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    In a room lit only by the glow of his monitor, Nicholas leaned back in his chair and watched the credits begin to roll. He hummed along to the tune and tried his best to ignore the growing emptiness spreading inside him. He had achieved a perfect 100% completion on his favorite game; every possible ending, every possible outcome, both the good and the bad. He expected to feel a sense of pride, a sense of accomplishment. Instead, like this particular ending of the game, it left him feeling dissatisfied.

    He wanted more.

    He closed out of the game and turned toward his bedroom window. Very few stars filled the night sky, the unfortunate consequence of living in the city. Much unlike the night sky in the digital world of the fantasy game he just beat for the thousandth time. Not since childhood had he seen that many stars with his own eyes.

    Ever since he first started playing video games, Nicholas chased the dream of finding the perfect game. One filled with endless opportunities. A place where he can escape and avoid the harsh realities of life; his loneliness, his soul-sucking job, the bleak state of the world. Normally books would provide that escape, but the stories books contained were predetermined by the author. Nicholas couldn’t go down a different path, couldn’t respond in a different way.

    Video games gave him the option to choose a different path, but even so, they were confined to the limitations of their programming, to the pre-written dialogue, the story conceived by the developers, and the financial whims of their corporate overlords. Even labeled as “open-ended”, no game truly was.

    Nicholas sighed. For now, it seemed the fantasy game of his dreams resided in the realms of science fiction. He smirked at the irony. With the night still young, he decided to go online, browse the usual online marketplaces, scour through the familiar forums for anything new. See what leaks and rumors he could amuse himself with.

    The store listing that came up on his web search was called “Alpha & Omega Games”. A local brick and mortar store that claimed to have a curated assortment of rare and hard to find games. Despite his preference for “open world RPGs”, Nicholas found enjoyment in a variety of game types and play styles. Anything else would be like limiting himself to only one specific genre of music, or only watching one type of film.

    While the store only had a couple of reviews, it was close enough that he could get there before closing. A palate cleanser, maybe something to turn him onto a new genre, or something ahead of its time that went underappreciated.

    It was tucked away in the corner of a strip mall in a part of town that Nicholas rarely ever frequented. And while the parking lot was for the most part empty—it was rather late, after all—the store was lit up. On the glass windows were faded posters and banners of timeless classics, going back to the glory days of the Nintendo 64, Sega Genesis, and the original Xbox. A simpler, happier time in Nicholas’ life, when summers were endless and all he had to worry about was homework.

    To say it was cramped was an understatement. Inside, the store felt like a hoarder’s basement. Shelves, racks, and tables overflowing with all sorts of odds and ends. There was no organization to any of it. If an earthquake struck while he was in the store, it would take days to dig his body out from the rubble. It reminded Nicholas of vendor booths at comic conventions, little caves brimming with merchandise, only at the scale of an actual store.

    Despite the infinite number of distractions, what caught Nicholas’ eye the most was the woman behind the counter. Neon-colored hair on the body of a porn star. A literal manic pixie dream girl. She sat behind the counter, legs propped up as she flipped through her phone, audibly chewing something, a craft beer on the glass counter beside her.

    Sure, Nicholas wasn’t the most socially adept individual, but even with his awkwardness, anxieties, and lack of confidence, he was far from what you’d consider a neckbeard or incel. Okay, fine, he’d be lying if he said the first thing that came to his mind upon seeing the woman wasn’t what she would look like naked and in bed with him. He didn’t need to worry long about how to approach her.

    “Hello and welcome,” she glanced over toward him. “Let me know if you need anything. We’ve got cameras everywhere. Don’t be an idiot.”

    Nicholas opened his mouth, then closed it. He glanced around aimlessly before attempting to speak again. “Do you have any RPGs?”

    The clerk smirked. “Tons. Western or Japanese?”

    Nicholas scratched his chin. “Western? And… this is probably a long shot, but do have any open world stuff? Like, with lots of endings?”

    The woman nodded. “Actually, yeah. Well—it’s an older game, so the graphics aren’t the best.” She stepped out from behind the counter and motioned for him to follow. “All made by this one guy, can’t remember his name. Claimed to have programmed it with a highly advanced AI to give it infinite replay-ability.”

    Nicholas tilted his head, doubt creeping in. “How old are we talking? 90s? 80s?”

    “Early 2000s,” she rummaged around through bin after bin. “Creator died shortly after finishing it, so only a handful of copies exist.”

    “Sounds expensive,” Nicholas muttered. “And bullshit.”

    The woman shrugged. “Tell you what. I’ll sell it to you for fifty, with a thirty-day guarantee. Not even sure if it works, takes like ten CD-ROMS to install it.”

    “Did you say 10? Holy shit.”

    “Yeah—here it is!” The game’s box was in a rough state. The size of a cereal box, it was adorned in what Nicholas could only describe as the most generic, knock-off, low-budget fantasy artwork. Titled: “The World of Lathlynaeril”, besides the title and a little bit about the game’s creator, Avery Tanlan, the only other text was a brief paragraph description of the game.

    “The game’s description reads like a computer trying to describe every single fantasy story since The Lord of the Rings.” Nicholas examined the game box front and back.

    The game store employee shrugged again. “Like I said, made by one dude. Didn’t have a marketing team at his disposal. So you want to buy it or not?”

    “Does the guarantee cover not being able to install the game? Like if one of the disks is scratched or corrupted?”

    “Sure.”

    Nicholas sighed. He always claimed to be someone who cared more about story and character than graphics. Elder Scrolls: Oblivion came out in the mid-2000’s and while the graphics weren’t groundbreaking, the game itself was. Worth a shot, and even if it sucks, he can get his money back.

    “Deal.”

    It was only as Nicholas was trying to figure out which of the ten disks to install first that he realized he probably should’ve asked for the woman’s number. She had a number of rings on her fingers, none of them were a wedding band. The store was pretty cool though, so maybe the next time he visits. Which could be tomorrow, since Nicholas was only on the first disk and things weren’t looking good.

    By some miracle, he managed to make it through all ten disks. While it had taken a couple of hours to do so, Nicholas wasn’t about to call it a night without first booting up the game to see what he had signed up for.

    The fans on his computer whirred loudly, as if he was playing the most visually demanding game on max settings, and a black window appeared on his monitor.

    Nicholas squinted. “That… can’t be good…”

    It’s nothing new. Sometimes the launch screens for games appear to be a little glitchy, even for top of the line AAA games. But then the black screen filled up the entirety of Nicholas’ monitors and a gust like that of a hurricane filled his apartment. Before he realized what was happening, he felt himself pulled toward his computer screen. He jumped out of his seat, but the wind was too strong. It lifted him up off his feet and straight into his computer.

    

    Minutes—Hours? Days? —later, when he opened his eyes, Nicholas found himself not in his tiny, one bedroom apartment in the city, but in a forest clearing. Warm sunlight shone down on him through the hole in the canopy as he sat up in the grassy field.

    “What the…” He climbed to his feet, his attention drawn away from his rather picturesque surroundings to his new attire. Gone were his t-shirt and jeans, replaced with a rough linen fabric and pants and dirty brown leather boots. He was dressed like a peasant at a Renaissance faire, only his pockets were empty. No trace of his phone, wallet, or anything else he normally carried on him.

    “I… this must be a dream. Can’t be real.” He tugged at his hair and even slapped his face a couple of times. But his surroundings didn’t change. Every time he opened his eyes, he was still in the clearing.

    “This can’t be the game, can it? Maybe if I…” He waved his hands around, hoping to bring up some sort of in-game menu, like what he’d seen in Sword Art Online and the countless other “full immersion” video game anime. When nothing happened, there was only one—albeit crazy—explanation: there was no game. What he installed on his computer was a portal to another world and, based on the attire he woke up in, it must be a fantasy world.

    Nicholas’ initial shock, awe, and utter disbelief quickly faded, as a rather grim realization set in: that he needed to be extremely careful, as there was no telling what would happen if he got injured, or worse. But even so, it was hard to get over the fact that he was in another world. At least, he hoped he was, and this wasn’t some crazy, elaborate prank. That someone followed him back to his apartment, drugged him, and dropped him off a couple of hours outside town in this outfit.

    Rays of sunlight pierced through the canopy as Nicholas hiked through the forest. The air was fresh and clean, cool, yet comfortable. Birds chirped as he trekked the uneven terrain, stepping over exposed tree routes and navigating around big granite boulders. As beautiful and scenic as this all was, Nicholas just hoped he was heading in the right direction, because in addition to no cell phone, he had no food, water, or money. Not even a weapon.

    Shortly after his stomach started rumbling, he happened upon a road. Barely wide enough for a car, the dirt road showed signs of recent use, not that of tire tracks, but wagon wheels and horse hooves. He mentally flipped a coin and decided to go left. He figured it didn’t matter which way he went. Following the road in either direction would take him to a town or settlement of some sort. At least, it sounded right in theory.

    The sun was beginning its descent by the time his ears picked up the sounds of civilization. Not long after, upon rounding a bend, a settlement came into view. It had no wall, no guard out in front and, from this distance, only a dozen or so buildings. His first impression was that it reminded Nicholas of those frontier towns you’d see in Wild West films. One road towns home to gunslingers, outlaws, and the folks caught up in it.

    This town was pretty much the same, except for a few notable exceptions. Like the pair of dwarves with long beards carrying mining equipment. Or the orc with ash-brown skin hammering molten metal with a human female at the open-air blacksmith. While the rest of the town was primarily human, Nicholas had a hard time confirming that, as his attention was on the two topless women lounging about on the steps of what could only be a brothel.

    “Payin’ customers only.”

    Not realizing he was staring, Nicholas blinked and found a pair of thuggish individuals standing beside him. Both had similar dark, but well-worn leather armor supplementing their garb, and were appropriately armed.

    “Cough up some coin or get movin’,” the other said. “No peep shows.”

    Nicholas simply nodded and kept on walking, trying his best not to glance over for one last look at the two sirens and tempt fate. As he continued on toward the largest building in town, likely the inn, an older woman approached him.

    “I’d stay away from that place, if I were you,” she said.

    “I beg your pardon?” Nicholas said, confused.

    “You’re not from around here, are you?”

    Nicholas shook his head and the woman gestured back at the brothel. “Run by bandits. They’ll rob you blind.”

    Nicholas frowned and rubbed the back of his head. “Well, I don’t have any money anyway.”

    The woman looked Nicholas up and down. He was expecting her to chastise him, call him a beggar or something of the sort. Instead, she just shrugged and said: “Plenty of work to do around here. I’m sure you’ll find something. If you got no place to stay, I’m sure Mikay can give you a room in exchange for some labor. Just check the board if you’re looking for something else.”

    She walked off before Nicholas could ask any more questions, like where the hell was he. Mikay sounded like the name of the innkeeper. Now that she mentioned it, there were likely plenty of places in this little town where Nicholas could make some coin. Unfortunately, his career choice in the tech field wouldn’t be of much use here. Not a lot of folks needing help with their emails or printers, or putting together a gaming desktop.

    In addition to the blacksmith and inn—and brothel—Nicholas spotted a tanner, general goods store, sawmill, baker, tailor, and alchemist. Even if this was truly another world entirely, this little town felt an awful like a starting town in any fantasy roleplaying game.

    The bulletin board stood outside the tallest building in town, which wasn’t saying much. Almost all of the buildings had two stories, and this one had three. Not like some skyscraper that loomed over the rest.

    Townsfolk milled about, going about their daily errands, in and out of the various stores. He noticed a few more dwarves, each with long hair and even longer beards, various shades of reds, oranges, and browns, braided, carrying mining equipment. Predominately humans, with one other orc shouldering a barrel the size of Nicholas.

    Notably absent were any halflings and elves. As well as any kind of town guard. No soldiers in dull gray armor. In fact, the only people seemingly armed were the two goons that patrolled the brothel. A town that he assumed was called “Southfalls” based on the plaque at the top of the board.

    He couldn’t help but smirk as he scanned the job board. All the usual suspects were there: clearing the basement of the inn, hunting down some wolves, chopping wood, mining ore, hammering steel, scrubbing floors. So on and so forth. They all paid differently, in copper or silver coins with respect to the job’s difficulty and duration. As cool as it sounded to go hunt down some wolves, Nicholas not only had no experience hunting, but also no weapon of any kind.

    A job like that would probably mean certain death and, with each passing minute, Nicholas was more and more convinced that this was another world and not a video game. That would mean no respawns. This brought up a thousand more questions, like if the world he left behind was still going on without him? Would people notice his absence?

    “Hey, kid! Looking for some adventure?”

    The old man appeared out of nowhere, startling Nicholas and pulling him out of the existential crisis. His reaction must have been something, as the old man got a good chuckle out of it.

    “What?”

    “I asked if you’re looking for adventure.” He jabbed a crooked finger at the job board. “Sure, they’ll give you enough coin to put food in your belly and a pint of ale in your hand, but wouldn’t you rather have riches beyond your wildest imagination?”

    Nicholas squinted at the old man. Bent, missing some teeth, with a gray bushy beard and a shiny bald head. He was obviously a con man, hoping to sell Nicholas on some sort of scheme.

    “I have no money for whatever it is you’re selling.”

    The old guy laughed, though it sounded more like wheezing. “I ain’t sellin’ anything, just offering a proposition. As you can see, I’m in no shape to go wandering these woods. But I have in my possession a map. A map to where, you ask? Why ancient elven ruins?”

    Nicholas sighed. “Let me guess: you want me to explore these ruins, and you get a portion of the treasure within? A finder’s fee, or something like that.”

    A quest—or rather errand—that he had seen time and time again in RPGs of every genre, even in past D&D campaigns. Sometimes it’s just an innocent quest, other times it’s a trap, led into the belly of the beast with the promise of gold and gems. Recover a certain thing, and the rest is yours, they all say.

    Common sense told him to just pass up the offer, say thanks but no thanks to the old man and see if the blacksmith is taking on an apprentice, swing a hammer for a few hours. The woman the orc was working with wasn’t that bad looking, though she could probably crumble Nicholas's hand like a piece of paper.

    But something else told him to take up the geezer’s offer. Nicholas had been living a rather boring life as of late, playing it safe, going to work, and then back to his cave every day, only going out on occasion. Perhaps his offer was genuine, but if so, how many others turned him down? Did Nicholas give off an air of naivety? That he was gullible, an easy victim to swindle? The old lady warned him of the brothel and the goons running it, but no one seemed to care that this old man was talking to him.

    “Says here that there’s wolves in the woods,” Nicholas gestured to the posting, which begged the question of how was he able to just stroll through without coming across a pack of wolves, or a grizzly bear.

    “Bah!” The old man waved. “Those wolves are north of town, higher elevation. The ruins are in the opposite direction.”

    Nicholas glanced around and up at the sky.

    “That way,” the old man said. “Road through town runs east-west.”

    “Look, I’d love to have wealth beyond reasoning, but I’m not equipped to go exploring ruins. No idea what I’d run into.” It was a valid statement, Nicholas thought. If the ruins were ancient, like the man claimed, then they could be haunted. Nicholas would have to fend off ghosts, skeletons, or zombies. All kinds of fantasy creatures take up refuge in dark, ancient places.

    The man padded Nicholas’ shoulder. “Son, if you’re afraid, just say so. Besides, ain’t nothin’ lurking around those piles of stone. We just haven’t been able to figure out a way in.”

    Nicholas raised an eyebrow. So it’s not that he’s skulking around some catacombs, stepping over long-dead corpses. It’s a treasure chamber, protected by a puzzle or riddle. And if there’s anything Nicholas loved more than open world RPGs, it’s solving the puzzles developers add to make the dungeons just a little bit trickier. Plus, the ruins are elvish, so that answers that question. Elves do exist, or at least they did at one point in time. Hopefully, some are still around, because it would be a literal dream come true for him to have sex with a real bona fide elf babe.

    “Okay, say that I do manage to find the treasure, how much are you keeping for yourself?”

    The old man grinned which, with his lack of proper dental hygiene, didn’t do him any favors. “A quarter should be enough. Not sure how much longer I’ll be livin’, so no need to hoard wealth.”

    Nicholas extended his hand. “You’ve got a deal.” As he shook the old man’s incredibly bony hand, doubt started to creep into the back of his mind and Nicholas wondered if he had just signed his death certificate. That waiting for him at these supposed ruins was nothing more than an ambush, and he’s just the next victim for some cult.

    I wonder if that’s what happened to the game’s “creator”? Avery what’s-his-name? Teleported here, only to die shortly after.

    “You know how to read a map, I hope?” The old man asked as he pulled out the small rolled-up parchment.

    Nicholas nodded. While brief, he had been a member of the local scout troop. Even if it was just to go camping.

    The small piece of parchment was no bigger than your standard letter-size piece of paper. Not only was it not the most detailed map, it wasn’t even really a map at all. Instead of a detailed lay of the land with topography and accurate references, a compass even, the “map” the old man gave him was nothing more than a collection of scribbled landmarks and various arrows.

    The geezer patted him on the shoulder before walking off, mumbling something along the lines of “Come find me when you’ve unlocked the treasure,” and left Nicholas examining the map, trying to work out what the hell he just got himself into. But with the setting sun casting a shadow on the job board, Nicholas realized he had something more pressing to figure out, like if he’d manage to get not just a roof over his head, but something to eat.

    Mikay ended up being not just the town’s innkeeper, but he also ran the tavern on the inn’s ground floor. A big, burly man with faded brown hair and a short thick beard, it took Nicholas quite some time to summon the courage to ask about not just something to eat, but some place to sleep without any money to pay for it. The innkeeper dwarfed Nicholas. The man was well over six feet tall and built like an NFL linebacker. Nicholas wasn’t all that short, but he was on the leaner side, so if Mikay wanted to, he could’ve picked Nicholas up and hurled him like a javelin.

    Instead, Mikay set down the mug he was cleaning and leaned toward Nicholas. “You’ve got no coin, that right?” His voice was deep and gravely, like a landslide.

    Nicholas nodded weakly and took a half-step back.

    “Aye. You’ll get one meal in the evening, one in the morning. One night in one of the rooms upstairs. After that, you’re on your own.”

    Nicholas couldn’t believe it. “Thank you, thank you so much.”

    Mikay shrugged. “We do get travelers on the regular, though every so often we get one like yourself. No coin. Make more than enough running the tavern, so I do a little charity. If you’re still lacking coin tomorrow night, you can scrub the floors and tables. Empty the chamber pots.”

    If by some miracle this map did lead to a bona fide treasure, and that it wasn’t the ruse that it most definitely was, then Nicholas would gladly repay Mikay in full and then some for his generosity. But, for now, he was just happy to have a meal and bed. The meal wasn’t much: a hot bowl of something akin to porridge, bread, and cheese. Nicholas couldn’t really complain, since it was not only free, but surprisingly filling. Though other patrons were enjoying plates of roast meat and mugs of ale.

    The room Mikay offered to Nicholas was no bigger than a closet. Just enough space in it for a twin bed and a chamber pot, but at least it had a window that he could push open to let some air in, and as he fell asleep to the sounds of music, Nicholas wondered if he would wake back up in his desk chair back at his apartment. If this was all some sort of crazy dream.

    

    Pale morning light and gray skies greeted him when he woke up. As did the smell of fresh baked bed. Nicholas expected to be served the same bowl of fantasy oatmeal, as he called it, but instead Lena, Mikay’s wife and waitress, placed before Nicholas a plate with some eggs, a couple of strips of thick bacon, toast, and jam.

    “Hearty meal to start yer day,” she said. “Some fuel to earn some coin, I think.” She gave Nicholas a wink and a nod before heading back through the door behind the tavern counter.

    Nicholas didn’t eat alone. There were a few others scattered about the tavern in various states of consciousness, but discernibly hungover. A different woman catered to them while wiping down the tables, stacking plates, and gathering the array of mugs. She had a “girl next door” look to her, as opposed to the two enchantresses outside the brothel. Even so, when she came around to grab Nicholas’ plate, she did so with only the barest of acknowledgments. Maybe if he was a paying customer.

    Better get this over with, Nicholas thought as he slid out from behind the table. Hopefully he can find the ruins, be disappointed, and then make it back with enough time to find work elsewhere.

    By the time Nicholas actually found the elven ruins, it was past noon. The forest south of town was not only dense, but far more rocky than where Nicholas had essentially woken up after being teleported from his cramped apartment in the city. The landmarks, when he did find them, were quite obvious, though not wholly accurate or drawn to scale, for that matter.

    When he finally came upon the site, Nicholas expected to see just a single building. Some lone marker that pointed to the entrance. Instead, what he found was what remained of a small village, a little smaller than Southfalls. Moss and other vegetation covered the remnants of this elvish ruin. Buildings made from stone that looked hundreds or even thousands of years old, like walking through the ruins of an ancient Roman town.

    If the town had any treasure or valuables, it would’ve been picked clean a long time ago. Even so, there was something about the remains. There was this air of calm, serenity. A quiet peace that soothed Nicholas’ mind and eliminated the fears and doubts that lingered in the back of his mind.

    After some time, he did manage to find what he set off from Southfalls looking for, what the map the old man gave him was drawn up to guide him to. Carved into the massive granite rock against the mountainside was a wide stone door. At least, Nicholas assumed it was a door. There was no handle or really any way to open it. Surrounding the facade appeared to be writing of some sort, though most of it had faded and eroded with time. Apart from the mystery script, the only other clue to open it was a small diamond-shaped hole, which Nicholas assumed was for a key.

    He sat down in front of the door and sighed. “I’m a fucking idiot. What the fuck was I thinking? That I could just waltz on down and use my extensive gaming knowledge to get access to some ancient elvish ruin? Me, with no weapons, no magic.” His stomach growled. “And no food.”

    Feeling very much like Gandalf and the Fellowship before the doors to Moria, Nicholas even tried saying the Sindarin word for “friend”, like from The Lord of the Rings, but nothing happened. Perhaps if this world had been created by the Avery Tanlan, then that might’ve worked. Instead, he stood and investigated the ruins, thinking that maybe there was a key, after all, hidden close by.

    Just before it got too dark to see, Nicholas did happen upon a stone key. Unlike the carvings surrounding the door, this key appeared to be in pristine shape, with a small green gemstone the size of his pinkie nail at the base. Relief washed over him as not only did the key fit, but after turning it clockwise, markings appeared on the stone face as the door receded and then slid open.

    “Ohhhh fuck,” Nicholas muttered. “No fucking way.”

    As cool and invigorating as it was solving the first puzzle, it was just that: the first one. Who knew what lay ahead? But first things first: he needed a torch. If I could only find some timber…

    

    Nicholas didn’t have to venture very deep with his makeshift torch before he found some real ones left behind by the elves that used to frequent this space. Not only did the fire burn brighter, but it put off no smoke and it didn’t drip embers like a sparkler. As he descended deeper and deeper into the ruins, he encountered no resistance. No shambling skeletons, no car-sized spiders. Apart from easy to detect traps and not too difficult puzzles, there was nothing else difficult.

    It was almost too easy. Unsure if it was to lure him into a false sense of security, or thanks to a lifetime of solving puzzles, playing board games, and answering riddles, Nicholas never got complacent. It’s always when you get complacent that things go bad fast. One misstep, one miscalculation, and it’s all over.

    He had lost all track of time, but at long last he had arrived at the final door. It had to be, with how tricky this last one was. Not just that, but there was something about the air in this room, like it hadn’t been disturbed for centuries. He had stepped over long decomposed corpses, skeletons of adventurers before him who didn’t see the oddly shaped stone in the floor.

    While empty of anything of value, this room was rich in decorations. Carvings and paintings detailing all sorts of historic events, all featuring the same woman. A queen from the looks of it. A warrior too. Illustrated in a style similar to the ancient Egyptians, with a two-dimensional appearance like that of a side-scrolling video game.

    His heart pounded, threatening to burst from his chest as the door rolled open. Then, like a light switch, it vanished. That feeling of excitement and anticipation, the vision of living like a king in the world, gone. Blown out like the flame of a candle. Nicholas nearly fell to his knees as his eyes scanned the room that lay beyond the last wall.

    It was empty. Well, mostly empty. Instead of piles of gold coins, mountains of gemstones, ornate weapons, and armor, there was a lone pedestal, atop which sat what looked like a silver crown, adorned with green gemstones. Painted on the wall opposite the entrance, behind the lone piece of jewelry, was the same elvish woman from the other room, only larger than life, like that of a goddess. Dressed in ornate armor, eyes closed, the object on the podium around her neck, instead of atop her head.

    “So it’s not a crown,” Nicholas muttered to himself. “It’s… a choker? Collar?”

    Carefully, he walked around the pedestal, encircling the object, looking back and forth between it and the mural. There was nothing else. No other markings, inscriptions, or paintings. The stone podium had some decorative carvings on it, but nothing resembling writing. No warnings or messages. Just the collar and the painting.

    It was incredibly beautiful. The polished metal reflected the torchlight as if it was brand new. The gemstones were flawless—not that Nicholas knew anything about the quality of precious stones. The collar—choker, whatever it was—was surprisingly simple in design, having almost no embellishments or adornments carved into the metal besides the stones. It was undoubtedly worth a lot, but nothing close to a pile of gold coins like he was promised.

    Even with the lack of intricate finery, the choker was unmistakably feminine, which is why the idea of wearing it came as a shock. This piece was obviously meant for a woman, and an elvish one at that. But a thought crept into Nicholas’ mind and took hold: What if it would empower me like the woman in the paintings? Make me a warrior-god? Give me magical abilities perhaps?

    Nicholas had never been much of a fighter. He took karate lessons when he was like thirteen, but it lasted less than a year. He wasn’t a pacifist or a coward, he just didn’t want to deal with conflict, so he would go out of his way to avoid it. In this new fantasy world he found himself in, he couldn’t just survive, that’s what he was doing back before. He needed to thrive. To conquer, to establish himself as a genuine badass.

    A legend.

    “Fuck it.”

    He reached over and grabbed the choker, not considering the fact it may have been protected by some kind of powerful magic or trap until it was already in his hands. He hesitated for only a moment, and when nothing happened, he put the choker around his neck and fastened the back.

    Nothing happened. There was no rush of magic, no surge of strength. Apart from the choker fitting surprisingly well, it seemed to be, for all intents and purposes, just an ornate piece of jewelry.

    Then Nicholas heard the voices.

    “This way! Not much further!”

    Faint torchlight and footsteps.

    “He must’ve reached the end by now!” said another voice.

    Nicholas looked around in a panic, but there was nowhere to hide. The room had but one entrance and exit, and even if he ducked behind the stone pedestal, his pursuers would have to be complete idiots to not check.

    By the time he decided, it was too late. As he fumbled with the collar’s clasp, four men rounded the bend and appeared in an antechamber. Among them was the old man who’d given Nicholas the map, though he was looking much more spry than he did earlier.

    “It’s empty!” One of the thugs said, stepping inside, completely ignoring Nicholas.

    “No! Can’t be!” the old man said, pushing past. “You! Where is the treasure!?”

    Nicholas stepped backward and shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine?”

    “Blimey! There’s no treasure?” A different bandit shook his head.

    “That necklace looks valuable. Give it here.”

    Nicholas’ back pressed against the wall as he failed to unclasp the collar. “I… I can’t. It won’t come off!”

    All three bandits drew their blades.

    “Then we’ll have to remove it,” one of them said.

    “Be quick, I want to get out of here,” the old man said, turning and heading back toward the antechamber.

    “Just hold still.”

    “We’ll take care of it, quick like.”

    “Won’t feel a thing.”

    Nicholas’ body moved on its own. He dodged the swing of the first thief, taking out his legs as he stepped around him.

    The second stabbed his short blade, aiming for Nicholas’ gut. He twisted, avoiding the thrust, grabbed and brought his knee to the man’s elbow. A sickening crack punctuated by a pain-filled scream as the thief dropped the blade and fell to the ground.

    The third bandit came at Nicholas with an overhead swing. He caught the goon’s wrist up high and brought an elbow into his gut, knocking the wind out of him.

    Not bothering to wait around and figure out what the fuck just happened, Nicholas shoved aside the old man and made a mad dash for the ruin’s exit. The cool night air greeted him as he surfaced from the ancient ruins. With no ruffians waiting for him, Nicholas took a moment to catch his breath before picking a direction and hoping it was the right one.

    The forest wasn’t as dark as he expected it to be. Even with the aid of a full moon, Nicholas managed to hustle his way through the forest, not slowing down or stopping until he came upon the town of Southfalls.

    Leaning back against a tree, Nicholas glanced down at his hands and the rest of his body. He had never been a runner. Hell, the only exercise he ever got was when he had to use the stairs because the elevator wasn’t working at his apartment complex. Yet, here he was, having run what could’ve been easily 10 miles through rough terrain. He was short of breath, sure, and starting to sweat, but there was no fucking way he’d be able to pull that off back on Earth.

    And how the fuck was he able to fight back? Where did those moves come from?

    Maybe this collar thing had some magic to it after all.

    The full moon lit up the town. The street was empty. From the sounds of it, everyone was at the tavern. Music, laughter, and conversation flooded out into the street. Far too busy. His idea of nabbing a spare key and sneak up to one of the rooms sounded much less feasible now than it did a few minutes ago.

    When he spotted dim torchlight and faint voices in the forest, he had to make a decision fast. There was one window open on the second floor and, as Nicholas sprinted toward the inn, he hoped that in addition to enhanced stamina, this thing around his neck also gave him the ability to climb to the second story.

    “Fucking hell,” he grunted as he shimmied his way through the opened window.

    The room, while unoccupied, wasn’t vacant. The pale light of the full moon illuminated the room. It was quite an upgrade from the broom closet Nicholas slept in the night before. A full-sized bed, an actual seat for the chamber pot, a full-length mirror, and even a privacy curtain to change behind. A travel trunk sat at the foot of the bed, unlocked.

    When Nicholas caught a glimpse of his appearance in the mirror, he had to look again to make sure he was seeing what he was seeing.

    “What… the… fuck…” His hands slowly lifted to either side of his head as he approached the mirror. Two long, pointed elf ears protruded out the side of his head and, as his fingers traced the sharp, angular ears, he realized that his ears were the least of his concern.

    As he watched, his fingers became long and slender, the nails polished and smooth. Before his very eyes, the features of his face changed, going from square and masculine, to soft and feminine, eyes shifting from his dull brown to a bright green, matching the stones of the choker. His hair, once short and scraggly, grew long and golden blonde. It spilled over his shoulders like a golden waterfall.

    A warmth spread throughout his body. His skin tingled as the hair on his arms vanished. Then his chest started to swell—except swell didn’t seem nearly a large enough word to encompass what was happening. He had to practically tear the plain tunic off as his new breasts continued to grow and grow. His waist pinched in and, much like his shirt, Nicholas had to quickly ditch his pants as his hips and butt expanded to match his bosom. But it wasn’t his enhanced curves, his porn star sized breasts, or the long, golden blonde hair that made Nicholas’ stomach sink and his chest tight.

    Right before his very eyes, in the light of the full moon, Nicholas watched his cock and balls disappear, retreat inside, and be replaced with a moist, sensitive vagina.

    Nicholas didn’t have time to come to grips with his new female form. The party downstairs had come to a halt, and someone was making an announcement.

    “…y’all remember that now, Ruven’s let you do as you wish, don’t want to change that now.”

    “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck!” Nicholas groaned, his ears picking up a delicate, airy, unfamiliar voice.

    He glanced around, spotted the trunk at the foot of the bed, and ran over, trying , but failing miserably, at ignoring the bouncing of his breasts and ass. While relieved to see that the trunk was unlocked, his relief was short lived. He got his answer as to who the room was currently in use by. Frowning, he grabbed the first article of clothing he laid eyes on and stepped into the dress.

    The bandits kicked the doors in, one by one, calling out for Nicholas. When they finally kicked the door in for his room, Nicholas had barely managed to pull the dress up over his shoulders and breasts. He scurried behind the privacy curtain, at the very last second grabbing a scarf to wrap around the ornate silver choker.

    It was a fool’s errand hiding behind the curtain. Only a complete idiot wouldn’t check. And while these bandits certainly seemed the type, Nicholas’ hiding spot was regrettably discovered.

    “Gotcha—why hello there,” the bandit said. “Kev, get a load of this.”

    Nicholas recognized the two bandits from earlier, though missing was the old man and the one whose elbow he broke.

    “What’s your name, lass?” the one known as Kev said. “Don’t be shy.”

    Nicholas blushed. There was something very, very wrong with this situation. Something he didn’t wholly expect. But, then again, he didn’t expect to be transformed into a rather buxom female either. He expected to be filled with disgust, revulsion at the sight of the two sordid thieves, but instead, a warmth flowed through his overtly feminine body. His heart beat quickly and a deep longing seized his thoughts.

    He opened his mouth to reply. “Nicho—Nicholara,” he said, nearly answering with his male name.

    “Whatcha say Kev? Pause the search for a moment?”

    The man who must be Kev nodded. “Aye, Coby, the brat can wait.”

    Nicholas wasn’t sure what came over him, but he found himself getting down on his knees as the first bandit, a greasy, disheveled man by the name of Coby unfastened his trousers and let his quickly hardening cock out.

    Nicholas had never tasted another man’s cock. He had never had any desire to, as he was always rather sure about his sexual orientation. Despite his own assurances, though, this new body of his had other motivations.

    She reached out and wrapped her long, slender fingers around Coby's thick shaft. It looked so much bigger with her hand wrapped around it. It was warm, wet, and slippery. Without hesitation, Nicholara leaned in and licked the tip. She didn’t even flinch, much less gag, as the salty taste filled her mouth. Coby grunted in surprise and pushed his hips forward, forcing more of his cock into Nicholara's shockingly eager mouth.

    Why did this feel so good? Why did it taste so right? These questions and a dozen more swirled about her head, but she was too focused on the man’s cock in her mouth to pay them much heed.

    Coby was surprisingly restrained, at least at first. His movements were slow, but they were steady. He wasn’t fucking her face, he was helping along. A little deeper with each thrust, a little closer to the back of her throat, but enjoying the way she licked and sucked every inch. He acted like he wanted to take his time and enjoy the experience. As if reading his mind, Nicholara followed the pattern of his thrusts and began to bob up and down on the man's cock, taking it deeper yet with each stroke. She could feel it pressing against the back of her mouth, cutting off her air as it brushed the entrance to her throat, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. Instead, she wanted more, wanted it deeper inside her.

    "Oh, yer a natural," Coby said, tilting his head back. "Fuck, that feels good."

    "Oi! Don't forget about me," Kev said, unbuttoning his pants. Without slowing down on Coby, Nicholara reached over and started gently stroking Kev's cock. It was just as thick and long as Coby's, but much softer and smoother. It had never occurred to her that men’s cocks could be so different. She wondered if it would taste different as well.

    Kev placed his hand on the back of Nicholara’s head and urged her toward his own cock. She didn’t resist. Coby’s cock slipped out of Nicholara’s mouth and she could barely catch a breath before the other bandit pressed his cock against her lips. She opened wide and accepted the first few inches of the Kev’s cock inside her mouth.

    "Shit!" Kev exclaimed. "This elf ain't no slouch at sucking cock."

    Nicholara bobbed up and down faster, amazed at how much she enjoyed how their cocks felt in her hands and in her mouth. They did indeed both taste different from one another, yet they were both so delicious. The combination of masculine sweat and precum was intoxicating.

    "I think we should fuck her together," Coby said, pulling back slightly. "It'll be easier that way."

    Yes, she liked that idea. Nicholara was too occupied to answer, so she nodded.

    "Get on your back then," Coby said. "And spread those legs."

    Nicholara did as she was told and climbed onto the bed, on her hands and knees, laying face down on the bed. The bed smelled like sex and she breathed it in deeply, wondering how many other women had been fucked here, just like this. She lifted her ass off the mattress, giving them an unobstructed view of her smooth, round cheeks. She could feel the cool night air on her skin, which made her shiver.

    Kev lined himself up behind Nicholara and rubbed his cock along the moist lips of her pussy, smearing his precum all over. Fuck, that felt good! When he pressed inside, Nicholara gasped. It was the most amazing feeling she'd ever experienced. It was like taking that first cock into her mouth, but a thousand times more intense. It filled her, rubbed her, stretched her in ways she’d never imagined.

    She felt Kev's cock slide deeper inside her, stretching her even wider as it entered her body. He hadn’t tasted so big earlier. He must not have been fully hard. Her pussy felt like it was being split in two, but instead of hurting, it made her want both of them inside her! Then Kev started to move, pushing himself further inside that elf pussy. Nicholara moaned loudly, but kept her eyes closed, afraid to see what was happening to her.

    She heard Kev grunt. "Shit, ye're tight. Feels so good."

    Nicholara whimpered in reply. She liked being told she felt good. She liked this strange, dirty man’s praise.

    "I'm gonna cum soon, fill your slutty little cunt full of my seed," Kev warned. "Are you ready?"

    She wasn’t sure, this was too much, too fast, but he didn't wait for a response. He began to thrust faster, slamming his cock deep inside Nicholara. He only paused briefly for her to roll onto her back and lift her legs high in the air. Okay, so maybe she was ready. What felt good the other way felt great this way. She liked seeing the sweaty, heaving, horny man looming so large over her. It made her feel small and claimed all at once. Her pussy felt like it was going to explode, but just as she was about to climax, it all came to a crashing halt.

    “What in the hells?!” Kev stammered back, his dripping cock sliding out of Nicholara. No! She was so close, so very close to orgasm. Why, why did he pull out of her? She was dry-humping the air when he’d been, as if her pussy had a mind of its own, searching for the missing cock.

    “Is that…”

    As she propped herself up on her elbows, the scarf fell from around Nicholara’s neck and the pale light of the full moon reflected off the silver choker.

    “How did you—never mind,” Kev fumbled around and drew his blade from his discarded trousers. “That belongs to us.”

    Nicholara sobered up instantly as Coby also drew his blade. “Give it here lass, we’d hate to have to harm that wonderful body of yours.”

    “I… I can’t,” she said. “It won’t come off.” Even with her thin, dexterous fingers, Nicholara wasn’t able to figure out how to unclasp the collar.

    “That little sneak said the same thing and he managed to get it off and dump it on ya.”

    Coby brought the tip of his sword to Nicholara’s chin. “Give you to the count of ten.”

    Nicholara looked back and forth between the two men. Then she sprang into action, trusting her body to do what it needed to do, unlike earlier when it decided to have a threesome and she tasted another man’s cock for the first time.

    Not that she minded. Or did she? She was so confused!

    Fueled by the desire to not die and the frustration of being left on the very edge of a climax, Nicholara knocked aside Coby’s blade with the back of her wrist and kicked him square in the chest with the heel of her boot. He staggered back, tripped, and fell on the assortment of clothing.

    She rolled off the bed as Kev’s swing came down and then sprang to her feet. Acting solely on gut and instinct, she ducked as Kev swung laterally, the sword passing by harmlessly overhead before getting lodged into the window frame.

    She knocked his hand away, effortlessly pulled the sword from the wall, and lunged forward, burying it in Kev’s chest. The ruffian coughed blood, his last words garbled as he dropped down to his knees and fell forward.

    “You knife-eared bitch!” Coby growled. “I’m going to gut you like a pig!”

    Armed with Kev’s blade, Nicholara effortlessly blocked Coby’s two swings before stabbing Coby.

    “Ruven’s… gonna…” The rest was too faint to make out as Coby dropped to the floor.

    The silence that followed felt like an eternity as Nicholara stared wide-eyed down at the bloodied blade in her hand. The sword wasn’t anything special, a plain blade with a curved crossguard, leather-wrapped handle, and round pommel. It had no ornamentation, no embellishments. A simple weapon for a singular purpose.

    She had never injured anyone, let alone kill.

    Footsteps brought her out of the daze. The old man appeared in the doorway and looked down at the bodies of Kev and Coby before turning his gaze toward Nicholara.

    “You just signed your death warrant, she-elf. Best hope Ruven will grant you a swift death.”

    Before she could respond, the old man disappeared. She could hear him shout “Out of my way! Out of my way! You lot are as good as dead!”. She moved over to the window in time to see him exit the inn with the fourth bandit, the one whose elbow she broke, and run off down the road toward the exit opposite the one Nicholara came in through, what felt like forever ago.

    In only a few days, she’d gotten herself teleported to a different world, found a magical elvish collar, fended off bandits, transformed into a stunning female elf, and partook in an impromptu threesome that ended prematurely with the violent deaths of two scoundrels. Now it seemed that not only had she doomed herself, but possibly the entire town to the wrath of a man by the name of Ruven, who likely was the king of these bandits.

    “By the gods!”

    Nicholara turned away from the window to see not just Mikay, but a small coterie of onlookers peering into the room from the hallway. Realizing she still held Kev’s blade, Nicholara tossed it onto the ground as if it had come alive.

    “The elf, she killed them!” someone said.

    A woman right around the same age as Nicholara, at least when she’d been a human male, pushed her way through the crowd and into the room. “My clothes! You ruined my dress!”

    Nicholara glanced down to see the dress on the floor covered in a mix of blood and semen. Oops. She scratched the back of her head. “Sorry.”

    “Elf, what is your name?” Mikay said as he stepped into the room.

    Again, she almost replied with her previously male name. “Nicholara.”

    “We owe you a debt of gratitude, Nicholara,” Mikay said, voice grim, “but unfortunately you’ve also likely doomed us all. Please, get dressed and meet me downstairs.”

    Nicholara glanced over at the woman whose room she had climbed into and offered a rather awkward smile.

    “Of course not!” The woman said. “How dare you—”

    “Oh give ‘er a dress, Edithe,” one of the remaining bystanders said. “Can’t have ‘er walking ‘round all naked and the like.”

    “I wouldn’t mi—”

    Smack.

    Edithe huffed and put her hands on her hips. She had the fierce look of a schoolteacher. “That dress is ruined, so use it to clean yourself up. I’ll find something else.”

    

    When Nicholara descended downstairs, there was no music, no lively chatter. The mood was somber. Most had departed, leaving only a few remaining. Besides Mikay, the only other person Nicholara recognized was the orc blacksmith. The hushed conversation among the remnants came to a halt when they spotted her.

    “Well, lass, you’ve left us in quite a spot.” Mikay crossed his arms. “We got a message from Ruven. Promises to spare the town if you go face him alone.”

    It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but what upset Nicholara more was that this is how it would all come to an end. Only a couple of days into this new adventure and it was already over.

    Not that solving a puzzle, raiding a tomb, turning into a woman, and getting fucked by two men wasn’t a considerable accomplishment in that short amount of time, but she wanted more.

    Fuck that. If I have to go down, I’m going down swinging.

    “So, who is this Ruven?” she asked.

    “Fancies himself a bandit-lord,” one of the other townsfolk said. “Has a camp not far from town. Shakes us down for coin every month, cons folks not from around here out of their money. You know the sort.”

    “Bounty hunter came through about a month ago, but that was the last we saw of ‘em,” said another. “Only a matter of time before he comes and takes the whole town from us.”

    “What if I manage to take care of him?” Nicholara said. “Kill him for you?”

    The townsfolk shared glances and shrugs.

    “Well, we’d be very grateful, for sure, and while you seem to have some skill about ‘ye,” Mikay said, “I’m not sure if you’re a match for him.”

    “Arm me,” she said.

    “Pardon?”

    Nicholara gestured to the orc. “You’re a smith, right? I can’t go fight him dressed like this. Give me some armor and a weapon. Did he say when he wants me to show up?”

    “Letter said by tomorrow eve,” Mikay said.

    “You can’t expect us to trust you,” one of the townsfolk said.

    Nicholara shrugged. “You can’t, but I’m asking you to.”

    Mikay looked over at the orc, who nodded.

    “I don’t have a full set,” the orc said, voice deep, “but I can give you some protection at least.”

    One by one, the rest of the impromptu town council nodded.

    “One last thing,” Nicholara grimaced. “Can I get some food? I’m famished. Oh, and a place to sleep?”

    “Aye, I’ll get you some stew and bread and you can have Edithe’s room. She doesn’t want to sleep there on account of some dead bandits.”

    

    The next day, Nicholara took a deep breath as she crossed the treeline in the direction of Ruven’s camp, heading for exactly the kind of adventure she’d come here craving. It just sucked that there were no saved games or respawn points.

    The orc blacksmith, whose name she learned was Korusk, had fitted her with a breastplate, bracers, greaves, and tassets, which were like metal flaps that she wore around her waist that covered her groin and thighs. He didn’t offer her a weapon, saying to just use one of the blades that belonged to Kev and Coby.

    She was also given something other than a dress to wear, namely a long-sleeved tunic and some pants by none other than Edithe, who was apparently the town’s tailor. She was staying the night in the inn because rats had gotten into her home above her shop.

    To her surprise, Nicholara managed to get a solid night’s sleep. Mikay had given her a hearty breakfast, but it was his wife who delivered it to her, along with the rather blunt warning that if Nicholara skipped out on her promise, the townsfolk would fill Ruven’s wrath. She’d considered inviting the other woman into bed, since she’d never tried being a lesbian before, but it didn’t feel like the right time or place.

    By the time she arrived at Ruven’s camp, the only plan Nicholara could come up with was to try to sneak in and ambush Ruven. If this were a video game, she would just pause and save, giving her a point to return to should things go to hell. She only had one shot, so better make it count.

    While not some massive stronghold, Ruven’s base of operations wasn’t some meager campsite either. Situated in a forest clearing with a sturdy wooden wall, it had a mix of tents and some actual structures—semi-permanent, at least—with the largest one at the end opposite the only entrance.

    Nicholara squinted. Something didn’t seem right. While there were signs of activity—columns of smoke—the camp looked deserted. She saw no guards out front, no one loitering about.

    “Oh fuck,” she muttered, realizing that this whole thing may have just been a ploy by Ruven to lure her away from the town, taking away its “protector”. Then again, it could also be a trap. It could be any number of things, but right now, all she was doing was wasting time.

    She sprinted down from the clearing and peered around the corner through the town gate. If Ruven were anywhere in town, it would be in the big building. With the sword in her hand, Nicholara jogged down the main street, keeping an eye out for anyone. There were no surprises, no ambushes. No one.

    As she stepped through the door into the main building, Nicholara finally got her answer: she wasn’t alone. The building was just one large chamber, a place of gathering, it seemed, and at the center of it, upon a short dais, was a singular chair. A man dressed very much like your stereotypical rogue, wearing a mix of black and brown leather armor, with a hooded cloak. He had long black hair and a trimmed black beard, with some gray mixed in. Standing out from among the dark of his armor was a gold necklace with a pinkish-purple gemstone.

    But what stole Nicholara’s gaze, was the slave girl lounging at his feet. Completely naked except for the metal collar around her neck, attached somewhere with a metal chain. She had amber eyes and light brown hair pulled back into a loose ponytail.

    Not that she stole her gaze for long. Lesbian fantasies or not, she quickly found herself looking up to Ruven again. He was undeniably a handsome man. He had that rough, smoldering look that made him one of those “bad boys” that drove teen girls crazy. While Nicholara was far from a boy-crazy teen girl, she couldn’t deny that Ruven would be incredibly in bed and would probably fuck her silly. That was an image that she couldn’t shake from her mind’s eye, especially after being left on the very edge of her first ever climax—as a woman—the day prior.

    Get it together, get it together.

    “What’s your name, elf?” His voice was smooth, yet deep, husky. Like a well-aged spirit.

    “Ruven, I take it?” she replied. “Where’s the rest of your merry band of followers?”

    “Aye,” he stood, his movements slow, deliberate. “I sent them away. Wanted a more… intimate conversation. What may I call you, elf?”

    “Nicholara,” she said.

    “You must be quite the fighter to take down both Kev and Coby.” He took a couple of steps forward, the slave girl remaining by his throne. “I have an offer for you, if you would hear me out.”

    Nicholara took a couple of steps back as Ruven descended the dais. He raised his hands in a show of good faith.

    “I don’t wish to harm you, only to see if you would consider fighting by my side.”

    “Why would I want that?”

    He shrugged, a sly grin splitting his face. “I’ve grown tired of that pesky little town. I want to grow, expand. Become an actual lord. Having you by my side would…”

    There was something in the air. Something didn’t seem… right. The hair on the back of her neck stood as her eyes picked up the faintest of a shimmer. Despite growing up in a world without magic, it was the only thing she could think of that would be the cause.

    “Although, with your looks and your beauty,” she wasn’t aware that Ruven was still talking, “I think I would prefer to have you at my feet. How would that sound? Would you like that?”

    The necklace. That’s the source of the magic.

    Oh my god, is he trying to enslave me?

    Nicholara looked past Ruven at the slave girl. She must’ve fallen victim to his magic and, by the look on the bandit-lord’s face, he was hoping Nicholara would suffer the same fate.

    An idea slithered its way into her mind. It was an insane one, and very likely influenced by the magic Ruven was attempting to use on her, but if it worked, then it would guarantee her victory and avoid having to fight him outright. And if it failed, well, either way she would get to orgasm.

    Nicholara let her arms fall to her sides and allowed the sword to slip from her grip. She had no idea how to act like she had just been enslaved by mind-control sex magic. She tended to avoid reading books by male authors who made no attempt to hide their kinks and fetishes and their desire to sexually dominate and enslave women, but she at least knew of them. She could picture their covers, and she did her best to emulate the poses she’d seen there. All she would have to remember is to not overdo it, and make it too obvious.

    Though it seemed that was enough to convince Ruven, as the shimmer and electricity in the air vanished.

    “I’m glad you saw it my way. Now, come to me, show me just how skilled you really are.”

    Nicholara approached, making sure her movements seemed slightly stiff, robotic. It was hard because a part of her really did want to go to him.

    She stopped a few feet in front of him. Ruven walked around her, his eyes scanning her up and down, inspecting her. Convinced that she was completely under his control, he gave her a single command: "Strip."

    The order was so unexpected, Nicholara froze for a moment. Then she remembered what needed to be done, and she obeyed, slowly removing each piece of clothing until she stood naked before him.

    Ruven moved behind her and cupped her breasts in his hands. That felt good. The men earlier hadn’t explored her body. Her breasts were soft and warm, and very, very large. His thumbs found her nipples and pinched lightly, sending shivers through her body. That hurt and yet it felt so good. She wanted him to pinch, pull, maybe bite them. The fingers of one hand traced down between her legs, finding her wetness and slipping inside.

    His fingers lacked the size of a cock, but they had a dexterity that stroked something inside her, making her body tingle with pleasure.

    "You're very wet," he said, sliding his fingers in and out. She could hear how moist she was. She could smell her own sex in the air. There was no question her body was aroused. “I'm going to enjoy this.”

    He bent forward and kissed her neck, then sucked on the skin below her ear. Nicholara gasped, arching her back. Holy fuck, how could a kiss feel so good? When he pulled away, she could feel his hot breath against her skin. And she liked it.

    "On your knees," he commanded.

    Nicholara knelt, feeling the cold stone beneath her knees. Ruven reached for his belt again, unfastening it and letting it drop to the floor. Then he pushed down his pants and stepped out of them, revealing an erect cock that was thick and long. A part of her was amused to find she suddenly felt herself a connoisseur of cock, but she studied it, mentally tracing its shape. And liking what she saw.

    "Take me into your mouth," he ordered. "And don't be afraid to use your tongue."

    Nicholara obeyed. Unlike her first time, which had been slow and sensual, she opened wide and took him deep into her throat. She sensed that was what he wanted, what he expected from a slave girl. It seemed slutty and whorish, but not wrong. He groaned loudly as she began to suck, bobbing her head up and down on his shaft.

    "That's good," he said. “You elves were always so good with your lips and mouths.”

    Nicholara did as he asked, pressing her tongue hard against the underside of his cock as she slid him in and out of her mouth. That was a new sensation, and she liked it. His cock sliding against her tongue felt good, and she was lapping up the precum he trailed with every movement. It was slick and sloppy, almost embarrassingly noisy, and she lost herself to the sensation.

    He moaned louder, his hips jerking upward as she attempted to swallow him deeper.

    "Not yet," he said, pulling his cock out of her mouth. He caressed her cheek before turning and heading toward his throne. He took a seat, legs spread, glistening, erect cock upright, and gestured for her to come to him.

    Nicholara crawled across the stone floor on her hands and knees, making sure to keep eye contact as she climbed on top of him. She’d been fucked doggy style and missionary style, but as she straddled him, she thought that might be her favorite position yet. She was already so wet, but when she lowered herself onto his cock, she felt a surge of pleasure so intense she nearly cried out.

    “Yes, that's right,” Ruven said. “It's only natural that you should want to experience this pleasure.”

    Nicholara started moving up and down on his cock, moaning as she rode him. She loved that she had control, even as she felt herself losing control. She was riding him because he wanted it, but she was doing it for her pleasure. Her breasts bounced rhythmically with each downward thrust, which was a painfully pleasant sensation, and she could feel Ruven's hands on her hips, guiding her movements.

    She liked his hands on her. She liked that contact, that sense of being held and guided, even if she was in control.

    “Oh yes,” he groaned. “Good girl Just like that.”

    The words were a whisper in her ear, but they sent another wave of pleasure through her. She so got off on the praise of men! She wanted to scream, to cry out, to beg for release, but she forced herself to remain silent. Nicholara was afraid that if she did let go, she’d end up becoming the mind controlled slave she was only pretending to be.

    “You'll make a wonderful slave,” Ruven said. “I had thought about sharing you with the rest of my men, but I think I’ll keep you all to myself.”

    Before she could process the thought of multiple men enjoying her at once, Ruven signaled his impending climax. His hips buckled under her as he filled her with his seed. She threw her head back and felt the wave of pleasure crash over her as she climaxed at the same time. Yes! Finally! She was cumming, her first time as a woman, and it was infinitely more pleasurable than anything she’d ever felt as a man. The power of her climax sent her head spinning, blurring her vision and almost making her forget the whole reason why she let herself pretend to be enslaved by the man to begin with it.

    Unfortunately, for all her years of game play and witty comebacks, Nicholara couldn’t think of anything better to say than: “Gotcha!”, as she grabbed the hilt of one of Ruven’s blades and buried it into his neck. Blood gushed from the surprise blow as the wide-eyed bandit-king struggled to speak. She was barely able to stand, her legs limp like wet noodles as she recovered from the rather mind-blowing orgasm. She’d wanted an open world with endless possibilities, but this was something she’d never imagined. She would be lying if she said she didn’t want to experience it again.

    The slave girl bemoaned the death of her master, but made no attempt to lash out against Nicholara. Instead, she prostrated herself as Nicholara removed the bloodied necklace from Ruven’s neck, acknowledging the victor as her new owner. As tempting as it was to have her very own sex slave—again with the sexy lesbian fantasies—it was a fate Nicholara did not wish upon anyone, so she dropped the necklace onto the floor and smashed it with the pommel of her borrowed sword.

    There was a bright flash of light. The necklace didn’t shatter so much as it faded into dust, like a wisp of smoke from an extinguished candle. Almost immediately, the woman came to her senses. She climbed to her feet and, after getting her bearings, bowed before Nicholara.

    “Thank you, elf, for freeing me from that… that…” She turned and spat on Ruven’s corpse. “Name’s Mallorie.”

    “Nicholara. Are you by any chance a bounty hunter?”

    “Aye, why you ask?”

    “Townsfolk said something about one. Came through a month ago and never came back.”

    “A month? Fuck me, that’s how long I was this prick's slave?” She glanced over at Ruven’s body. “I’d cut his cock and balls off if it’d do anything, but as much as I’d like to continue our little conversation…”

    She gestured with her chin toward the entrance of the lodge, where a handful of Ruven’s bandits could be seen running toward them.

    “Best pick up that blade,” Mallorie said, “unless you want to fuck them to death.”

    As much as she wanted to get dressed and, more importantly, put some armor on, Nicholara had no choice but to contend with the dozen or so hooligans coming their way. Mallorie proved herself to be quite good with the sword, and after they managed to effortlessly slay a few of the bandits, the rest decided it would behoove them to abandon their plan to avenge Ruven.

    “I don’t mean to sound rude, but you wouldn’t happen to also be a bounty hunter, would you?” Mallorie asked, thumbing back toward Ruven.

    “Nope. He’s all yours,” Nicholara said as she pulled her pants back on.

    “Cheers, love.”

    By the time Nicholara had put her tunic back on, Mallorie had removed Ruven’s head from his body and was wrapping it up with cloth torn from his hooded cloak.

    “I’ll meet you in town. I’m sure my clothes are around here somewhere,” Mallorie said, “if the bastard didn’t toss them.”

    Nicholara opted to not inform the townsfolk as to how she managed to defeat the bandit-lord—mainly by letting him think she fell under his spell, having wild, passionate sex, and only revealing the ruse once she, selfishly, finally got to climax. Even if she had told them the truth, she doubted any of them would remember, given how much alcohol was consumed as the town partied in what could only be described as a bacchanalian affair.

    

    Nicholara woke up with only a surprisingly modest hangover, on top of one of the long tables in the tavern. The rest of the town didn’t fully recover until well past midday. The townsfolk were all very grateful to Nicholara for freeing them, each one offering something in turn; but it wasn’t until early in the evening that it reached Nicholara’s ears that not all was well in the town of Southfalls.

    She was seated in a corner booth, enjoying a rather hearty meal of bread, stew, cheese, and ale, when one of the townsfolk came into the tavern to voice a complaint. Despite becoming a local celebrity, it seemed not everyone was happy with Nicholara killing Ruven and driving out the bandits.

    “Oi, Clement, what are ‘ye hollering on about?” Mikay said after topping off Nicholara’s mug.

    “The brothel’s empty!” said Clement, a middle-aged man with a balding head and a thick mustache. “The girls are all gone!”

    “Whatcha mean, gone?” Another patron asked.

    “Gone! Empty! No one there!” Clement said. “Ruven’s men must’ve cleared them all out! Took ‘em with them.”

    Nicholara’s spoon stopped halfway to her mouth. Ever since her duplicitous tryst with Ruven, and the threesome with Kev and Coby, she couldn’t ignore just how enjoyable sex was. The brothel was empty. She could make a killing—and all without the bloody mess of actual killing. Win-win.

    I can’t fucking believe I’m about to say this.

    “I’ll do it,” she said, her voice barely audible over the heated debate that had filled the tavern floor. She said it again, louder this time. “I’ll do it.”

    “You’ll do what?” one of the patrons said.

    “It’s my fault, after all,” Nicholara said. “I drove the bandits out. Least I could do is fill the vacancy.”

    “Don’t be silly, lass,” Mikay said. “You’ve already done enough for this town. What you’re asking is crazy talk.”

    “It’s fine,” Nicholara stood. “I want to do it.”

    Silence fell over the tavern as everyone shared glances among themselves before shrugging.

    “I’ll need some new clothes though,” Nicholara said.

    

    Leoben and Daejor had hoped they had finally arrived at their destination after spending weeks traveling. The town of Southfalls wasn’t on a lot of maps, so getting here took lots of asking around and dead ends, but as soon as the rumors of an elven woman wearing a silver choker embedded with emeralds had reached their ears, the two clerics dropped what they were doing and got on the road.

    “Ah, ye be looking for Nicholara,” the older gentleman said, “she’s quite popular she is, bringing in all kinds of tourists. Just over there in that building.”

    Leoben and Daejor exchanged concerned looks before heading toward the building. When they stepped inside, they found themselves in a small lounge. There were about a half-dozen men all loitering about, seemingly waiting for something. But most concerning to them, was the rather audible sounds of sex coming from somewhere very close by.

    “Can I help ya?”

    Leoben and Daejor turned to see a human woman with brown hair, dressed in a mix of dark leather and chainmail. A mercenary.

    “Yes,” Leoben said, “we’re looking for someone by the name of,” he glanced over at his companion.

    “Nicholara,” Daejor finished. “We were told she’s here.”

    Mallorie started to speak, but the door opened. Leoben and Daejor turned to see a human man, stumbling out, his pants falling down around his waist, grinning like a drunk. He was followed a few moments later by an elven woman.

    She wore a long, flowing, off-the-shoulder dress that left nothing to the imagination. Adorned in jewelry; earrings, bracelets, rings, and bands around her ankles, but standing out among the rest, a bright silver choker adorned with emeralds.

    “Next!” she said.

    A man stood up from his chair, but Leoben and Daejor rushed ahead.

    “Oi! Wait yer turn!”

    Nicholara opened her mouth to say something, but Leoben and Daejor dropped to their knees before her and pulled back their robes to reveal their long, pointed elf ears.

    “The rumors are true!” Leoben said.

    “We have come to serve you,” Daejor said, “our queen!”

    “Queen?” Nicholara glanced up from the two men and over at Mallorie, who shrugged.

    Nicholara returned the shrug. Royalty and servants sounded all well and good, but sex sounded so much better, and she wasn’t giving that up for anyone. She said: “Just wait your turn and I’ll get with you in a moment. If you want, I do offer threesomes, but it costs extra.”

    Then she waved her next client over and closed the doors behind her.

    Leoben and Daejor stood, shared a glance, shrugged, and took a seat as the sounds of sex once more filled the waiting area.

    

  
    

    AFTERWORD

    

    Thank you for reading Fresh Start, I hope you enjoyed it!

    

    For updates and more, follow me on Twitter @SashaDylena

    

  OEBPS/cover.png





