leading to a clearing below. It was maybe ten feet down from me, with a steep and treacherous looking slope. The space itself was roughly circular and maybe fifty feet across. There were two dozen figures around a great bonfire, with another half dozen on the drums, and a single leader at their head.

None of them were human. By the flickering orange light, I could see that they all had mottled green skin and wispy white hair. Their bodies were broad and powerful, muscles rippling beneath their skin. Only their leader might have been something else: he was covered head to toe in an inky black robe that revealed nothing besides a generally humanoid shape.

The group was armed with an assortment of ugly looking melee weapons. I spotted swords, maces, spears and axes. Thankfully, none of them had armor: besides their jagged arms, they wore only loincloths and sandals.

The cultists I sought were trollkin, the product of mad wizards combining men and true trolls. The old man at the tavern hadn’t mentioned that. I resolved to charge him extra when this was over.

I slid my sword out of its sheath on my back. The blade was improbably long and wide, nearly as tall as I was. Despite that, it felt positively light in my hands. I raised it and crouched, then said softly, “Magnus saliet.” The air rippled around me, static electricity palpable in it. I counted under my breath, “One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three.”

At the end, I bolted out of the underbrush and leapt off the edge of the escarpment. Gravity yielded to me, and I soared in the air. I kicked my legs and did a flip over the group. As I swept over their heads, upside down, I saw the trollkin looking and pointing at me. The chant broke, and they went for their weapons.

I landed on the opposite side of the fire in a three-point crouch, left palm smacking the ground while I held the sword with my right. I felt the mildest jolt at the impact, but the ground cracked beneath me, air rippling away. The nearest two trollkin were knocked on their asses in the slick grass.

The rest moved to surround me. Apparently, they weren’t fans of kung-fu movies, and didn’t know that the proper etiquette was to come at me one-on-one. Only the drummers stayed back, setting a new beat.

Fight music. That was a nice touch.

I rose and readied my blade, raising it to chest height. I said, “Let’s go!”

My enemies rushed me, roaring and offering guttural battle cries that I took for something out of Tolkien. The first three reached me almost simultaneously. As soon as they got within reach, the entire scene slowed down. Almost everyone and everything but me seemed to be trapped in molasses while I was still limber and free. Even the grass moved slower.

Only the drummers joined me in real time. I supposed that making the music slow down would’ve been silly.

The charging trollkin were suddenly ridiculous. I could see the detail on their slimy green skin, see their bulging and pitch black eyes, their mouths full of sharp teeth. They looked real enough, but there wasn’t much differentiation between them. I couldn’t tell the difference between the first and the third approaching me at all.

I slashed the first three in a sweeping arc with my blade. I barely felt any resistance at all as the enchanted blade bisected them. Neither their thick muscles nor bones offered even a moment’s snag to the silvery metal.

The scent of their mystically tainted black blood hit me in the face, vinegar and copper, as buckets of it flowed on the ground.

The two trollkin behind them threw their spears instead of meeting me head-on, but with the world slowed down, they drifted toward me with the lazy arcs of paper airplanes. I took my left hand off my sword hilt again and caught the first spear. Crude as it looked, it felt smooth and light in my hand too.

I used it to bat the second spear aside easily, then hurled it back at its thrower. When I let go of it, it moved at normal speed instead of the sluggish arc it’d taken to reach me. That made it far too fast for the surprised trollkin to avoid: he took it in the chest, and the force of the impact lifted him completely off his feet. He collided with a pair of trollkin behind him, knocking all three of them sprawling like rag dolls.

The slapstick display was distracting enough that one of their friends managed to flank me, coming at me from the right. Slow as his ax was, it almost caught me in the side of the head before I saw it coming. I bent backward out of the way, and the serrated iron blade narrowly missed my flaxen curls.

I stabbed the trollkin in the midsection, my blade passing effortlessly through his torso. Past him, I saw the robed figure had stepped beside the bonfire, and produced a staff from somewhere. The weapon was tipped with a silver skull with rubies in the eye sockets. I also noted that the wizard was moving as fast as I was, not in the same molasses as his minions.

I casually fended off another pair of trollkin, parrying the slow swings of their swords, while I watched him.

The evil wizard leveled the staff at the bonfire, and drew a line of orange and red flame out of it as though he were ladling soup from a bowl. He hurled it at me, a swirling ball of fire easily six feet across.

I tried to duck, but wasn’t nearly fast enough. My entire world went brilliant orange, and my body lit up with searing pain. I let go of my sword and hit the slick grass twitching, searing agony coursing through every fiber of my being. Somewhere in the distance, I thought I heard myself scream.

The last thing I was aware of, before the world went black, were the words ‘GAME OVER.’ They were written in the constellations in the night sky, out of the stars themselves.

~~~

I came to my senses swiftly. The screen in front of me had a colorful readout of my performance: DPS, damage taken, overall score.

The seat was bulky, bigger than a dentist’s chair, with straps to restrain the user’s wrists, ankles and neck. It wouldn’t do to thrash around in the device. The headpiece had built in electrodes, and was pressed tightly against my forehead. It was a little uncomfortable, too constricting when I wasn’t in virtual reality.

The seat I was sitting in was better, synthetic black leather designed for comfort and easy to wipe down with just a cloth. I was grateful for that: my body was covered in a sheen of sweat, enough to soak through the seat of my suit. The prototype called for a tight, form fitting gray catsuit not unlike the ones used for motion capture, but it was thin enough to perspire through. Almost like a second skin.

That rig was connected to a supercomputer in a glowing blue casing, octagonal and maybe a foot taller than I was. A flat screen monitor almost six feet across covered the wall opposite me, displaying the same readout as the chair’s HUD.

All in all, the KOSCHIE - the Klassen-O’Brien Sensory-Stimulation Chair Interface, Experimental - was a very impressive piece of work, despite the unfortunate acronym. I wasn’t sure about naming a prototype after a villain, but both my stepfather and the chair’s designer were fans of European folklore. Both of them thought it was cute.

The bindings popped automatically, the headpiece releasing me a few seconds after I woke. I sat up and rubbed my wrists, whole body still sore from the fireball that’d apparently killed my avatar in Lost Skeloath in a single hit.

“You okay?” Mitchell Klassen’s voice was just a little too high and reedy, but his concern was genuine. He went on, “Your heart rate took a pretty big spike at the end there, Tiff.”

I turned to look at him. Mitch was whip-thin, with a mop of unruly black curls that rarely saw the business end of a comb. He had a goatee, ‘the better to tell if he was the evil Mitch.’ He preferred a t-shirt and jeans to the uniforms required of his staff. Today’s shirt had an arcane symbol on it from some anime, maybe Full Metal Alchemist, with a red sauce stain down near the bottom. If I didn’t know him better, I would’ve taken him for an unemployed slacker. The sort of guy to tell me all about his Pokemon or something.

He was actually my dad’s business partner now, despite being only about five years older than me. He was certainly the smartest man I knew, and probably one of the smartest men on the entire planet. The entire simulated sensation device was his invention.

Of course, I’d never met a man so distractible. We sometimes joked that for all his brilliance, he might get stuck pushing a door labeled ‘pull to open.’

Right now, that lack of attention to detail had my entire body smarting. Whatever had happened when I ate the evil wizard’s fireball, my whole body was still unhappy.

I lifted myself out of the device, body still shaking slightly. I leaned against the solid device for support and said, “Little too real at the end there. I felt like someone dipped me in gasoline and tossed in a lighter. Just… wow.”

“And you’re still sore?” Mitch frowned deeply. Beyond Mitch’s commitment to this hot new tech, he harbored a big, awkward crush on me.

“Yeah,” I nodded, body smarting, “It’s not as bad, but it’s like a whole body sore.”

Mitch nodded and said firmly, “Don’t worry about it. You’ll be fine momentarily. The chair can’t cause any real harm, can it?”

He was right, of course. He was going to be right about anything having to do with the device. I nodded and agreed, “The chair can’t cause any real harm. I’ll be fine momentarily.”

The pain lessened, as though repeating him could fix it. I was tempted to say the words again.

Mitch took a step forward and raised a hand to touch my shoulder, perhaps comfort me. He thought the better of it at the last minute and just said, “Could you tell me about the rest, when you’ve caught your breath? I saw roughly what happened on my interface, but it’s not the same as being in there.”

“Everything was going fine,” I said, “If anything, it felt better than usual. The visuals on the jump and stuff were great, and it was pretty cathartic to cut down fantasy monsters like that. Then the wizard grabbed a gigantic fireball, and the rest is me with the shakes out of the chair. Definitely not something you want in the finished game.”

“Hmm,” Mitch said, “Maybe the gain was too high. I’m going to take a look at your synchronization readings in more detail. I had a few complaints like this from other testers, but thought we’d ironed it out already.” He turned to the control terminal on the back, and immediately began typing. The sound of his fingers on the keys was akin to machine gun fire, rapid, insistent and loud. He added, “I’m sorry that the chair can cause this much discomfort. I guess the fact that it can’t do real harm was a dim comfort just now.”

Can’t do real harm.

As before, the repetition seemed to help. The pain was already fading to pins and needles. I took a seat on a workbench behind him, shoulder surfing. The lines of code on his screen didn’t mean anything to me, but I didn’t particularly want to sit in the interface chair, nor have this conversation standing. Even my feet still felt a little funny. I paused a moment, then said, “It’s just that I thought that thing couldn’t hurt anybody at all before today.”

“Well,” Mitch said, “The game is supposed to be able to cause a level of discomfort chosen in the settings, because the risk of a little pain will lead to greater highs when playing. Endorphins, you know? So I don’t want it completely gone.”

I kicked my legs a little and said, “Well, maybe dial my setting down to ‘Carebear,’ all right?”

“It was pretty far down already,” Mitch said, “I wouldn’t want you complaining to your dad about it, after all. No, this is a bona fide glitch, and it might take a little time to track down.” He was examining the cryptic computer code, obviously reading the symbols and numbers in real time. It was hard not to be impressed by that.

He added, “Are you better yet?”

“Just about,” I replied, “Sorta tingly now, rather than directly painful. Anyway, that was more an invitation for you to explain what exactly happened to me just now.”

“Right,” Mitch nodded without looking up from his console. As he typed, he explained, “The machine uses a transcranial magnetic field to induce a deep theta state, then provides the sensory input.”

“Theta state?” I asked, “So, like, I was dreaming that?”

“Partly,” Mitch nodded again and said, “It’s like a guided dream. The computer gives you the raw footage, your brain does some of the post-processing. Fills in the blanks, so that it becomes a full sensory experience instead of just a video game. The down side is that if the connection isn’t just right, it might pull something too vivid out. Like, it might’ve extrapolated the sensation from you burning your hand on a hot pan or something.”

“I’ve done that,” I nodded, “Although it’s been years. It can reach that far back?”

“Whatever your brain’s still got laying around,” Mitch said, “There’s some variability there that’s proving a little hard to deal with.”

We’d talked about it before, but it was still hard to picture a computer feeding all that into me, or teasing out years-old memories. All the same, seeing was believing.

He added, “I’ll understand if you want to take a break from these trials. I’m not even sure if your father’s paying you for all this.”

Despite my discomfort, the idea of being away from the rig didn’t sound like a good idea. Everything except the ending had been phenomenal. I shook my head and said, “I don’t need any special treatment. And I have no idea if I’m getting any extra money for this. Not exactly a concern, given whose name is on the building. All I’m wondering is how long it’ll take you to iron this out, so we can give that another go.”

“Well, I’m not entirely sure,” Mitch sighed, “But we can do something lower impact next time. Oh, and I have something else that might help.”

“Oh?” I tilted my head. Even the tingling sensation across my body was barely there anymore. Now that it was gone, it was hard to remember why it’d seemed so bad. The truth was, I wanted to get back in the machine right now, even though I didn’t have time.

“Mm,” Mitch said, “I’ve got all the other test subjects wearing a portable EEG at night to get some readings and improve calibration. It might even help with this, if we were syncing you better.”

The idea of an improved connection of the machine wiped away the last of my disappointment. I smiled and said, “Yes, please!”

Mitch got up from the terminal and went to the work bench beside mine. He opened up a box and produced an elaborate looking headset. The piece designed to fit across my forehead looked exactly like the headpiece in the KOSCHIE: it had eight dime-sized chrome electrodes spaced about a finger’s breadth apart, a visor with eye-sized displays, and a pair of noise canceling headphones that should fit me snugly. The whole thing looked sturdy, with a power cord designed to plug into a wall outlet. He picked it up and offered it to me.

I took it eagerly and asked, “What do I do with it, exactly?”

“Just plug it in and put it on before you go to sleep,” Mitch said, “And it’ll take readings all night. They go onto a thumb drive,” he pointed to a small drive plugged into the left side and said, “Just pop the drive and bring it back next time. I can dump those readings into the mainframe, give you a fresh one, and hopefully use the data to make a better experience for you. I just hope it’s not uncomfortable.”

The device looked like it might be a bit confining, and I wasn’t sure why a monitoring device needed to cover my eyes. All the same, I wanted better results out of the chair. I looked at it and said, “I’ll let you know, okay?”

“Thanks,” Mitch said. He sat back down at the chair and began typing again. After a moment, he asked, “Was everything else en pointe in there? I want to hear about all of it, if you’re up for it now.”

“Oh, I’m fine,” I assured him, “The chair can’t do any real harm. Um,” I paused and thought about it for a moment before I went on, “The monsters were a little same-y. Like, cookie cutter. Also, the smells were pretty overpowering too. Too intense to feel real, more like someone was spraying me in the face with samples at a perfume store. Oh, and slowing time to make it seem like I was better at fighting was a neat idea, but I think it might be immersion-breaking. Apart from that, it was as real as being in this room.”

Mitch nodded and said, “Thanks. My other test subjects had some similar complaints. I’m working on it.”

“Well, Godspeed,” I slid off the workbench and said, “I’d better shower and change. Even without me crashing and burning against your evil wizard, lots to do tonight.”

Mitch asked, “Oh, the thing?” He sounded happy to have an excuse to skip it. Dad didn’t press him to attend very many functions, and that was just how Mitch wanted it. The fancy clothes and old money made him nervous.

I nodded and said, “The fundraiser, yes. I’ll tell everybody you said hi.”

“Thanks,” Mitch smiled at me, “You’re a peach.”

He was sort of a doofus, but the praise still made me smile. I said brightly, “Thanks!”

“Oh,” he smiled back, clearly happy that I was happy and asked, “And hey, maybe tell me about it over lunch tomorrow?”

I felt a split second of indecision about that. Seeing him for lunch seemed a little cruel, given how he felt about me. At the same time, he hadn’t asked me out. Coworkers could have lunch together. I padded past him and said, “Sure. Just have some good news about this thing, okay?” I patted the chair for emphasis.

It really had been a rush.

“I’ll do my best,” Mitch promised. He turned back to the keyboard, giving it his full attention.

I headed out, body feeling normal again. Whatever had happened, I decided it hadn’t been that big of a deal after all.

The chair couldn’t do any real harm, after all.


Chapter Two

“So,” Henry asked, “How are the new virtual reality goggles coming along?” He lifted a glass of champagne, and deftly feigned interest.

Henry was my on-again-off-again boyfriend. We’d met and dated in college, and broken up and gotten back together three or four times, depending on how I counted. He was tall and broad shouldered, with a square jaw and the deepest brown eyes. His hair was short-cropped and neat, and he favored just a little bit of stubble over facial hair. His suit was impeccably kept. His family was also deeply tied to mine, our families sharing significant interests in a bunch of companies, which made him hard to avoid.

My head tended to tell me to stay away from him but, difficult as he could be, my body was another story. He was just back in town after six months overseas, and I couldn’t help but be happy to see him.

“We have a working prototype back at the lab,” my stepfather explained, “Big as a room right now, but it does the job.”

Dad was just a smidge taller than Henry, with similar dark good looks. He was also my only remaining family: my mother had died when I was five.

The fundraiser was aboard his yacht, the Lady Evelyn. He loved boats more than anything else he owned, and this one was his crown jewel. It was a surprise that he was letting so many people - even the Right people - tromp around on it tonight. I was grateful for the view though. The water was like burnished bronze toward the horizon.

Oblivious to the beauty around him, Henry tilted his head and asked, “Why does a virtual reality apparatus need to be so big? And if it is, who’ll be able to afford to buy it?”

“The commercial version will be smaller,” Dad explained, “But that’s a ways off. As for the rest: it’s not just a screen that moves with your head. It’s completely immersive, all five senses.”

“How in the world would you manage that?” Henry asked skeptically, “Is it like those 4D movie complexes?”

“Not so much. Tiffany can tell you more,” Dad said, “She’s actually signed on to help with the beta testing. In the meantime, I see a couple of old friends I need to have a word with.”

I glanced where he was looking and saw Mr. and Mrs. Cooper, whom he had mentioned wanting to speak to about investment. As an executive assistant, helping him disengage himself from this conversation was half of my actual job. I smiled brightly despite not knowing how to feel about being left alone with Henry and said, “It’s been pretty cool. I used the rig just this afternoon.”

That got Henry’s attention, letting Dad slip away. It probably helped that Henry understood this dance. He turned to me and asked, “You’re a video game tester now?”

“No,” I shook my head and explained, “I’m a tourist. I just wanted a look at the tech early, and sneaking my way onto the beta tester list was the easiest way to do that. Dad’s right: it’s nothing like prior attempts at virtual reality. I could see, feel, hear, even smell stuff in there.”

Henry raised an eyebrow and asked, “How does that work?”

“It’s got a basic kind of neural interface,” I said, “To let it give you sensory input. I don’t know how the science behind it works, that’s all Mitch, but it’s something like lucid dreaming.”

Talking about it was making me want back in the rig. I didn’t even especially care about the incident with the fireball: in retrospect, it hadn’t been that bad. I wondered what scenario Mitch would have for me tomorrow. Something without any fighting sounded good.

Henry tilted his head and asked, “Is that safe?”

“Totally,” I nodded and said, “You don’t think my dad would put me in there if there was any chance it could scramble my brains, do you?”

“No,” Henry chuckled, “I suppose not.” He finished his glass of champagne and traded it for another off the tray of a passing member of the waitstaff. He asked, “So, what’s it like?”

I thought about that for a moment, taking a sip from my own glass before I answered, “Sort of like being in The Matrix. You can have super powers in there: fly, punch through walls and stuff.”

Henry raised an eyebrow and asked, “And it feels totally real?”

“Mostly real,” I tilted my head and said, “Smells are still not quite right - kind of either/or, instead of being nuanced and mingling properly. Also, the game I was playing earlier today slows everything down to simulate you being a trained warrior, and that’s a little weird. I think we’ll want to go with some other thing in the end.”

“Huh,” Henry took a sip from his new glass and said, “You know that twenty minutes after you release that thing into the wild, people are going to use it for porn.”

I blushed and protested, “Henry!”

“That’s not facetious,” Henry shook his head and said, “I’m serious. I’d be surprised if Mitch hadn’t thought about the implications already. I mean, that’s the dream of basement dwellers everywhere: to get to nail all those people who are out of their league in real life. Isn’t it?”

My blush deepened and I said, “I wouldn’t know.”

“No,” Henry said, “I don’t suppose people like us need that sort of help, do we?”

“Henry Griffith,” my cheeks were burning as I lied, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

All the same, my heart beat a little faster. I knew where he was going with this.

“Tiffany O’Brien,” he countered, then waved his hand breezily, “At any rate, no matter what the technology is used for, I never would’ve pegged you as someone to be much interested in any of it.” He leaned negligently against the railing, the sunset framing his handsome face like a halo.

“All what?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Virtual worlds,” he said, “Instead of this one. It just doesn’t seem like you. I mean, back in the day, you barely used to use a computer at all if you didn’t have to. I remember lots of time outdoors.”

“That hasn’t changed,” I tried to sound light, rather than defensive as I replied, “I mean, I’m out here when I could be playing World of Warcraft, right?”

Henry chuckled and agreed, “There is that. And speaking of the real world, are you busy this Friday? I was hoping to see you somewhere a little more private than a fundraiser, while I was in town. Maybe grab some sushi?”

I didn’t want to sound too eager, but that did sound nice. I nodded and said, “Pretty sure I can swing that, yeah.” In the background, I could see that someone was getting ready to give a speech. Something about the cancer research we were all contributing to, I imagined. I turned to Henry and said, “Call me tomorrow about it?”

“Will do, Tiff,” Henry leaned in and kissed my cheek. Even the chaste gesture made my skin tingle.

I shivered, then tried to pay attention to the speech.

~~~

I woke the following morning thinking that I had somehow fallen asleep in the KOSCHIE. I laid between the sheets for a long moment waiting for Mitch to release restraints and ask how my ride had went.

It took me a few seconds of dull confusion to realize that I was laying down in bed, not strapped to the rig’s seat. The feel of the EEG reader Mitch had given me was exactly like the chair, so uncanny that I was a little loathe to take it off.

As I laid there lazily, I realized I didn’t really remember getting to bed, or even the tail end of the fundraiser. My last clear memory was listening to a speech about the challenges of medical research while eating some really killer smoked salmon canape. Pretty much everything after that was a blur, including both the drive home and getting to bed. I was all sweaty, so I didn’t imagine I’d hit the shower before collapsing.

I only hoped I hadn’t driven home sloshed, because I really had no idea.

Apart from that worry, I felt great: I was deeply rested, my entire body warm and relaxed. I thought about staying that way all morning, but the need to use the bathroom forced me up. I reluctantly unfastened my helmet and placed it carefully on my nightstand. I wasn’t sure how sturdy it was, and I didn’t want to take any chances with the data.

It was only after I’d put it away that I saw what a hurry I’d been in to get to bed: my outfit from last night was simply strewn about the shiny hardwood floor, and I was naked instead of wearing my usual pajamas. A quick glance at the clock revealed that I’d also overslept by an hour, right through my alarm. Even if I tore out of my place without breakfast, I’d definitely miss yoga. That definitely seemed like I’d had a few too many, but I didn’t have a hangover.

Maybe I’d remembered to hydrate properly.

I picked up my clothes and stuffed them all in the hamper, then padded to the shower. I flipped on the tap, letting it heat up, then thought the better of it and drew a bath instead. If I’d already missed my morning appointment, there was no rush. The next place I needed to be was lunch, and we hadn’t settled on a time. While I let the bath water heat up, I grabbed my phone and leaned against the sink. First, I brought up my yoga instructor Hope’s number and tapped out a quick, ‘got 2 skip, sry.’

It was only a moment later that I got back, ‘no prob T, cu next week.’ I never missed class, so there was no reason for Hope to be too put out with one absence.

I put the phone down and checked the water in the tub. It was piping hot. I slid in, and began to scrub off. When I got to my legs, I realized I needed to shave, especially if I was going out on Friday. Since I had the whole morning free, I carefully took a razor both to my legs, then carefully trimmed between them too.

Once I was smooth and clean, I got a bathrobe on, brought up Mitch’s number and texted, ‘noon ok?’ That still gave me a little time before I had to be out and about.

The reply came back a few seconds later, ‘Sure, see you then!’

Mitch always typed everything out properly, even on his phone.

I went to my wardrobe and began to look for something conservative. I normally just wore slacks to the lab… but the interface suits didn’t really hide anything anyway. It occurred to me that being prim was silly, given that Mitch had seen me sweaty and practically naked already. I picked out a powder blue skirt and matching top, something that would show off my freshly shaved legs. I even put on a lacy black pair of panties underneath it. He would never know, but I sort of liked the idea anyway. Finally, I spent some extra time making myself up. I usually went to the lab natural since nobody was really seeing me anyway, but this was different.

After I finished putting on my face, I checked my phone. There was another message from Mitch. He’d sent, ‘My morning testing is running long. Could I talk you into bringing something to the lab?’

I felt a mild twinge of relief. Mitch couldn’t mistake lunch at the lab for anything approaching a date. I replied, ‘what do u want?’

Despite how busy he would have to be to put me off like this, his reply came swiftly. He said, ‘Could you pick up a pizza?’

That sounded appropriately informal. I replied, ‘k c u soon.’

The sky was overcast and gray, looking like it might rain soon, but I felt positively chipper as I headed out.

~~~

An hour later, I was toting a pizza in one hand, and a bag with drinks and my salad in the other. We weren’t supposed to have food anywhere near the sensitive lab equipment, but Mitch was technically in charge of the entire multi-level facility. If he wanted greasy pepperoni pizza next to multi-million dollar prototypes, the buck stopped with him anyway. Security acted like they didn’t even see it. I got to the KOSCHIE test area with only one joking request for a slice from a worker.

I waved my ID badge near the reader on the door, and it slid open for me. As expected, Mitch was sitting at the terminal with a mug of coffee. He looked disheveled, but the shirt was a new one, something proclaiming his love for Ghost in the Shell.

One of my fellow test subjects was strapped into the rig itself, a young woman named Maya. I didn’t know her, or any of my other fellow lab rats. They were mostly younger than me, making a buck off of this while they went to college.

Right now, Maya looked like she was having a bit of a rough ride in the machine. Her body was taut and sweaty as she strained at the bonds, her perky breasts thrust up. I blushed as I realized just how revealing the interface suit was: it looked practically painted on, apart from the network of electrodes built into it. I could even see her nipples.

Mitch seemed oblivious to the display though, just typing madly at the computer instead of gawking. That was a relief to see. The door slid shut behind me before he looked up, but he smiled when he did. He said, “Sorry to cancel on you, but Maya and I were working on yesterday’s glitch, and I thought it was important to let our session extend a bit.”

“That’s okay,” I set the pizza down on a work bench. I nodded at Maya and asked, “Is she all right in there?”

“Well,” Mitch turned back to his screen and said, “As you know, the machine can’t cause any real harm.”

I laid out my salad, a bottle of water and a frosty bottle of root beer. Our vending machines didn’t carry Mitch’s brand, so I’d brought one. I agreed, “The machine can’t cause any real harm, no. But she still looks pretty uncomfortable.”

Maya couldn’t hear either of us, of course. The rig blocked out all other sensory feedback. She twitched and panted anyway, as if to emphasize my point. Seeing it was more than a little uncomfortable.

Mitch did seem to pick up on that. He explained, “She’s doing an athletic program, so she’s pretty worked up. Her vitals are fine for it. Heart rate and breathing are all where they should be. I’ll be starting the wake-up cycle in just a minute.”

“Good,” I tried not to sound as relieved as I felt. I didn’t really want to eat lunch while a woman twitched and moaned.

Mitch began typing again, and Maya relaxed immediately. I watched with some fascination, wondering if I looked like that when I was ready to come out. Her breathing evened out and slowed down, and she laid still. The low hum of the rig itself ceased, and the headpiece moved off of her.

Beneath it, Maya was a very attractive woman: she had long blond hair that had been tied into a ponytail to avoid the machinery, a heart-shaped face and bright blue eyes. She blinked rapidly as the restraints released her, and sat up. She rubbed her eyes and said, “Wow.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” Mitch sounded enthusiastic as he asked her, “Pretty great, am I right?”

Maya nodded and agreed, “That was wonderful, thanks.” She lowered her hands and noticed me for the first time. She blushed and said, “Oh, Ms. O’Brien, I didn’t realize you’d be here!”

“Just bringing our top guy some pizza,” I said, “And no need to be so formal: we’re both lab rats here. Call me Tiffany.”

Maya smiled and said, “Sure thing, Tiffany.” If she minded me seeing her sweaty and practically naked, it didn’t show. As best I could tell, she’d only been concerned because I was the boss’ daughter.

It must be nice not to feel self-conscious, I decided.

I smiled back and asked, “Join us for lunch? Maybe you can tell me all about what exciting new adventure Mitch is strapping me into afterward - I got next on the chair.”

“I’d love to join you and Mr. Klassen,” Maya said, “But I was supposed to report to Mr. O’Brien after I cleaned up.”

“Dad?” I raised an eyebrow, “I thought he was getting his reports from you, Mitch.”

Mitch shrugged and said, “The big guy is pretty curious about all this. I think we’re not far from him wanting a turn in the rig. But I gotta get all the showstoppers cleaned up first. In the meantime…” he shrugged.

“In the meantime,” Maya said, “I believe a first-hand account of my adventures in Lost Skeloath will get me lunch anyway. But I would certainly enjoy joining you two some other time.”

My dad taking out the help made a little more sense. When I had been very small, Dad had refrained from dating while he mourned, and that had taken some time. By the time I hit middle school, he’d returned to playing the field. I didn’t like him dating in my general age range, but it wasn’t a fight I wanted to pick. I also didn’t want to make her feel bad - I appreciated how nice the attention of a smooth talking gentleman could be. So I just nodded and said, “Any time. Lab rats gotta stick together. In the meantime, don’t oversell this - if Dad gets in there, none of the rest of us will ever get another turn until Mitch builds a second one.”

“Good point,” Maya giggled and said, “Well, see you around,” she nodded to Mitch, “And you on Saturday, for the next testing.”

Mitch smiled and said, “Later, Maya.”

To his credit, he didn’t appear to be checking her out, not even when she turned to head out, her ass plainly visible through the clinging catsuit as she walked away.

He really only seemed to have eyes for me.

I pulled a chair up to the work bench and asked, “So, get it worked out?”

“I think so,” Mitch nodded and said, “I think I have that particular problem figured out, anyway. Just needed a slight adjustment in one of the feedback algorithms. We’ll want to do some stress testing to make sure.”

“Does that mean you don’t need my data, or?” I reached into my purse for the thumb drive from my EEG reader, and offered it to him anyway. Worst case, he could purge it and reuse the drive.

“That’s still gold, actually,” Mitch said as he took the drive. He popped it into a port in his terminal and started downloading it. As a status bar appeared on his screen, he said, “If you don’t mind, I’d like you wearing that every night for awhile. I mean, assuming it was comfortable.”

“I managed to get it on and not wriggle out of it while drunk,” I opened my salad and said ruefully, “I don’t even remember putting it on, but it felt fine when I woke up this morning.”

“Drunk?” Mitch sounded concerned, although he slid back over to his lunch anyway.

“Don’t remember a thing from last night after the fundraiser,” I shrugged and explained, “Guess I hit the champagne too hard. Anyway, I can wear the headset as much as you want. Oh, except maybe tomorrow night: got a date, and it might be a bit much to explain.”

Mitch’s expression flickered with momentary displeasure, but he tamped his visible disappointment down fast. He said, “That’s fine, of course. I hope you have fun. Just get back to it when you’re able.”

“Will do,” I nodded and opened my salad. Changing the subject seemed wise. The last thing I wanted to talk to Mitch about was Henry, so as I poured on some dressing and mixed it with my plastic fork, I asked, “So what’s with working on Saturdays? Is that new, or are you just living here 24/7, maybe pitching a tent in the break room after everybody goes home?”

“No tent,” Mitch said ruefully, “It’s not like it rains indoors anyway. And it’s fine, I’m coping. I mean, if you cut me, I’d bleed coffee, and I’m relying on some put-upon assistants to swap my clothes for me. But it’s fine. I mean, this lab has a great shower. The water pressure’s better than my place. Oh, and I’ve gotten used to having those cookies in the vending machine for breakfast. So the system works.” He reached for a slice of pizza.

“Jeeze,” I said, “I feel bad bringing you pizza. Should’ve made you a home cooked meal. I would have, if you’d told me all this.”

“Maybe next time,” Mitch said hopefully. He picked up a slice of pizza without hesitation anyway, and began to eat with gusto.

“You know you can take a day off,” I passed him his drink and said, “Dad’s good at contract negotiations, but I’d be surprised if you were an actual slave, even with his posse of lawyers.”

“I think the technical term would be ‘indentured servant,’” Mitch chuckled, “But no, this isn’t him. I think he’s even a little disappointed that I missed your party last night. It’s all me.” He took another big bite of pizza. At the rate he was going, he’d probably finish an entire medium pie before I was halfway through my own food.

I guess he needed it though. I asked lightly, as I dug in, “Like you’re a chocoholic, but for work?”

“Nothing like that,” Mitch said, “Believe me, I have the work ethic of a sullen teenager under normal circumstances.”

I gestured at the lab and said, “And yet.”

As many times as I’d been in here, it never failed to impress me, from the chair itself to the liquid-nitrogen cooled computer he used to run it, to the mysterious diagnostic equipment that recorded a user’s vitals.

Mitch tilted his head, shrugged and explained, “It’s more that a good idea wants to be let out. I guess you could picture true inspiration as something that wants to claw its way right out of you.”

“Didn’t know you were such a poet,” I laughed and cracked my bottled water, sipping it.

“You know me,” he chuckled, “Tortured artist.”

I laughed too. We ate in comfortable silence for a moment before he asked, “So, was anybody talking about this thing at the party last night?”

“An old friend of mine asked about it,” I said, “But I think he missed the point of it. Not really much for computer games, that guy.”

Mitch asked, “What’d he say?”

I blushed and admitted, “He thought someone would be using it for porn, like twenty minutes after we start selling them.”

“I see,” Mitch laughed and said, “I guess your friend has history on his side: every major technological innovation ended up partially driven by that. I mean, besides just the entirety of the Internet, there’s the fact that, like, Civil War-era photography includes some pretty spicy stuff.”

I raised an eyebrow and said, “I didn’t know you were such an expert on smut, Mr. Klassen.”

He shrugged and said, “I’m a single guy.”

I nodded and said, “Well, so long as we’re not releasing any full sensory smut on this. Don’t think Dad would approve.”

“No,” Mitch shook his head and said, “Not in Q1, anyway. We’d need some pretty rigorous quality control testing, and there just isn’t time.” I laughed at that, and he went on, “Oh, but on the subject of the machine: I think we’re cool to have you in there right after lunch. I cleared the schedule for you and everything. If you want, I mean. I can grab someone else if you need.”

“I’m game,” I said, “If I weren’t starving, I’d be ready to hop in right now.”

“Well, you can get into your suit as soon as you’re ready,” Mitch said.

He was so thoughtful.


Chapter Three

By the time I changed into my skin-tight monitoring outfit, someone had been by to scrub down the chair and generally air out the room - it no longer smelled like either exercise or pepperoni, nor was the seat damp. Our garbage from lunch was nowhere to be seen. I was grateful for all that, although I admitted that I would have gotten into the machine either way.

I was almost itching for another round in it, especially after sitting next to it all through lunch.

Mitch was at the controls. He rose and asked, “All set to go?”

“Yep!” I answered enthusiastically. I slid into the chair, settling into the restraints. As I got comfortable, I asked, “What’s on the menu today? Is it a do-over from yesterday?”

“No,” Mitch shook his head, “I actually have a surprise for you. Wouldn’t want to spoil it before you get in there and see.”

“It’s not the porn thing, is it?” I asked playfully.

“Nothing like that,” Mitch chuckled and said, “Like I said before, I certainly won’t have anything like that ready for the product’s roll out. Anyway, less talking, more synchronization. You comfy?”

I laid my head back and said, “All set. Strap me in.”

Mitch tapped a button, and the restraints slid smoothly into place around my wrists and ankles, the padding snug against the suit. The device enclosed my head next, whirring as the headphones and visor slid into place.

At first activation, the chair was actually pretty claustrophobic. The first time I’d ever been in it, I’d hyperventilated and Mitch had to shut it down. It had taken three tries for me to work up the nerve to go through with it. Now, I was used to it, my body actually tingling with anticipation. Plus, once actually restrained, the process didn’t take long. The hair on the back of my neck rose as the magnetic field engaged, and then I was just… gone.

~~~

My world resolved into a blank white space, floor and sky the same pristine shade. As far as I could tell, the floor extended all the way to the horizon. I was wearing the same catsuit that I had logged in with, which was a first. The floor felt a little cool through the thin fabric covering my feet.

If this was the surprise, I wondered what Mitch had been thinking.

I turned around to take in the featureless space, and found that there was a single thing breaking the monotony: a shiny chrome kiosk about the size and shape of an ATM, about twenty feet away. I padded over to it and saw that it had a bright blue screen that proclaimed in big white letters, ‘Waiting for LOGIN / Place HAND on PAD.’

There was a plate beside the screen instead of any kind of card reader or number pad to input a PIN. I put my right hand on it and watched the screen. The text did a wipe, replacing the old text with a new menu that said, ‘1) LOST SKELOATH / 2) CHILL / 3) PRACTICE.’

Lots of things inside the virtual environment were interactive, of course, but this was the first time I’d ever been presented with a menu. I wished it had a few more instructions, like if I could change my mind if I didn’t like a given scenario. All the same, it really was neat to be able to engage with the device this way.

I hesitated for a moment, lost in indecision, before I finally settled on Lost Skeloath. I was curious what the other two options meant, but the game scenario was a known quantity, and I wanted another crack at it. I tapped that option on the screen.

In the space of a single blink, the world shifted.

~~~

When the world came back, I opened my eyes to a small town at midday. The sky above was gray, overcast like the real world I’d left. The buildings were all wooden and old fashioned, shuttered windows instead of glass. The roads were dirt, and I could see a horse-drawn cart ahead of me, driven by an old man and filled with fruits and vegetables. As before the smells were lacking in subtlety. Rather than the heady melange of horse manure and filth I expected from medieval waste management, or even the mix of fruits and vegetables present in the cart, all I got was a strong whiff of apples.

For once, the lack of realism didn’t bother me.

My outfit was another story, of course. As always, I was in an improbable construction of gossamer red silk that needlessly showed off my entire body, even leaving my midriff bare. The only concession to practicality it had was the footwear: my boots were flat soled and comfortable. I also had my gigantic magical sword strapped to my back, but it really looked out of place.

I had asked Mitch for something a little less Frank Frazetta and he had assured me that ‘it was on the big list of things to improve,’ but I didn’t imagine it was a high priority. At the very least, I consoled myself, there was no chainmail bikini pinching my boobs. It probably wouldn’t hurt in here, but everything else was realistic enough that I wouldn’t want to take chances with metal on my bare skin.

The farmer’s eyes widened and he said, “I can’t believe a champion has come to our little town!” He pulled the cart up to me and stopped it, then asked, “Are you here to save us from the depredations of the Wizard-King?”

Besides outfits, I really needed to talk to Mitch about dialogue. Given how generally talented he was, I had to imagine this was deliberate. All the same, a plot hook was a plot hook. I smiled up at him and said, “I was just out for a walk in the countryside, but I’ll still help. Who do I talk to about the, uh, depredations?”

The farmer’s relief was obvious as he said, “The Mayor will be in the town hall over there,” he pointed to a large building further into town, visible largely because it had a second level. He said, “Please hurry.”

“Right,” I nodded and moved to step around the cart. I thought the better of it for a moment and asked, “Can I have an apple?”

I’d never eaten anything during one of these simulations before, and despite having just had lunch, the smell of apples was getting to me.

The farmer reached back and produced a bright green apple, clearly a Granny Smith. I didn’t know if they’d had those back when dragons haunted the edges of maps, but I didn’t much care. He tossed it to me and said, “Help us, and you can have the contents of my field.”

“One will do for now,” I assured him, “But thanks!”

I didn’t wait for a reply, but stepped past and headed straight for the town hall. As I walked, I looked at the apple in my hand. I thought about polishing it, but the piece of fruit already gleamed, and it wasn’t like there were germs in here. I took a big bite of it.

The simulated fruit was absolutely delicious, crisp and juicy and exactly the right amount of tart. I chewed and swallowed, juice dribbling down my chin.

It was then, looking ridiculous, that I realized almost everyone was looking at me. The streets were full of peasants in generic Ren Faire garb, and they had been haggling over turnips and meat and the like, but now everyone was staring at me in awe.

I didn’t say anything, and they just got out of my way, but all of the attention was a little unnerving. I hurriedly wiped my face with the back of my hand and tried not to look too nervous as I made my way through the crowd. I knew they were video game characters, but they looked too realistic for me to just ignore.

Thankfully, the town hall wasn’t far. As I reached the front door, I could hear voices coming from inside, and I paused for just a moment to eavesdrop. I also took a moment to toss the rest of the apple in a nearby pile of refuse that magically didn’t smell like anything.

A gruff male voice said, “We cannot yield to these demands! The people will not stand for it!” He banged on something wooden for emphasis.

“And what,” an older, tired male voice replied, “Will we do? Our men cannot fight the forces of the Wizard-King. We have but bows and spears, and trollkin are the least of his minions. What choice do we have but to give them what they want?”

“Better to fight and die,” the first man protested, “Than to be complicit in such devilry!”

I tried not to giggle at the dialogue. It would definitely spoil the moment. Instead, I took a deep breath and pushed the door to the town hall open. I strode in, feeling more confident now that a score of people weren’t just pointing at me and whispering.

The interior of the town hall was not unlike a large barn or simple church: most of it was taken up by a single room with chairs for perhaps a hundred people in neat rows. Banners with the symbol for the local kingdom, a white dragon on a field of blue, hung from the walls. There was a raised platform for a speaker, and right now the two men who had been talking were there, along with three others dressed as soldiers. One of the men was old and wizened, while the other was honestly pretty cute: tall, athletic and handsome. All of them looked like they might be cousins, with similar facial features and straight brown hair.

All five men turned to look at me, and the elder said, “A champion! Welcome to the town of Ruthorham. Praise be to the gods that you have found us in our hour of need.”

The town was new, not the same one I’d come into the game at before. I nodded and said, “Ruthorham, eh? Then you must be Rex Ruthor?”

The old man blinked in confusion and shook his head. He said, “My name is Danuth, and this is my son Polad. We trace our family history to the founding of the town, but it was not named after us, m’lady.”

“Never mind,” I waved my hand negligently and said, “I’m here to help, either way. So, uh, what’s the problem? I heard something about the Wizard-King wanting something from the town, as I was walking in?”

Polad nodded and said, “The wretched Wizard-King demands six nubile maidens from our town at the waning crescent. His fell trollkin warned us that if they are not presented at the crossroads beyond town at dusk, they will raze our town to the ground and take whomever they please anyway. That is tonight, m’lady.”

“Okay,” I nodded and said, “That definitely sucks. What do you plan to do about it?”

Danuth said, “That is what we were… discussing when you arrived, m’lady. Loathe as I am to sacrifice the fair maidens of our village, we cannot fight an army of trollkin. Now that you are here, though, I see that we have several options at our disposal.”

A decision tree. That, I understood. I closed the door behind me and stepped closer. As I walked, I asked, “What are my options?”

Polad said, “You could simply go in place of the maidens and kill the scouts. Doubtless, dispatching a few unwary trollkin would pose little threat to you. Unfortunately, this would mean an army attacking the town as early as tomorrow, and I do not know if you can fend off so many.”

I thought about my last session and shook my head. I said, “No, pass.”

“Very well,” Polad said, “Next, we could send the maidens as expected, but you could shadow them back to the stronghold of the Wizard-King, slaying the vermin only once the fortress was in sight. Of course, should they elude you, we would be no better off than we are now, and we do not know the means by which they transport the girls to their fell stronghold.”

“Hm,” I nodded noncommittally and asked, “What’s door number three?”

“The final plan,” Polad said, “Is that you take the place of one of the maidens, and allow yourself to be taken inside the fortress. From there, you could rescue not only the maidens that we send, but whatever other poor girls the Wizard-King has claimed across the land. You might even have a chance to attack the fiend directly. Of course,” he nodded at my sword, “You would have to go in without such an obvious weapon. We would keep it safe until your return, whether you were successful or not.”

“Right,” I nodded and agreed, “Of course.”

Polad said, “Whatever you choose, we will pay you whatever we can for your aid, and you will have our eternal gratitude. Champions are few and far between.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “S’pose we are. Give me a moment?”

Danuth agreed, “Of course, m’lady. We have no wish to rush you.”

On the one hand, the final choice sounded sort of dumb. On the other, it was much more heroic than shadowing kidnapping victims, and I was in the lost land of Skeloath to be a heroine. I looked up at the group and said, “I’ll join the maidens.”

“You have the thanks of our entire town,” Danuth said with a smile, “We appreciate all you are about to do for us. Polad, you should see to the arrangements with our new champion, I will see to the maidens.”

Polad nodded and said, “Yes Father.” He walked to me and added, “The first thing we should do is find you appropriate garb, something that you can move in, and get you some knives to conceal within it.”

“Hidden knives?” I chuckled and agreed, “I like your style, Polad.”

Polad smiled for the first time since I’d arrived and said, “My thanks, m’lady.”

We left the building together.

~~~

As soon as I was changed into appropriate peasant garb. They had a simple skirt and blouse that, to their credit, actually covered my midriff. Once I had changed, the game itself fast-forwarded to evening. I found myself on a dusty fork in the road with five other girls in similar outfits, only mine had a brace of sharp knives sheathed beneath my skirt. The girls were all a couple of years younger than me, maybe twenty, twenty-two at the latest. They were generically pretty, with clean skin and perfect teeth that seemed out of place historically, but definitely worked better in a game. I hadn’t bothered to catch their names.

Polad and four guards were with us, a precaution against wolves and other problems besides the troops of the evil Wizard-King.

That was considerate. I could probably handle a wolf or the like without going for a weapon at all, at least the way fights were slowed down for me in here, but not without wrecking my outfit and my cover story.

A couple of the men had lanterns, which they lit as the sun began to set. The fields around us were quiet, full of wheat almost ready for harvest.

Nobody was talking and even with the fast-forward, the waiting was sort of irritating. I could imagine my time in the simulator ticking down while I just stood around. I wondered if Mitch could maybe code in a manual fast-forward for moments like this, to avoid wasting any time.

Thankfully, even without it, we didn’t wait long. I saw a pair of humanoid figures bearing torches moving down the northern fork in the road soon just a few minutes after sunset. As they got closer, we could see a dozen trollkin altogether. They had a little more differentiation than last time. I wondered if maybe rendering thirty of them at once had simply been too much for the system right now.

The leader was six inches taller than the rest, easily seven feet tall altogether. His shoulders were broader, his overall frame bigger. Unlike most trollkin, he wore boiled leather armor, gleaming black in the flickering light. He regarded us with blood-red eyes and a tusked visage and asked, “Are these the offering from Rutherham, little man?”

His voice was just impossibly deep, and I shivered at it.

Polad stood up straighter and said, “They are.”

“In the name of the Wizard-King, I accept your tribute,” the huge trollkin captain said, “Know that with these girls, you have bought one season of peace with us. A rider will arrive on the morrow with your next tax, but it will not be due until winter is upon us. For now, you may return to your squalid village, secure in the knowledge that it will be safe for the time being. Safe, at least, unless you should take up arms against us, or pay others to do the same. Am I understood, human?”

“Yes,” Polad said, “We understand.”

“Then go,” the trollkin captain said, “Leave us to our work.”

Polad turned to his men and said, “You heard him. Let’s go.” He nodded to us, then all of them headed off without a backward glance.

“Eyes forward,” the trollkin said, “My name is Rejaka, and your safety depends upon doing exactly as I tell you.”

The other girls turned to face him warily. It made sense. We didn’t know what they had planned for us: human sacrifice, being fed to a dragon, kept as brides of an evil wizard. As we turned, I couldn’t help but notice the rest of the trollkin moving to surround us.

Rejaka said, “Doubtless, you have heard many tales of the evils of the Wizard-King. I will not lie: many are true. However, this fate is not for you. You are to serve at his castle. Serve well, and you will know comfort beyond what your village could offer. Disobey, and you will be… disciplined. Form a line in front of me. Swiftly.”

We hastened to form a line. I took the spot at the front, within arm’s reach of the massive creature. The air was chilly now, raising goosebumps on my exposed skin.

Behind me, I heard the clanking of chains. I resisted the urge to look back though. When the time was right, the rules of the simulation made me strong enough to break iron bars, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

A lesser trollkin finally stepped beside me with manacles connected to a longer chain. It looked like they were binding us together. I held out my wrists and let the monster snap the manacles around them. The metal was cold and smooth, and it felt heavier than I expected. A moment after, a warm hand brushed my neck. I looked down just in time to see a heavy iron collar snapped around it too. The suddenness of it startled me, nearly making me jump.

Rejaka stepped close to me, his breath hot on my cheek. I marveled at how realistic that felt, even as his proximity raised goosebumps. He touched my collar with his fingertip and said, “Puellae dormite.”

I had a moment to reflect on how unexpected that was, and to try and parse what it meant. Dormi- was something about sleep, of course…

Before I could work it out, the iron bands around my wrists glowed with red runes, and a wave of drowsiness overtook me, shocking in its speed and intensity.

Sleep.

I crumpled, my last thought wondering why the bad guy could do that.

~~~

When I woke, it came slowly. My body was leaden, warm and drowsy. I was laying on something soft and comfortable, and I could hear girls laughing nearby. I sat up with difficulty and opened my eyes, rubbing them even though they wouldn’t get sand in them in this virtual world.

The room around me was palatial, with a vaulted ceiling decorated with frescoes of men and trollkin battling. The humans were in shining steel armor like in fairy tales, while the trollkin were bare chested and armed with the weapons I was used to, blades and spears too jagged to be useful. It was impossible to tell who was winning in the huge paintings. The images were sweeping and vivid, and a little too crisp and clear to feel entirely real. I made a note to tell Mitch about that.

Looking further down, I saw that the room had flowing fountains, a marble floor and lots of soft couches and beds. The source of light was a gigantic crystal in the center of the room, a piece of what looked like smoky quartz about eight feet tall and three feet wide. It had been cut smooth, and bathed the entire room in inviting white light. It was also pretty phallic, another thing that I made a note to mention to Mitch.

The walls and floor were beautiful marble, and the chamber’s only door was iron-bound hardwood, barred from the other side.

The room had had maybe two dozen pretty girls, mid-twenties like me at the oldest, all in flowing silks like belly dancers, and slim silver collars to replace the ugly iron ones we’d been brought here in. A quick glance down confirmed that I was wearing the same, my knives gone, and I spotted the girls from Ruthorham in here. Everybody looked pretty happy. Most of them talking and laughing, while three girls were sitting on large pillows in front of the giant crystal, facing away from me and giggling. A couple of girls were splashing in a fountain.

“Welcome back to us,” a female voice said from beside me. She startled me - I wasn’t used to anyone being able to sneak up on me in here.

I tried not to let it show when I turned and looked up at the girl speaking. She was a gorgeous redhead with an improbably big chest, only poorly concealed by the gossamer white silk that we had. I wondered what all this was about, since Mitch had promised I would not be in a porn scenario today. The buxom video game sprite in front of me wouldn’t be able to answer any questions about that though, so I just replied, “Um, thanks?”

“My name is Deline,” she offered me her hand and said, “I’m one of the first ones brought here, so I have taken it upon myself to greet newcomers.”

I took her hand and let her help me up. I was clearly in the harem chambers of the Wizard-King, but it wouldn’t hurt to get the exposition. I replied, “Thanks. What is this place?”

“The stronghold of the Wizard-King. We are his concubines,” Deline said brightly, “The most honored of his followers.”

“So you came here willingly?” I tilted my head and peered at her curiously.

“No,” Deline said, “Like yourself, I was tribute from a village in the outside world. But once here, it was impossible not to appreciate His generosity.”

I could hear her capitalizing the ‘h’ there. I knew that the whole thing should creep me out: damsels in distress with obvious Stockholm Syndrome, waiting for the protagonist to come rescue them. I wasn’t at all sure how this scenario was supposed to play out for a male player. All the same, it was hard to be upset. I felt relaxed and refreshed, not tortured. No one here looked unhappy. The voice in the corner of my mind was right, and I knew it, but I couldn’t muster any outrage.

All I said in response was, “… I see.”

“You don’t,” Deline’s laughter was cheerful rather than cruel as she assured me, “But you will soon enough.”

“Right,” I nodded and asked, “What happens ‘soon?’”

I wondered if I had time to plan anything, test the door. Try to slip away while everyone was sleeping, perhaps.

As if in response to my plans, a silvery bell tolled somewhere nearby. My collar grew warm around my neck. I reached up and touched it. The sensation wasn’t uncomfortable, but it was surprising.

Deline said, “That happens.’

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” Deline said, echoing Mitch outside the game. All around us, the girls stopped talking and moved to form a circle around the giant glowing quartz block, some of them kneeling. Their expressions were rapt, worshipful.

The crystal began to pulse.

My body began to move under its own power, legs carrying me toward the pulsing light. I frowned, suddenly worried. The game had a cutoff code to log me out. I thought about using it… but the machine couldn’t hurt me. Whatever was about to happen was safe enough, just potentially uncomfortable.

That wasn’t worth missing out on the story.

Vibrant crimson runes appeared in the center of the soft white light. They twisted and changed and writhed, more like living things or fire than characters on display. I didn’t know what they meant and was, in fact, fairly certain they were just something Mitch had made up. While the spells were all jack-Latin, the art assets weren’t.

Wherever he had gotten them from, the glyph designs were beautiful: angular, then fluid. Jagged, then smooth. I stared at them along with the rest of the girls, looking for the pattern in them, trying to decide if they were repeating, or if each one was new.

I barely even heard myself yawn, before my eyes slid shut again.

~~~

I floated peacefully in soothing warm water, eyes shut and body bare. Bright sunlight drenched my bare body, leaving me utterly relaxed. My breathing was deep and even, my heart steady and calm. I could hear the sound of the surf nearby, feel gentle waves lapping at my left hand side. My hair was floating around my head like a halo.

It took a long time to wonder where I was, and longer still to remember that I was playing a game. I couldn’t remember the name of it or even, I found, my own name. I had no idea how I’d gotten here, what I’d done to deserve such bliss.

My foggy brain didn’t bother me though. Everything was just fine. Perfect, even. I could drift in the warm ocean water until it was time to wake up.


Chapter Four

I woke up feeling deeply relaxed. I tried to reach up and rub my eyes, only to realize I was still in the KOSCHIE restraints. That didn’t bother me though. Nothing much could: I felt a deep sense of peace, and waited patiently for the bonds to click open. As I laid there, I realized that I was more than a little turned on, too.

Mitch said, “I had to bring you up a little early. I’m sorry about that, but your dad needed a meeting with some investors on short notice, and I couldn’t leave you in the chair.”

“That’s okay,” I assured him, “I was pretty zoned out in there anyway.”

Mitch asked, “The new sleep spell? How was it?”

“Different,” I sat up and finally got to rub my eyes before I looked down at him. His outfit was better today: no stain on his t-shirt, fresh jeans. He was cute when he took care of himself. I asked, still feeling befuddled, “That was a sleep spell? I thought you wanted to check the fireballs, see if they were still ouchy?”

“Nah,” Mitch began the chair shutdown routine, the rig shuddering to a halt and explained, “I tested all that with Maya. I wanted to move on to the next thing. What’d you think about it?”

I slid out of the chair, still feeling unsteady. The aftereffect was almost like being tipsy. Mitch hastened to help me, letting me brace against him instead of the chair. He was so thoughtful. Even so, I laughed and said, “You should maybe dial the sleepy back a little bit too. I don’t want to be this off-kilter when logging out of a game.”

“Good point,” Mitch said. He helped me into a chair and asked, “Anything else you want to talk about?”

“Yeah,” I said, “But you shouldn’t keep Dad waiting. Why don’t I tell you everything tomorrow, before you get me another session?”

My next time in the chair wasn’t until next Tuesday, but I didn’t feel like waiting, especially not with this session cut short.

“I’d have to bump someone else,” Mitch said, stroking his chin thoughtfully, “And it is a little last minute.”

“Obviously,” I said, “I would be bringing you a bribe. Something home cooked.” I batted my eyelashes and added, “Please?”

Mitch chuckled and said, “All right, I’m not made out of stone. But I don’t know about lunch. Tomorrow afternoon might get busy. Just get here early, and pick up breakfast on the way. Oh and,” he reached into his pocket and produced a new thumb drive, “Here’s storage for tonight’s EEG readings.”

“Thanks,” I smiled, setting the thumb drive down beside my purse, on the work bench beside my chair. I added, “Now, shoo. Get to that meeting. I’ll be out of here in a minute.”

“Okay,” Mitch headed out. As he left, I couldn’t help but notice that he had a nice butt. I wasn’t sure why I’d never noticed that before, but there it was.

I was glad he couldn’t see me blush, and waited an extra couple of minutes to make sure he was gone before I got up to shower and change.

~~~

A cold shower at the lab temporarily tamped down my arousal, but it didn’t last. By the time I got to my car, I was all hot and bothered again.

All I could think of on the drive home was how the machine had felt, the warm bliss I’d experienced in front of the glowing quartz crystal. Whatever Mitch’s intention, that hadn’t exactly been sleep, it had been something else. It wasn’t until I stepped through my door that it hit me: whatever the machine was supposed to do, it had hypnotized me instead. I wasn’t sure what to tell Mitch. If I kept it quiet, we could all be in a lot of trouble. I was pretty sure selling a machine that could hypnotize the user had to break some kind of law. On the other hand, if he patched it out, I wasn’t sure if I would experience it again, and the machine had been amazing.

I’d never realized I could be both so worried and so horny at the same time.

I peeled out of my clothes and dumped them in the hamper. I thought about getting into my pajamas, but decided I was happier bare for a little while. Rather than doing that, I just got a bath towel for my office chair, and sat down on that. I popped open my laptop and began to read about hypnosis, hoping to figure out what I should do.

The articles about it varied in quality considerably: I found textbooks that talked about the effects on the brain, pages that offered to teach anyone how to hypnotize their lover or their customers, pages that talked about conspiracy theories. I skimmed through dozens of them, with layouts that ranged from slick and professional to eye-searing.

Hours of reading later, I didn’t feel like I knew much more than when I’d started. The information conflicted too much. About the only things I had learned were that the phenomenon was definitely real, but much more poorly understood than I’d expected. I was also sure that it’s what the machine had done to me: firsthand accounts of hypnosis sounded exactly like the ‘sleep spell’ in Lost Skeloath.

Finally, I was certain that the whole idea made me a lot hornier than it should. Having a machine affect my brain that way should have scared me, made me not want to get back in until it was fixed, if ever. I knew that, but only academically. The truth was that if Mitch called me up and offered to let me ride in it, I would’ve driven right over regardless of the hour. It just felt too good.

Ultimately, I decided that I had to tell Mitch. I couldn’t hide the effect anyway: one of the other test subjects was sure to let on, once he started testing that special effect. Hopefully, we could just work something else out around it, maybe privately.

Feeling defeated, I closed the lid on the laptop and had some leftover barbecue chicken for dinner. I never bothered putting on clothes. My place wasn’t cold enough for it to matter anyway.

Going to bed cheered me up a bit. Putting on the EEG reader felt a bit like slipping into the full rig, and that was a pleasant association.

I was asleep in moments.

~~~

In my dreams, I was back in the harem chamber with a gaggle of nameless concubines from various places. I saw white, black and Asian girls, ranging from what had to be six feet tall to petite girls that even I towered over. They were all model-beautiful: perfect skin, smiles and hair. We all wore the same silks that we had in the simulation.

None of us spoke though. All we did was hear the bell and gather before the hypnotic crystal. This time, I went willingly, staring eagerly into the twisting runes in its depths.

Sometime later I would wake, and we would all do it again.

I wasn’t sure how many times that happened, only that I always wanted it once more.

~~~

Waking up felt almost exactly like coming out of the simulation chair, right down to a faint tingling sensation in the back of my neck. I was also sopping wet, so much so that I’d left a wet spot on the sheets. My body felt like I could vibrate out of my skin if nobody touched me soon. I knew Henry would be interested later, but I wasn’t sure I could wait that long.

Maybe Mitch wouldn’t mind giving me a hand in the broom closet or something. He was cute when he tried.

I gently removed the EEG reader, rolled over and checked my alarm clock. Thankfully, I’d beaten it by a good ten minutes this time. I popped the thumb drive out of the helmet and tucked it into my purse, then got ready as fast as I could. I took another ice cold shower, hoping it would at least carry me through my morning.

Just in case it didn’t, I put on a nice black dress, something more appropriate for a night club than work.

I swung by a local coffee shop on the way to the lab, and arrived with a bag of fresh pastries, the biggest coffee I could find for Mitch, and a chai latte for me. The door slid open and I said brightly, “Good morning, Mitch! Hope you like breakfast.”

He was at his workstation, same as ever, but he was dressed a little better. He’d opted for khakis instead of ratty old jeans, and he’d found time to shave. He cleaned up pretty well. He smiled up at me and said, “Good morning, Tiff. And if there are Danishes in there, I believe I’ll owe you one.”

I set the bag down on his work station, well away from the keyboard and said, “I wasn’t sure what was your favorite, so I got a little of everything.”

Mitch opened the bag and pulled out a cheese Danish. He slid back over to his keyboard with that and the coffee and said, “Okay, you’ve saved me from the vending machines downstairs. You’re totally my heroine.”

I blushed and smiled brightly at the praise. All I could think to say was, “You’re welcome!”

“Now sit,” Mitch nodded at the other chair in the room and said, “And tell me what you were going to go into last night. Oh, and eat something if you haven’t.”

I took a seat and said, “I came right here. I wanted as much time as possible this morning.”

“I’m flattered,” Mitch held out the bag and said, “I’ll make sure you can stay in there awhile today.”

“Thanks!” I took a scone, set the bag on the work bench between us and said, “So… I’m not entirely sure how to talk about last night.”

Just thinking about it was getting me turned on again. I briefly considered asking for a ride in the machine first, just in case he was going to patch the effect out.

“Well,” Mitch said, “It sounded like there was something going on with the sleep spell in there? You were definitely off-kilter.” He took a bite of his Danish and added, “I was tempted to take the whole thing offline until I could figure out what was going on, but I thought it would be smart to talk to you first.”

“Oh, no!” I shook my head and said, “There’s no need for all that. I, uh, it’s just that…”

“Just what?” Mitch sipped his coffee.

“I think your machine didn’t put me to sleep,” I said, “So much as hypnotize me.” Mitch nearly choked on the coffee. I added, “Oh no! Should’ve waited to say that!”

“No,” Mitch coughed and shook his head, then said, “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

That much was definitely true. I agreed, “You had no idea. I mean, how could you know?”

“Right,” Mitch agreed. Thankfully, he was recovering swiftly. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and assured me, “And of course, the machine can’t cause you any real harm.”

That was definitely true too. I couldn’t imagine the sensory simulation rig hurting me at all. I nodded and agreed, “The machine can’t cause me any real harm, no.”

“So I’ll tell you what,” Mitch said, “I can just take that particular system out, and maybe dial back the associated stimulation until we can -”

“Don’t,” my cheeks burned as I cut him off.

Mitch paused, cocked his head and looked at me expectantly.

“Sorry,” my voice was very small as I said, “I mean… I didn’t finish explaining.”

He cocked his head and asked, “What else did you want to tell me about it?”

“I…” my voice was barely above a whisper as I admitted, “I liked it. I was hoping you’d put me back in after breakfast. No need for any heavy plot stuff. Just put me back in the room with the crystal and leave me in there all morning.” I hesitated after a moment before adding, “Please.”

Saying it aloud was, as with last night, the strangest mix of worrisome and arousing. If he said no, that was that. I wasn’t even sure what I’d do if he said no. The fear and desire had my lacy black panties soaking.

Mitch hesitated too. Objectively, not for very long, but the wait was agonizing. Finally, he asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to wait for me to check it?”

He was relenting. My heart pounded in my chest. I nodded and said, “Absolutely. The machine can’t cause me any real harm, and it felt so amazing. I mean, you don’t even need to put games in there. You could just have it do that, and everybody would want one.”

Mitch nodded and said, “You can get changed whenever you’re ready, and we’ll put you back in. Just give me the thumb drive first.”

“Of course,” I hurriedly pulled it out of my purse and offered it to him.

He took it and said, “Thanks.”

“Now,” I rose and said, “I want to get ready.”

Mitch picked up the scone I had barely touched and said firmly, “Eat this on the way to the shower. Wouldn’t want to get hungry in there and have to come out early.”

I was happy with how quickly he’d come around about this. Mitch was very understanding, especially given that he had no idea before now. I took the scone, picked up my drink and agreed, “Good idea.”

I wolfed the scone down before I’d gotten to the end of the hallway, drank half the tea and discarded the rest by the time I hit the locker room. I briefly considered another cold shower to calm down before hitting the chair again, but it would only cut into my time.

Besides, I was enjoying being so turned on.

I just sopped up my dripping sex a little bit to avoid soaking right through the catsuit, changed into it, and headed back to the lab as quickly as I could.

When I returned, Mitch had a jelly donut in one hand, the Danish evidently finished. He was typing with the other, and though I couldn’t make heads or tails of his display, I was sure he was only trying to help. I smiled at him and said, “All set!”

“Go ahead and strap in,” Mitch nodded without looking up and said, “I’m just going over your data from last night, I’ll fire it up as soon as you’re secure.”

“Thanks!” I smiled brightly and got comfortable in the chair. It was hard to remember this part ever scaring me. Now, I looked forward to the restraints, the pleasant darkness as I slipped away. I couldn’t imagine a place I would rather be.

The restraints slid smoothly into place, and the headpiece whirred down.

A moment later, I was gone.

~~~

I began in the same white space as before, but I was facing the kiosk this time, and it was only two paces away. It was nice to know that Mitch was always improving things in here. I padded forward and selected Lost Skeloath on the menu.

In the blink of an eye, I was back in the harem chambers. I was standing where I’d left, in front of the crystal. The gigantic piece of quartz was no longer glowing or filled with mysterious runes. Around me, the rest of the harem girls were waking up. I saw a beautiful black girl rubbing her eyes. A slender blond girl yawned and stretched. It occurred to me that the girls around me looked just like the ones in my dream. I thought they’d been different yesterday, but I must have just been wrong.

Beside me, Deline asked, “How are you feeling?”

“A little frustrated,” I admitted. There was no harm being straight with a video game sprite. I nodded at the crystal and said, “I thought that thing would be on a little longer.”

Deline nodded and asked, “So you understand better now?”

“I don’t understand so much as want to do it again,” I sighed and asked, “How often do they ring that bell?”

“Not nearly often enough,” Deline laughed and said, “If you asked any girl here, she would say the same. It’s funny, though…” she trailed off.

“What is?” I asked. Around us, the girls were dispersing. Several of them moved to play with the fountains, while others went to lay down. Most of them went to a table laden with fruits, bread and water that had been left out for us while we’d been zoned out.

Deline headed toward the table. I followed her and she explained, “The other girls from Ruthorham said that you weren’t really with them, that you were a champion, come to rescue us from this place.”

“What about it?” I didn’t bother to deny it. I folded my arms across my chest as the girls around me made up plates for themselves.

“It’s only that if you were,” Deline explained, “I’m sure the guards would want to question you about it, and if they did, they would use similar magic to pacify you. To open your mind and make certain the answers you gave them were truthful.”

Open my mind.

It occurred to me that what Deline was talking about sounded suspiciously like hypnosis, as though the magic here was supposed to do that from the start. That didn’t make any sense though. I knew that Mitch had no idea the program was hypnotizing me. I pushed the concern aside and asked, “How would I go about confessing?”

Deline tilted her head and asked, “Not interested in rescuing us anymore, then?”

“Not so much,” I shook my head and said, “I’d just like more time with the crystal. Anything that fast-forwards that is fine by me. Confessing or whatever.”

Deline laughed again, set down her plate and said, “Of course. Come with me.” She offered me her hand. I took it, marveling at how real she felt. I realized I hadn’t really touched the characters in here much, but I could even feel her pulse. I let her lead me to the single door in the harem chamber, iron-bound hardwood. It fit its frame so snugly that no light peeked in from the other side.

Deline rapped on it three times and said, “Guards? One of the girls wishes to confess a sin to the Wizard-King.”

I resisted the urge to tap my foot with impatience. Thankfully, I didn’t wait long. It seemed there were guards right on the other side of the door, maybe eavesdropping on the girls, because the door opened right away.

The corridor was as opulent as the harem chamber, marble floored and well lit with lanterns. The pair of guards waiting on the other side were trollkin, but they wore full chain armor and helmets that covered most of their faces. Their weapons were of human design rather than trollkin as well: steel, rather than jagged, cold-wrought iron.

The guard on the left asked, “What is the confession?”

Deline said, “My friend here was sent to free us, but she’s seen the error of her ways. She wants to confess everything.”

He nodded and said, “Puella dormi.”

The collar around my neck grew warm instantly, but I was expecting it this time. I didn’t feel any discomfort as I crumpled. The last thing I was aware of was the guard catching me.

~~

I woke up bound to a chair, and my first befuddled and frustrated thought was that I’d woken in the rig without being hypnotized. It took me a moment to realize that the chair was the wrong shape and feel: wherever I was, the chair was wood instead of leather, and it was upright rather than reclining. My wrists and ankles were tethered to its arms and legs with soft ropes, rather than contained with padded shackles. I was still wearing silks, instead of my catsuit.

This was all still in the game.

I opened my eyes to a smaller chamber than before, a stone chamber lit only by guttering torchlight from somewhere past my field of vision. The wall was only a few paces away, and it had neither doors nor windows. It was just made of dark gray bricks. It also looked fairly small.

“Tell me your name,” a voice said from somewhere close behind me. It was male, but it also had some kind of mechanical distortion, making it sound alien and deep.

Hopefully now, I was getting somewhere. I replied, “Tiffany.”

The figure stepped into view, and I was pretty sure he was the Wizard-King, using the same art asset as the wizard who had hit me with a fireball. He wore a black robe that covered his entire body, the cowl pulled too low to even see his eyes. The shimmering fabric was decorated with the same fiery red runes as the hypnotic quartz in the harem chamber. These symbols weren’t shifting from one to another, but they still glowed with their own soft and unearthly light. My eyes were drawn to them, as if by magnets. He said, “And tell me what you have come to confess, Tiffany.”

I looked up at him and asked, “Where’s the fun in that? Aren’t you going to make me talk?”

“I can,” the sorcerer assured me, his voice making the hair on the back of my neck rise, “But if I open your mind, it will do more than make you answer a few simple questions. When I am finished, you will desire only to please me. To serve me. You will become my willing slave.”

Slave.

I shivered, surprised that the game was so forthright about this. Still, Mitch had no idea he was actually hypnotizing me. I was willing to bet that the scenario was just supposed to end up in a game over if a player did this, maybe playing a cut scene of them serving in the evil Wizard-King’s armies. I was sure Mitch never intended for it to actually hypnotize anyone. I was equally sure the machine couldn’t do me any actual harm, like turning me into me into the mindless puppet of a fictional character. I looked up at the sorcerer and said, “Do your worst.”

He threw back the hood, revealing a face that looked almost exactly like Mitch’s, and said, “So be it. When we are finished, you will be the helpless thrall of the Wizard-King.”

I was surprised for just a moment, but it made some sense: developers sometimes hid their names or other surprises in the depths of video games as Easter Eggs. Mitch using his own face was all part of a long tradition. I didn’t comment on it, just continued to watch him eagerly.

He raised a black-gloved hand and reached inside the robe, producing an amulet. The piece of jewelry was on a platinum chain, and made of the same smoky quartz as the column in the harem chambers. He raised it to eye level, dangling it a foot in front of my face.

I stared into it eagerly, almost shaking with desire.

The Wizard-King said, “Puella obedi.”

I slipped away instantly.

~~~

My world was suffused with warm, silvery light. My body was warm and heavy with it, skin tingling as if little arcs of pleasure were arcing back and forth across the entire bare surface of my skin. I wasn’t resting on a bed, or even floating in water. My body was simply floating like a balloon, untethered to the world.

Only two things broke up the pervasive calm and glowing light. The first was a male voice. The sound was familiar, but I could neither place who he was, nor understand what he was saying.

The second were the bright fiery runes floating in front of me, twisting and changing and dancing. I couldn’t understand what they meant, but I couldn’t look at anything else. All I could do was stare at them wide-eyed, not even needing to blink in the simulated reality, as their patterns carved their way deep inside my brain.


Chapter Five

I woke completely befuddled. It took me a moment to even recognize the whirring and clicking noises of the chair’s restraints releasing me, and it took me a minute longer to even remember how to talk. My body was heavy and tingling, like I’d been woken too abruptly from a nap. The seat of my interface catsuit was soaked, and I realized I’d probably left a puddle on the seat. A part of me knew I should be humiliated by that, but I felt too good to care.

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. Mitch stiffened in surprise for just a moment, then leaned into it. His cock was already hard as an iron bar, pressing against me through his jeans, and he slid a hand down my back, cupping my ass through the thin fabric of the suit.

After a long moment, I came up for air. I smiled and said, “I feel wonderful. Don’t apologize.”

“Wow,” Mitch panted, taking a moment to catch his breath before he went on, “Tell me what you remember from in there, Tiff.”

“Mm,” I replied, “I ended up back in the harem chamber, but the magic sleep crystal wasn’t going anymore. I thought you were teasing me. You weren’t teasing me, were you?”

Mitch shook his head and said, “I would never tease you, Tiff.”

Never.

That was true. Mitch would definitely never tease me. I agreed, “You would never tease me, no. And one of the sprite girls helped me flag down the guards. They took me to see the great and powerful Wizard-King, who seemed strangely reluctant to use his mojo on me.”

“Did he, now?” Mitch’s hand squeezed my backside, sending pleasant tingling down between my legs.

“He warned me,” I replied, “That if he opened my mind up to get answers, I’d become his eager slave girl. I told him to do his worst.”

“And then what happened?” Mitch asked, still fondling my backside with his big, warm hand.

“I mostly remember the best feeling of my entire life, just completely blissed out while someone was talking. I could picture their words sort of sliding into my brain instead of waking me up,” I wriggled a little in his grip and explained, “Oh, and that the nefarious villain totally looked like you. Easter Egg?”

“Easter Egg,” Mitch nodded and agreed, “Not many players will come face to face with him, so it seemed like the thing to do.”

“That makes sense,” I nodded and said, “And then you woke me up, all ready with lunch. So sweet.” I leaned forward and kissed him again, this time just a soft, closed mouth one on the lips.

“Mmm,” he shivered and asked, “And that was everything?”

“After all that, I woke up here,” I replied. I paused a moment before asking, “How long was I like that?”

Mitch released me gently, sliding one hand into mine and guiding me toward my seat. I thought about asking him to hold me, but my stomach growled. It didn’t matter how I felt, eating was smarter than making out right now.

Somehow, I didn’t mind him seeing how turned on I was. I wanted him to know how good he’d made me feel.

He said, “Three hours, give or take. All but about five, ten minutes were your brain in a state of deep hypnosis. Deeper than anything a person could do with a swinging watch and a calm voice.”

Deeper.

That was a little surprising. I blinked in confusion and asked, “How could you do that? You didn’t even know this was happening until I came in.”

Mitch smiled and explained, “I’m just that smart and caring. I adjusted parameters on the fly to give you the best experience. That’s true, isn’t it?”

Smart and caring.

Best experience.

Well, he certainly was that, and it had certainly been the best experience of my life. I smiled warmly and said, “That’s true.” I thought about it a moment longer and asked, “Did you leave anything in my brain? Post hypnotic suggestions?”

“Sit,” Mitch said.

Sit.

I definitely wanted to sit down for this. I saw that he’d put a towel on my chair and felt strangely calm about it. It was good that he knew how turned on I was. I wanted him to appreciate how good he had made me feel. I sat down and looked up at him expectantly.

He made eye contact and asked, “How would you feel about it if I were to do that?”

I thought about it a moment, head feeling foggy when I considered the prospect of Mitch whispering sweet nothings into my subconscious.

I trust Mitch completely.

I love hypnosis.

I want to know what hypnosis can do.

The thoughts bubbled up as I concentrated, completely true. I smiled up at him and said, “I trust you completely, and I love hypnosis… and I want to see what else is possible.” I blushed and finished, “You can play with my mind. I know you won’t do anything bad.”

“’Play with my mind,’” Mitch repeated, clearly impressed. He smiled widely at me and said, “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone’s ever said to me.”

Hearing him say it back made it real, and I was back to feeling that mix of worry and arousal. My blush deepened, and I said, “It’s true.”

“Well,” Mitch said, “First things first. Eat, eat.” He passed me a box of almond chicken and a bottle of water, then sat down too.

Eat.

I opened the box and a plastic fork, and began to eat ravenously. I knew it was just middling takeout, but it tasted like ambrosia right now. I really had been starving.

Mitch watched for just a second, then said, “The second thing I should do is make some adjustments to the program parameters…” He turned to his work station and began to type rapidly.

I looked up from my chicken a moment and said, “Do me one favor?”

He paused a moment, swiveled back to look at me and asked, “What would you like, Tiff?”

“Skip the game today,” I said, “I’ll go back to helping you test next time, but for today, no swords or monsters or wizards. Just put me back in that state. Please?”

“Only program your mind, not the simulation,” Mitch nodded and agreed, “Got it.” He swiveled back and said, “That’s easy.”

Program my mind.

Easy.

I shivered. He was going to program my mind. I thought about asking him what he was going to do with me, or even making requests, but the truth was that I didn’t want to interrupt him. Besides, a surprise would be hotter.

So I ate in silence while he frantically tapped out what would happen to me next. I got through the box of chicken, a couple of egg rolls and two bottles of water before I decided I was finished. I set the container on the workbench. There were still a couple of boxes left, and I could see the one he’d already finished. Mitch was too absorbed in his work to notice any of that, so I said, “I’ll get this all cleared, change, and come back.”

Mitch gave me a sidelong glance and said, “Oh, don’t worry about the food, Tiff. I’ll get that to the fridge in my office. This’ll be ready for you after. I can make any further adjustments while you’re in. Just freshen up.”

“Thanks,” I smiled at him and hurried to get ready. Thankfully, the corridor between the locker room and the chair was only open to test subjects, and nobody else was scheduled. I didn’t bump into anyone still dripping wet.

One quick trip to the bathroom, shower and fresh suit later, I was back at the chair room. True to his word, Mitch had taken care of everything, even the embarrassing puddle on the interface chair.

This time, the KOSCHIE had a towel on it too.

I settled in, getting comfortable.

From below, Mitch asked, “All good in there, Tiff?”

“Yeah,” I smiled and added, “Thanks again for indulging me. I know this is going to set back your testing schedule a little bit, and I know the timing is tight.”

On cue, the restraints clicked and whirred into place.

Mitch said, “I’m just so pleased. It’s one thing to know that you’d be responsive to the programming, and another to actually get thanked for brainwashing you.”

Brainwashing me.

Listening to Mitch talk that way was confusing. He hadn’t known his machine was hypnotizing me, but he knew I’d be responsive. Focusing on it made my head feel foggy. The headpiece locked into place, forcing my eyes up and away from him, but I managed to ask, “You… knew I would be responsive? But how?”

Mitch said, “It’ll all make sense afterward. Night night, Tiff.”

The hair on the back of my neck rose, and then I was gone.

~~~

I floated weightless and drowsy, surrounded and suffused by familiar silvery light. I didn’t know where I was, or how I’d gotten there, but it didn’t matter. This place was timeless and perfect, so unlike the world I’d left. My body was almost vibrating with pleasure, arcs of it dancing across my skin, tingling between my legs.

In front of me, fiery runes shifted and twisted and danced, but they were different this time. Sometimes, the words were in recognizable characters, even English. In the background, a Voice spoke in a continuous, droning stream. It was male and intensely familiar.

Most of the symbols and the Voice’s words slid right past my dazed awareness. I could feel them settling into the depths of my mind, unquestioned and unchallenged. Sometimes something would stand out though, gigantic burning words repeated by the Voice:

I MUST OBEY MASTER

I KNOW JOY IN SERVICE

I MUST SUBMIT

BRAINWASHING IS BLISS

Each one hit me like a thunderbolt, wiping away everything that had come before and leaving me dazed and helpless. Anticipation and pleasure built at the core of my being with each one.

It really was bliss.

~~~

I came to my senses feeling sluggish, foggy headed and drowsy. My body was tingling, as if from afterglow. I blinked slowly as the headpiece and restraints clicked open. My mouth was dry, my pussy was wet and it took me a moment to remember exactly where I was. With difficulty, I raised my head and said, “I, um, may have cum in the chair.”

Mitch stepped into view and said, “Four times. I was watching your readings.”

His voice sent a thrill down my spine. I could remember it droning endlessly, guiding and shaping my thoughts. It took me a long moment to even parse what he’d said. When I did, I managed to ask, “You watched me cum?”

He stepped beside the chair, but instead of helping me out of it, he reached up and rubbed my cheek, fingers warm against my skin. Mitch said, “Actually, I did more than that. I made you cum. I put the instructions in the machine, and the machine put them in your brain.” He spoke more firmly as he added, “That’s just fine, isn’t it?”

Just fine.

I could picture him at his chair now, typing frantically while my body twitched in the chair. While I was being programmed, just like the sprites in the simulation. The idea was impossibly hot. I couldn’t even imagine anything wrong with it. I loved hypnosis, and I trusted Mitch. This was right. I leaned into his warm touch and agreed, “Yes, just fine.” I managed to add, with difficulty, “Thank you.”

He smiled and said, “You’re welcome.” His hand slid lower, down to the nape of my neck, sending thrills up and down my spine as he added, “I want you to feel good. No, scratch that, I want you to feel better than anyone ever has. Now, I can. You want me to give you pleasure. Don’t you, Tiff?”

Give me pleasure.

I couldn’t imagine wanting anything else. I squirmed a little in my seat and agreed, “Mmmyessss…”

His hand slid lower, down the front of my chest to the zipper on my interface suit. He tugged at it gently and said, “Right now, you need a break from the machine. Your brains are mush right now. Tell me about your brains, Tiff.”

Brains are mush.

He was so right. I’d felt lucid for a minute, but it was fading fast, replaced by warm, lazy arousal. I couldn’t do much more than repeat what he told me. I sighed happily, “Mmmmush.”

“It’s your body that needs attention now,” Mitch said firmly, “You’re so turned on that you can barely stand it. The machine was great, but you need me to strip you. To help you. Tell me what you need, Tiff.”

Body needs attention.

Strip me.

Help me.

He was so right. I might have cum four times in the chair, but I didn’t really remember any of them, and it had done nothing to tamp down on my need. Worse, I was feeling too sluggish and passive to take care of myself. Mitch was so thoughtful. I said dazedly, “Strip me. Mm… help me.”

“Anything you want,” Mitch dragged the zipper down with agonizing slowness, only moving it inch by inch. It seemed to take him forever to get it all the way down, leaving a V-shaped slit of my skin exposed from my neck to my bald pussy. He gently peeled the suit off of my shoulders and arms, exposing my bare chest.

I moaned as my breasts bounced free, nipples stiff. Mitch reached up and palmed my left breast, cupping and kneading it. His big, warm hand sent tingling pleasure arcing outward, and my moan only grew louder.

“There,” Mitch said, “That’s just exactly what you needed. What you’ve been waiting for. That’s so true, isn’t it, Tiff?”

He was so right, of course. I’d been ready to jump him when I got to the lab. I wondered dimly what had taken him so long, and agreed dully, “Uh huh.”

Mitch rubbed my nipple with the palm of his hand, kneading my breast. He stepped closer and leaned down, kissing my neck.

I wasn’t sure how much foreplay I could take, not after his simulation had gotten me so worked up. I squirmed in the chair and breathed, “… please…”

His hand slid lower, off of my breast and down my belly, where he made slow circles just above my belly button. He stopped kissing my neck and whispered in my ear, his breath hot and steamy, “Please what, Tiff?”

“Don’t tease,” I panted, “Take me.”

Mitch slid his hand further down, slipping it beneath the suit and rubbing my slick nether lips. He rubbed them with his stiff fingertips and asked, “Do you normally shave down here, Tiff?”

His touch set tingling pleasure washing down my thighs. My toes curled and I moaned, “Nnnooo… did it for my date…”

For the first time since I’d arrived, I felt embarrassed. It was hard to believe I’d done anything so ridiculous.

“Mmm,” Mitch sounded amused as he asked, “That’s right. You have a date. Do you want to keep it?”

“Nooo,” I shook my head and said, “Want to be with you, mmm, just you.”

“Of course,” Mitch slid a fingertip inside of me, probing me lightly with it as he replied, “You only want that because I made you. The simulation chair put you into a state of hypnosis so deep, deeper than a hypnotist could do. Deeper than drugs could push you. Deeper than anyone could be without it. So deep you couldn’t think at all.”

Deeper.

Deeper.

I gurgled helplessly as his fingertip worked from side to side inside of me. I knew it was small, but it felt so big. I managed to moan, “… so deeeep…”

Mitch continued firmly, “And while you were so deep, I programmed you to want this. Now you’re responding to your programming, no different than one of the characters in the game. Right now, you are responding to scripting instead of your own will. Until I release you, you’re my mindless puppet. How do you feel about being my mindless puppet, Tiff?”

Programming.

No will.

Mindless puppet.

I was his mindless puppet. I groaned helplessly, “Ohmygod, sooo horrrny…”

“Good,” Mitch slid a second fingertip inside me, then slid his fingers deeper, hooking them inside me. He felt impossibly wide now, stretching me. He began to pump his hand, thrusting his fingers deep inside me.

The shock of sensation made me clutch at the arms of the chair for support. I looked up at him, but I couldn’t find words anymore. I just panted helplessly as he worked inside of me.

Mitch reached up with his other hand and played with my breasts, running his hand back and forth across them, pawing and rubbing at my sweaty body. His expression was one of intense focus instead of animal passion. He was plainly still completely in control, even with me naked and helpless.

I had the sudden mad impression that he was literally playing me like an instrument, his hands working my body the way he might play a piano of violin. I closed my eyes and held onto the chair for dear life. I shut out every sensation but the feel of him touching me, inside and out. Tingling pleasure built between my thighs, ramping up as he thrust his fingers in and out, faster and faster.

Above me, Mitch began to count backward, “Ten, warm. Nine, wet. Eight, heavy…”

With my eyes shut, it was easy to imagine that his voice was directly in my brain again, the voice of a god instead of a man I knew. I drifted as he counted, lost in pleasure.

He finished by tweaking my right nipple and commanding me firmly, “Cum, Tiff.”

Cum.

Pleasure exploded between my legs, my body responding to his voice. I could feel it washing over me in waves, his fingers still working inside me. I twitched and spasmed in the chair, panting helplessly as my climax dragged on.

When Mitch finally pulled his hands away, I laid in the chair, utterly spent. It was all I could do to open my eyes again. I saw that he was wiping his hands off with a towel. He looked down at me and asked, “How are you feeling?”

I wasn’t sure if the question or the orgasm had broken the spell, but my head was slowly clearing. My voice was barely above a whisper, but I replied, “Wiped. Good though.” I added, after a moment’s though, “Thank you.”

He smiled brightly and said, “My pleasure, I assure you.”

“But you didn’t even…” I glanced low, able to see the erection tenting his jeans and said, “Get yours.”

Mitch chuckled and said, “All in good time.” He set the towel aside and said, “We should clean up. I told the staff to leave this area be today so that you wouldn’t get caught like,” he nodded at my naked, sweaty body, “That.”

For some reason, that made something click in my brain. I knew Mitch had no idea what his machine was doing to me, but at the same time, he’d talked about it like he’d planned it. I blinked in confusion and asked, “… did you plan this?”

“Would you mind if I had?” Mitch sounded genuinely curious now.

My body was recovering swiftly now. I sat up and rubbed my eyes, head muddled again. I remembered not being interested in Mitch’s advances before, but I couldn’t really remember why now. I was also dimly aware that brainwashing was supposed to be wrong, but trying to figure out why just made my head foggy. I hesitated a moment before admitting, “No, not really. I just want to know.”

Mitch pulled out his cell phone and asked, “Are you feeling awake right now?”

“Mmhmm,” I nodded and explained, “Ever since you got me off.” I realized that it was a little awkward to get around in the suit with it hanging half open, so I started to zip it up.

“Fascinating,” Mitch slid his phone screen unlocked and tapped something. A tone played, identical to the bell in the harem chamber.

I felt my awareness shift pleasantly. The zipper didn’t seem important anymore, and my arms slid back to my sides. Instead of worrying about that, I focused completely on Mitch. He was so handsome. I couldn’t believe I hadn’t seen it before.

I waited, utterly docile, for whatever he wanted to say. Passive as I felt, I still had enough presence of mind to hope that it involved him removing his pants.

Mitch said firmly, “This was entirely your own idea. You realized the machine was hypnotizing you on your own. You asked me to extend the effect. I had no idea. Tell me whose idea it was for me to hypnotize you today, Tiff.”

Entirely my own idea.

Mitch had no idea.

The thoughts filled my otherwise empty brain. He was completely right, of course. I knew Mitch had No Idea about the machine’s hypnotic effect, and that this had all been at my request. I replied dreamily, “Mine.”

“That’s very true,” Mitch said, “The idea that I could be plotting to control your mind is very silly. So silly it makes you want to giggle. In fact, go ahead and giggle, Tiff.”

I giggled, and it made me tingly again. I sounded so brainless.

“It’s just impossible that I would do anything to you,” Mitch assured me firmly, “You trust me completely. That’s why I’m the only one you would trust to control your mind, going forward. The very idea of letting someone else hypnotize you makes you giggle. Giggle, Tiff.”

Trust Mitch completely.

Trust Mitch to control my mind.

Giggle.

I giggled perkily at the idea of letting someone else hypnotize me. Of course it would be Mitch. He was the only one I could trust with power like that.

“Tell me who will be in charge of your mind from now on, Tiff,” Mitch said.

His tone of voice was almost as hot as the giggling. I squirmed a little as I said, “You.”

“And if I’m going to control your mind,” Mitch said, even more confident now, “That means we’re going to be together. The idea of being with another man is silly too. The idea of keeping your date makes you want to giggle. Giggle, Tiff.”

Be together.

Giggle.

I giggled. He was so right. I couldn’t date anyone else if he was in charge of my mind.

“In a moment,” Mitch said, “You’ll be able to think for yourself again. You won’t think about any of this. You won’t think about your programming. You will just follow it. You will do this because I decided it. You are happy about me deciding things for you. Tell me how you feel about letting me think and decide for you, Tiff.”

Happy.

He was so right. I smiled warmly and replied, “Happy.”

He stepped close and finished zipping my suit back up. Then Mitch tapped his phone again, and a second tone played.

My world shifted.

~~~

I came to my senses in the chair, but the restraints were already off. I had the fleeting sense that I’d already been awake, but it was fading like a dream. Mitch was standing beside me, phone in hand. I looked up at him and said, “That was unbelievable.”

“Yeah?” Mitch smiled down at me and asked, “What can you tell me about it?”

“Mm. I don’t actually remember much of anything except for your voice in my head. Couldn’t tell you what you said or anything,” I sat up in the interface chair, the towel beneath me was soaked. I blushed and added, “Oh, and I definitely came. Don’t remember that either. Not really.”

“How do you feel about that?” Mitch asked, looking mildly concerned, “Any other problems?”

I rose unsteadily. He offered me his hand, and I let him help me to my feet. I shook my head and said, “Nah. I’m fine. And I read that memory loss is common in trance. I’m sure everything is fine. I mean, the chair can’t do me any real harm.”

“That’s true,” Mitch agreed. He asked, “How are you feeling about what we did? Did this scratch your itch for hypnosis?”

I felt a flicker of panic. Maybe he wasn’t interested in doing this again. I said, “For now, but I’m going to want to do that lots of times.”

“Do you mean the machine,” Mitch asked innocently, “Or were you thinking of hiring a hypnotist to take care of you in your off hours to avoid any awkwardness here at work?”

I giggled and said, “Me, hiring a hypnotist! No,” I stretched, finally feeling properly awake and explained, “You’re the only person I’d ever trust in my head. I don’t care about any conflicts of interest here. Unless,” I hesitated, “You do?”

He shook his head and said, “No, I’m happy to do whatever you want. How do you picture this working, Tiff?”

“I guess,” I was blushing, even though he’d almost certainly watched me climax in the chair, “That I’m, uh, asking you to be my boyfriend. I mean, we wouldn’t talk about this with other people. It’s too unconventional. But I’d be your girlfriend in public, and behind closed doors, you would be doing this.” I hesitated before adding, “After all, I couldn’t ask you for a platonic friendship when you’re satisfying me this way. It’d be selfish. Plus…” I trailed off.

“Plus, I could just program you to bend over for me,” Mitch said, “And you would anyway?”

Bend over.

Before I could really think about it, I turned to the workbench I normally sat on or by and braced against it, bending over and offering him my rear end. My purse was right in front of me, right where I’d left it before getting in the chair. Seeing that snapped me out of it, and my stomach fluttered.

I’d responded to his voice without thinking at all.

“And there’s that,” I breathed softly.

Mitch stepped behind me and put a hand on my backside, giving me a strong sense of deja vu. Maybe I’d dreamed about it last night. It was hard to be sure: everything from yesterday’s session to now was more than a little blurry. The only really important thing about it was how good it felt. Mitch slid a hand along the inside of my left thigh and asked, “Are you at all concerned that I made you say any of this?”

As before, his tone was completely innocent. He sounded curious, not guilty. It made sense for him to be fascinated by it though. I knew this whole thing had come as a complete surprise to him.

I giggled again, shook my head and said, “No, of course not. You would never plot to control my mind.” The sound of my giggle was getting me going again. I sounded hot like that.

Mitch stepped closer, his erection pressing against my backside through his jeans and the thin layer of fabric I wore. He reached around and unzipped my interface suit. He peeled it off of my shoulders, exposing my chest. The sense of deja vu only increased as my breasts bounced free. I knew he’d done this before.

All I could think was that he had programmed it into the simulation at the last minute, that I was responding to scripting like a character in one of his stories.

The idea made me squirm.

He tugged the suit down, off of my arms. I moved just enough to let him slide it off each one. Finally, he peeled the last of the suit down, revealing my bare ass. The suit crumpled around my ankles.

He pulled away, the sound of his zipper audible. Then he reached down and rubbed my pussy with the heel of his hand, the delicious friction sending little shocks of pleasure down my legs.

I moaned, “Please…”

Mitch continued to rub me, but he said firmly, “Get your phone out of your purse, Tiff.”

Get your phone out.

As before, my right hand was in motion before my brain could even catch up. I fumbled a bit, but I managed to unclasp the pocket of my purse with my phone with just one hand. I reached inside and set it on the workbench.

Mitch kept rubbing and said, “Tell me about this guy you made a date with tonight.”

Tell me.

“His name’s Henry, and we used to date back in college,” I heard myself say. As before, there seemed to be lag between my brain and my body, but it didn’t last long. I blushed and added, of my own volition, “He’s just in town for a few days. We haven’t been serious in some time. He just wanted to catch up and -”

“And this?” Mitch slid a fingertip inside me. I was certain this had happened before, sure that he had simply put it into the hypnotic conditioning.

I gasped and agreed, “S-something like that.”

“So,” he began to work his finger from side to side inside me as he asked, “You don’t have a serious boyfriend that you’ll need to dump?”

“Nnno…” I moaned, grinding back against his hand and agreed, “This is… mm… no big deal…”

“Great,” Mitch began to thrust his finger in and out of me in slow, steady motions and said, “Text him that you’re working late. I don’t really feel like drama this afternoon. Too much work to do in your pretty little head.”

Pretty little head.

I knew that should sound condescending, but it didn’t. I wanted him to do his work in my pretty little head. It was hard to focus on anything else. I kept bracing against the bench with one hand, and it took me three tries to swipe my screen unlocked with the other. My hand shook as I dragged the contact menu open, trying to find Henry.

As I opened a new text message, Mitch pulled his finger out of my and splayed me open instead. I panted in anticipation.

Mitch gave my backside a playful swat and said, “You don’t get anything more until you hit ‘Send.’” He leaned forward to watch me type, his warm body pressing against mine.

It was maddening.

“No fair,” I groaned, but I didn’t argue. Instead, I flailed at the tiny screen until I managed to tap out, ‘cant meet 2nite workin late sry’ and hit Send. I started to ask, “Good enough for-”

Mitch thrust his cock into me, cutting off that thought. More than that, the feel of his manhood penetrating me filled my head with fog. That was momentarily confusing, until a single thought bubbled up from my subconscious:

Cock goes in, mind goes out.

Mitch hadn’t said it aloud, but the thought was still in his voice rather than my own. I couldn’t argue with anything he said, not even in the privacy of my own mind. All I could do was accept it: every time he slid into me, my thoughts would be a little dimmer, a little slower. There was no resisting it. I didn’t even really want to.

Instead, I leaned forward to give him a better angle, and he sped up, pounding me against the workstation. Each thrust was deep and hard, and each one set tingling pleasure building at the core of my being. Mitch reached around and grabbed my right breast, pawing at it while he hammered me. He didn’t talk either, and that was best. I wasn’t sure I could’ve responded.

My phone buzzed somewhere in the middle, but it took a long moment before I remembered that I was supposed to answer it to make it stop. One thrust later, and that desire was gone. I just closed my eyes and ignored it, focusing completely on what I felt.

Mitch didn’t last much longer. I could feel him tense inside me, ready to cum. I clutched at the desk and felt him finish inside me, spurting a torrent of his hot seed that smacked the inside of my tight inner passage.

CUM.

The sensation flipped a switch in my head. The hair on the back of my neck rose, the same way it did when the machine revved up to take me under. A second later, pleasure tore through my body, searing ecstasy exploding from the core of my being and coursing through my arms and legs. I nearly bit my tongue, keeping my mouth clamped shut through that. Tears rolled down my cheeks.

Mitch pulled out of me with an audible pop and said, “There’s my good little slut. Aren’t you, Tiff?”

Good slut.

I remembered hating the word slut, but as with so many things tonight, I couldn’t really remember why. I’d just let him fuck me right where I worked. I was definitely his good little slut. I agreed dully, “Uh huh.”

“Tell me what happens when my cock goes inside you,” Mitch said firmly.

“Mind goes out,” I heard myself parrot back a moment before the words occurred to my conscious mind. My head was clearing a bit, but I was still feeling it. With difficulty, I opened my eyes and turned to look back at him. My vision was swimming a bit, so I blinked rapidly to clear them.

When I could see better, my eyes were drawn immediately to Mitch’s cock. It was still semi-erect, glistening with our mixed fluids. The sight of it gave me a head rush, my simple inner narrative replaced with fog and desire again. My mouth hung open.

Master must have seen my reaction. He said, tone a little gentler, “It’s all right, Tiff. Kneel. Kiss it.”

Kneel.

Kiss it.

I turned around and slid awkwardly to my knees in front of him. The floor was cold and hard beneath my bare flesh, but I hardly noticed. I couldn’t look away from him. I leaned forward and kissed Master’s cock reverently. To my delight, he stirred again. I’d never really liked giving head before today. I’d only done it a few times, reluctantly. Now, I couldn’t think about anything else… but I didn’t have permission. I looked up at his handsome face hopefully.

Master smiled down at me. He reached down and petted my head, running his fingers through my hair and said, “Go on.” He added, “Touch yourself while you work.”

It was like he was reading my mind.

I leaned forward and took him between my lips. At the same time, I reached between my legs and began to absently rub my slick, sopping pussy as his juices dribbled out of me.

Cock goes in, mind goes out.

The thought was front and center in my mind again, dulling everything else, helping me focus completely on what I was doing. Instead of fog, I felt clarity with him in my mouth. I was keenly aware of every sensation, every vein on his thick cock. The feel of Master stiffening at my attention was wonderful. As I bobbed my head up and down on his shaft, I could feel him getting harder, feel his pulse picking up. My hand picked up at the same time, but I was only dimly aware of it. His pleasure was paramount.

I could’ve stayed like that all night, hypnotized by his cock between my lips instead of the machine. I had no idea how long we stayed like that before he tensed again.

Master pulled back a bit to keep from choking me, and spurted in my mouth. I was struck by the taste: I’d always hated it before. Now, I didn’t exactly like it, but it was completely neutral. Like eating tofu or plain rice or something, nothing I’d go out of my way to either have or avoid. That was weird enough to jar me near wakefulness again. I closed my eyes.

I also swallowed reflexively, before I could decide what I wanted to do. I decided that was best though. Couldn’t be spitting on the clean floor.

A moment later, I opened my eyes again. As before, the sight of Master’s beautiful cock immediately drew my gaze and dampened my thoughts. This time though, he didn’t seem to want that because Master zipped up.

I blinked rapidly, head clearing, and looked up at his handsome face as my head cleared again.

Mitch looked down at me and asked, “Better?”

“Yeah,” I nodded and agreed, “Just what I wanted. I mean, apart from more time in the chair.”

“So no objections to being my brainwashed slut?” Mitch asked, his tone still completely innocent. We might as well have been talking about the weather.

Brainwashed slut.

I shivered, the words raising goosebumps on my skin. I shook my head and said, “Not that I can think of.”

“Great,” Mitch smiled brightly and said, “We’ll get you cleaned up, then we’ll get right back to it.”

I smiled back and said, “That sounds wonderful.”


Epilogue

Ruthorham was in flames, trollkin with torches and weapons everywhere. The visuals from it were absolutely stunning, orange tongues of flame moving unpredictably through open windows and doorways. Beyond that, the scents were a little more subtle: I could smell soot and ash, but I could also smell the scents of the hamlet beneath them. The smells didn’t mingle quite right yet, but it was progress.

Mitch was getting better at this all the time. I could already imagine a day when it would be impossible to tell the simulation from reality, and I couldn’t wait.

“Help us!” a guard shouted.

The yell broke my reverie, and I turned to see one of the town guard in a state of panic. I smiled at him and said cheerfully, “I am!”

He looked at me in confusion and asked, “What are you -”

I didn’t draw my blade. There weren’t supposed to be casualties in this raid, only prisoners. More people to serve my Master. Instead I just punched him in the solar plexus, time contracting to make the move swift and easy. He crumpled on the ground, and I drew a set of silver shackles. I straddled his back and cuffed him. His body felt incredibly real beneath mine, with warmth and heft. I could even feel his heart racing.

Behind me, a familiar male voice said, “You have fallen under the sway of the evil Wizard-King.”

It took me a moment to remember him, but it was Polad, son of the town’s mayor. I looked up at him and said, “You don’t understand, but you will soon enough.”

The handsome young man brandished his sword and said, “I am sorry to do this. I know it isn’t your fault, but -”

“Draconis vim,” a female voice said from behind him.

Polad turned in surprise, and a beautiful blond girl melted out of the shadows. Her outfit was like mine, but turquoise and silver instead of red.

Polad raised his sword to defend himself, but she’d just used a Dragon Strength spell. She batted it out of his hand like a child’s toy, and hit him in the temple. He crumpled like a rag doll. She crouched and cuffed him.

I rose and said, “Thanks, Maya.”

She smiled at me and said, “Got your back, Tiffany. Besides, can’t have any stragglers. Wouldn’t do to let anybody miss out.”

“Got that right,” I nodded, pointed to the town square and said, “Look at that!”

Maya finished cuffing Polad and stepped beside me. From our corner of town, we could see the town square. Most of the people of the hamlet were there, bound and chained and guarded by trollkin. The center had been left empty and open, and now there was a bright green light in it. The air rippled and burned, and then the light was gone, replaced by a giant block of quartz like the one in the Wizard-King’s harem chamber.

It began to glow with a bright silver light, runes twisting in the center. All around the crystal, the people of the town knelt. Their faces were slack, mouths open, eyes glassy.

I stared at it too, and I didn’t need to look to know that Maya had joined me.

The light grew brighter, and we slipped away.

~~~

Coming to my senses was strange this time. I waited for my ankle and wrist restraints to release for a long moment before I realized I didn’t have any on. I wasn’t in the interface chair at all, but flopped bonelessly on a couch. Stranger still, the world was swaying gently. I wondered why the machine had left me dizzy.

Someone reached down and unclipped the portable unit from over my head. I blinked rapidly at the unexpectedly bright sunlight filtering into the room and saw the face of my Master. I smiled up at him and said, “Thanks.”

I could see that I wasn’t dizzy, I was aboard the Lady Evelyn. As my head cleared, things started to come back. I remembered putting on the headset. It looked exactly like the EEG units that Master made me wear at night, but it was actually a portable version of the game console.

I sat up, and saw that my Dad was helping Maya out of her headset across the cabin from me. We were both in shorts and t-shirts instead of clingy interface suits. We didn’t need them with the new devices, and though I sort of missed Master peeling me out of mine each time, I was glad I had normal clothes on in front of Daddy.

Daddy asked Maya, “How’re you doing, pet?”

Pet.

That was so sweet. Maya looked up at him, adoration written all over her face and said, “Wonderful, Sir.”

Master asked, “No strange side effects for either of you, then?”

I said, “Waking up’s a little harder, wouldn’t you say?”

Across from me, Maya sat up too. She rubbed her eyes, nodded and said, “Yeah, lots more disorientation than usual right now. I kept expecting the restraints to pop loose until Sir here helped me with it.” She looked up at him and said, “Thank you so much.”

Daddy reached down and rubbed her cheek gently. He said, “No problem, pretty girl.”

I smiled at the display. It was so nice to see them happy together. Maybe a little weird that she might end up my mother-in-law, a tiny bit younger than I was, but their happiness was all that mattered in the end.

Master had a tablet in hand. I’d missed him taking it out, watching Dad and Maya. He was plainly taking notes. My Master was so clever. He said, “It’s actually due to the lack of restraints. These prototypes stimulate the part of your brain that paralyzes you during sleep. The chair does too, but these ones do it a little more to keep you from rolling or flailing. I’ll have to look into speeding up the wakeup process though.” He tapped frantically, then looked up and asked, “What about inside the simulation? Any glitching? Lag? Weirdness?”

I looked at Maya and said, “I didn’t see anything like that. You?”

“No,” Maya shook her head and said, “All fine. Smells were better too, don’t you think?”

I nodded and agreed, “Not quite right, but improved. Still not distinct enough, but there was more than one at a time.”

Master asked, “What about the hypnosis? Any memory of it?”

Maya shook her head again and said, “No, just a bright light, then I woke up.” She looked at me expectantly.

“Yeah,” I agreed, “No memory of any hypnosis, just the light.”

Daddy said, “Sounds like those units are just about ready for prime time. We’ll need to discuss the particulars of the brainwashing program further, of course.”

Brainwashing.

I shivered. I didn’t remember talking to him about my new relationship with Master, but I was glad he approved. Sneaking around would’ve been a lot more trouble. I wanted everything to be on the up and up.

Master nodded and said, “I think so too. Girls? Attention.”

Attention.

I sat up straight, folded my hands in my lap and kept my eyes focused on Master. Across from me, I could see Maya doing the same.

Master said, “The two of you are going to go fix lunch while Mr. O’Brien and I discuss what to do with the minds of millions of customers. That sounds just fine to you. Tell me how it sounds, girls.”

“Just fine,” I chorused with Maya, almost sing-song.

“Good girls,” Master assured us, then said, “Wake and obey.”

Good girls.

Wake.

Obey.

I blinked rapidly again, heart pounding the way it always did when he dropped me for a moment. I rose and asked, “Anything you’d like for lunch, Sirs?”

Even around Daddy, I wasn’t supposed to call Master ‘Master.’ He didn’t like risking awkward questions if I missed a witness, and I agreed.

Daddy said, “Some sandwiches will be fine, dear girl. We’ll call you when we’re ready.” He paused and added, “Just one thing: neither of you has a problem with what we’re doing?”

Maya kissed his cheek and said, “You’ve made me happy. I can’t wait until you can do that for everyone.”

I smiled and agreed, “Me neither.”
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For more hot brainwashing action, check out:

The Doll Academy: Passing Notes

Excerpt:

“As you all know from this week’s lecture, hypnosis is extremely effective at helping memory retention,” Professor Horn explained, “But what you don’t know - in fact, one of the better kept secrets about the Damiano Academy - is that we use hypnosis extensively to help with the education process. It’s the reason our students are all so uniformly successful, instead of having to deal with a certain inevitable number of dropouts and failing grades and so on. Going forward, many of our lessons in Etiquette will include hypnosis. In fact,” he paused for dramatic effect, “I want to show you something. Everyone look down at your tablets.” He raised his, and tapped a few commands.

Looking down at the tablet on my desk, I saw a form come up. The body was all legalese gibberish. I didn’t recognize the document, but the top of it read ‘Waiver for Educational Hypnosis,’ and I did recognize my own signature at the bottom. I’d gotten good at signing things with a stylus. It was dated two weeks ago.

I realized, with dull surprise, that we’d all agreed to this weeks ago and didn’t remember. My heart beat faster, and I could feel my panties dampening. That explained both how we had known the answers to his questions, and why I kept falling asleep in class.

From the soft little gasps around me, several other girls had just come to the same conclusion.

“As you can see,” Professor Horn said, “You all agreed to this already, and we’ve been doing it for some time now, but none of you were able to think about it outside of class sessions. I like to do this demonstration to help all my students truly appreciate what a profound effect hypnosis can have on their memory and perception. You could all answer my questions without even knowing how.”

He was talking about mind control. Professor Horn was controlling our minds, and now he was just talking about it in front of the class, the way we might talk about American History or calculus or something.

My heart fluttered and I wished I had dared to wear my vibrator to class. I was suddenly desperate to touch myself. I looked back up at Professor Horn, wanting to raise my hand, to get his attention, but nothing came to mind except wanting permission to get off.
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