
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Just a Game 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I ran my hand through my jaw-length, chestnut hair as I read the email.  In an effort to emulate one of my favorite actors, I’d let it grow out.  However, where on him it seemed like the longer hair only served to enhance his masculinity, for me, it did the opposite.  Blame my slight frame or soft features, I suppose.  But what did I really expect?  I’d never been one of those guys, and I never would be.   
 
    In any case, I wasn’t really thinking about my looks at the moment.  Instead, I was busy being told how I was too valuable as a game tester to be considered for promotion.  Sure, the company I worked for was going to give me a raise, but that wasn’t really what I wanted.  Instead, I wanted more responsibility.  I wanted the opportunity to achieve my dreams of being a real game developer, rather than someone who simply tested the work of others.   
 
    Of course, it had always been something of a longshot, especially given that I could only barely code, didn’t have much of an artistic streak, or couldn’t really write a compelling story.  But I had ideas.  So, so many ideas.  And I was more than convinced that if someone just gave me a shot to bring some of those ideas to fruition, I could be the next rockstar game developer.  I just needed the chance.   
 
    I sighed, closing out my email to stare at my desktop.  I wasn’t the only person in the industry who thought they could become the next big thing, if only they had the chance.  The industry was lousy with people just like me, and the vast majority of them were vastly more talented.  Not that I was going to let that stop me – either from sticking to my guns or from complaining when I didn’t get the chance I thought I deserved. 
 
    “You get it?” asked my friend, Lars, from the next cubicle over.  He’d wheeled his chair back a bit, and was peaking past the partition.   
 
    “Get what?” I asked, glancing at him.  If I was the epitome of a stereotypically scrawny gamer, then Lars was the other archetype.  Chubby, with curly hair and a fat, perpetually perspiring face, he barely even made an effort to eschew his obvious social class.  Instead, he usually opted into wearing various game-related tee-shirts and jogging pants – probably because he couldn’t be bothered to wear anything without an elastic waist, lest he be forced to confront his ever-expanding waistline.   
 
    “The email,” he said. “We’re getting assigned to Project: Eden, right?”  
 
    I nodded.  Project: Eden was the company’s latest foray into immersive virtual reality, and one they’d been working on for the better part of a decade.  Maybe longer, considering it was the company founder’s baby.   
 
    I admit that the game seemed like it would be right up my ally.  Growing up, I had spent my fair share of time playing massively multiplayer roleplaying games.  More than my fair share, if I’m honest.  But in my defense, I didn’t exactly have a lot of friends, and those kinds of games gave me the opportunity to branch out socially.  However, the recent theme park style games where it felt like you were on a hamster wheel didn’t really appeal to me anymore.  I had gotten tired of the never-ending cycle of daily quests and raids and had moved on to other sorts of games. 
 
    But I couldn’t deny that Project: Eden, which promised to be a truly immersive, photorealistic take on the genre, was incredibly appealing.  I’d read all about it in the company newsletter, so I knew just how far they’d taken the technology.  From what I understood, they’d created something akin to a medieval, fantasy world version of the Matrix, where it was so immersive that it was utterly impossible to tell you were even inside of a game.  Any gamer would’ve been excited about that kind of prospect. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said.  “I wonder if it’s everything they say it is.” 
 
    Lars grinned. “I participated in the proof-of-concept testing,” he said.  “And it was incredible.  Really limited, but…well, you know.  I’ve told you about it before.” 
 
    Again, I nodded.  Seven years before, when we’d first started at Godworks Software, Lars had been lucky enough to be chosen to test the first iteration of Project: Eden.  At the time, it was little more than a single building, but even that had been impressive enough that Lars hadn’t stopped talking about it since.   
 
    “It’s just VR,” I said.  “We’ve all been there before.” 
 
    Lars shook his head, saying, “Not like Project: Eden.  This is different.  In every other virtual space I’ve been in, there’s no forgetting you’re in a computer program.  Sometimes, it’s subtle, but you know.  When I did the proof-of-concept, it was like I was standing in an actual house.  I could feel everything.  There wasn’t a single hint that it wasn’t real.” 
 
    I had heard as much before, and while I didn’t believe his hyperbolic claims, I wasn’t really in the mood to argue with him.  And besides, I would soon see it all for myself.   
 
    “What kind of build are you going with?” he asked. 
 
    Project: Eden was, at its core, a roleplaying game.  Think swords-and-sorcery or Dungeons and Dragons.  I’d spent most of my life working with those kinds of games, so I knew precisely how to game the system – especially considering that I knew a few of the programmers, so I had an inside track on just what to do to take advantage of their work.   
 
    “Full charisma build,” I said confidently.  Sure, it wouldn’t be much for fighting, but I wasn’t entirely sure Project: Eden was that kind of game, anyway.  As far as I could tell, it was an analog of the real world, which meant that everything couldn’t be about fighting.  And if there was one thing I’d always wanted, it was to be the sort of guy who always got the girl.  The one everyone listened to.  The leader.  The man with the plan.  And in a video game where you could dictate stats, charisma was precisely the route to getting that.   
 
    “Nice,” he said, clearly puzzled by my statement.  But Lars wasn’t the kind of guy to point out anyone else’s issues, so he went on.  “I’m going strength and dexterity.  You know, like a berserker build or something.  Maybe I can even get a big axe.”  
 
    It was all I could do not to scoff.  Sure, his plan was fine if he was just playing the game.  But he was never going to get ahead if all he cared about was having fun.  My goal was to break things, and the chaos I could cause with a full charisma build was the way to do just that.  The fact that it coincided with a way to counteract some of my deepseated insecurities was just a bonus.   
 
    We continued to talk about that for a few more minutes before I went back to work testing another of the company’s latest games.  But my heart wasn’t in it.  Instead, I was thinking about turning my disappointment at not getting a promotion into an opportunity to further prove my worth.   
 
    And maybe there was a part of me that just wanted to break something that meant so much to some of the people who were already living the life I wanted to live.   
 
    Finally, the time came where we went to the meeting that was supposed to introduce us to the new project.  The owner, Paolo Saban, even showed up to give the introduction.  I ignored his meaningless words, instead focusing on how I could do my job.  In the end, there wasn’t a lot of information conveyed, but at least they told us that we’d be getting started the next morning, when we’d get our first taste of Project: Eden. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, I settled into the seat, waiting for the meeting to begin.  Or orientation, as they insisted upon calling it.  Whatever the case, I was more than a little grumpy, considering that I hadn’t eaten anything or had my coffee that morning.  That was one of the rules they’d reiterated what felt like a hundred times the day before.  How they expected a bunch of gaming nerds to function without caffeine was beyond me, though.   
 
    Lars soon settled in beside me, looking like he’d spent the entire morning snorting cocaine.  Not that I’d know much about that – I’d never really been offered drugs, much less taken them.  But he was jittery and sweating, obviously beyond excited about testing the new game.  For my part, I suppose I was anxious as well.  If the game turned out to be even close to how they described it, I was going to be one of the first people to test something that was going to revolutionize not just the gaming industry, but the world as we knew it.  So, even through the thick curtain of cynicism I’d draped around myself, I suppose I was excited, too.   
 
    “Why do you think they’re giving us all physicals before we do this?” Lars asked, his nerves shining through via the quiver in his voice as well as the sheen of perspiration on his forehead.  “You don’t think they’d disqualify us if we don’t pass, do you?”  
 
    “Probably just getting a baseline,” I said.  “I read in Wired that this kind of virtuality has a chance of tricking your brain into thinking things are real.  It’s possible that something like that could actually change the way your body works.”  
 
    The article had even supposed that exercise within such a virtual reality could be beneficial in the real world.  It was one way that science was looking to counteract extreme obesity.  People afflicted with such a condition often got into a vicious cycle where they were too fat and out-of-shape to effectively exercise, which only meant they continued to dig themselves deeper into that hole.  If virtual reality simulations could counteract that even a little, it could actually save some people’s lives.   
 
    Not that I was terribly concerned with people eating themselves into an early grave, of course.  They’d long since made their decisions, and it wasn’t my problem to try to drag them away from the consequences of their own choices.  Yeah – I’m aware that makes me kind of a dick, but most of my sympathy had dried up years ago when I was being mercilessly bullied by my peers.  Nobody had helped me, then, so why should I care about helping anyone else, now?   
 
    Still, the article had been interesting.   
 
    Lars continued to babble through his anxiety until the project head, Franklin Reed, mounted the stage and basically repeated everything that had been said the day before.  Such was corporate life, when you had to have meetings about meetings and everything was repeated so many times that you just started to ignore everything but what was right in front of you. 
 
    Regardless, I did my best to listen so I knew what to expect for the rest of the day.  Basically, it boiled down to a simple itinerary, including a physical, then a brief summary of how to get started, and then we’d be thrust into the game for our character creation.  So, with that on the horizon, I was eager to get started. 
 
    Thankfully, I didn’t have long to wait before we were led into another wing of the building – our game development studio was only part of a massive campus associated with Godworks Software.  In addition to games, the company also had contracts for more specialized software with everything from Fortune 500 companies to the military.  It was one of the reasons we were all required to get security clearances with the government – not that I cared overmuch.  I had nothing to hide.   
 
    In any case, there was also a medical clinic – you know, one of those urgent care places that have supplanted a lot of the need for emergency rooms – on campus, which we were quickly escorted into.  One by one, we were put through our paces.  For my part, I’d never had such a thorough physical that included everything from blood work to urinalysis and everything in between.  But I suppose I was given a clean bill of health, because after being poked and prodded, I was sent to another waiting room.   
 
    There, I waited about fifteen minutes before I was called back to an office, where I was directed to sit across from a weedy-looking man with Coke-bottle glasses that made him like nothing so much as a humanoid insect.   
 
    “Ah, Mr. Dakota Reynolds,” he said, his voice scratchy.  He glanced at his computer screen, then said, “I suppose you’re an old hand at this kind of thing, huh?  You’ve been with the company for over seven years.” 
 
    “Ah…yes, sir,” I answered.  “But I don’t think anybody’s an old hand at something like Project: Eden, right?  I’ve done virtual reality before, but nothing like this, from what I gather.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, lips pursed.  “I suppose that’s true.  It’s good that you’re not going into this with any expectations.  Otherwise, it might affect your experience.  We want people to go in fresh.” 
 
    “That’s me,” I said.  “Fresh as a daisy.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” he muttered.  “Now, after character creation, you’re going to be spending about a month in-game, so, you need to –” 
 
    “A month?” I said.  “Seriously?” 
 
    “Ah, yes – I forget that they chose not to cover this in the orientation,” he said.  “I apologize.  Yes – a month.  Time moves a bit differently in Project: Eden than in the outside world, which is one of the reasons we need more extensive testing.  Some time dilation is unavoidable due to the parameters of the game, but we feel certain we’ll have to tweak things a bit.  In any case, you’ll only spend about seven actual hours in-game, which will translate to somewhere in the range of thirty-to-forty days.  Maybe a touch more, depending on how quickly you get through the character creation.”  
 
    “Oh,” I said.  “I guess that makes sense.” 
 
    Of course, it made no sense at all, but what was I going to say?  If I balked too much, I felt sure that they would’ve kicked me out of the testing program.  And I needed this, if not for my own peace of mind, then for the opportunity for the advancement of my career.  So, I kept my mouth shut as the man – who hadn’t even introduced himself, by the way, went on and on about the game and what I could expect.  I listened, but none of it seemed overly complicated.   
 
    In the end, he sent me along to the next stop, where I was instructed to don my haptic suit, which was a skintight body condom bedecked with various sensors.  In addition, the technician helped put on a helmet that, once its straps were buckled under my chin, pushed a series of metal contacts against my head.  It wasn’t uncomfortable, but it wasn’t particularly comforting, either. 
 
    Finally, once I was kitted out for the game, I was guided to what looked like a futuristic dentist’s chair, where I was told to make myself comfortable.  I did.  Then, only a few seconds later, my vision went dark for about fifteen seconds.  I knew this was the game layering itself over my mind, so I barely kept myself from panicking at my sudden loss of sight.  Then, just as suddenly as it disappeared, my sight returned.  Though, my surroundings had changed quite a bit. 
 
    I was a stark white room, and in front of me was what looked like an anatomically correct – and very naked – facsimile of me.   
 
    “What the…” 
 
    Was I really that short?  That soft?  Was my dick really that small? 
 
    Beside my body was a series of sliders, above which was a number.  Thirty.  I had thirty points I could allocate into various statistics, ranging from strength or dexterity to intelligence or charisma.   
 
    For a moment, I toyed with the sliders, enhancing the various stats.  If I put my points into strength, my inert doppelganger’s muscles bulged and flared until I looked like a professional bodybuilder.  If I added dexterity or agility, the muscles were equally affected, but instead of bulging to gargantuan proportions, they looked like they got denser and every ounce of fat disappeared – not unlike a gymnast’s body.  Toying with my intelligence and wisdom didn’t have any overt physical affect.   
 
    But none of that mattered.  I knew precisely what I was going to do. 
 
    I quickly allocated all thirty of my points into charisma, which, to my surprise, actually had a physical affect.  I’d never been an overtly ugly guy.  In fact, I’d been called handsome on more than one occasion.  But with every point of charisma, my looks were refined, bit by bit until, by the end, I was actually pretty.  Like, I could’ve put most girls to shame.   
 
    Not that I cared much about that, of course.  I wasn’t going to be staring into the mirror or anything.  So long as the charisma had the desired effect, I didn’t really care how it made me look.  Still, the idea of being incredibly good-looking did have a certain appeal, regardless of my curmudgeonly, all-business attitude.   
 
    Briefly, I considered allocating a few points in other statistics, just to even my build out, but I decided against it.  This was a trial run.  An attempt to break the game.  And nobody ever did that kind of thing unless they took things to one extreme or another.  So, I quickly finalized my choices and was whisked back off into blackness.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A subjective second later – it could’ve been an hour, for all I knew, given that I was completely unconscious – I awoke to a series of blue screens floating in front of my face.  The first one was my character sheet, which, after playing roleplaying games all my life, was little different from my expectations.  Just an avatar with various squares surrounding it, with a panel for my statistics.  With a flick of my eyes, I dismissed it and focused on the next one – the game text. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have taken your first steps into <Project: Eden> and earned your class.  You are now a <Courtesan>!  Subsequent skills: [Flirt], [Natural Grace], and [Pleasure] have been added to your skill book. 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  This was certainly not what I had expected.  In other games, when I had specialized in charisma, I had usually gone with an enchanter class.  Once or twice, I’d played a bard.  And finally, I’d even played paladins.  But a courtesan?  What did that even mean? 
 
    Obviously, I knew what the word meant.  I wasn’t an idiot.  I had read enough books to know that the word was just a fancy way of saying a high-end prostitute.  But in the context of the game, I had no idea what that might entail.  Would I eventually gain an ability to charm monsters using my sexuality?  It was a strange way to get the job done, but it wasn’t without precedent.  Mythological succubi were known for that kind of thing.  In my case, considering I was male, I suppose it would be incubus.  But regardless, it was a workable situation, even if it left me feeling a bit underpowered.   
 
    With another flick of my eyes, I opened my skill book and inspected the skills I’d earned.   
 
      
 
    [Flirt] – The most important skill in the courtesan’s repertoire, this is a manipulative ability that will allow you to subtly control encounters with other humanoids and player characters.  Power governed by charisma. 
 
      
 
    [Natural Grace] – As a trained courtesan, you have learned to move with graceful purpose.  Every motion is balletic and eye-catching.  Even the subtlest movement bears the promise of so much more.  Agility, dexterity, and charisma increases skill level. 
 
      
 
    [Pleasure] – The courtesan’s ultimate ability.  Years of focused training has given you the ability to please nearly anyone with your body.  Those on the receiving end of this ability will be afflicted with <Infatuation>, which will make the more susceptible to your wiles.   
 
      
 
    Okay, so that wasn’t exactly what I had expected.  It seemed that the class was precisely what it said it would be – a class that used sexuality and attraction to forge their way through the game.  This gave me a few hints at just what sort of game I found myself within. 
 
    It clearly wasn’t the swords-and-sorcery game I had expected.  Sure, monsters and such might be out there, but based on what I was looking at, it was just as likely that this was a Second Life-esque game where people were just thrown together into a world and left to their own devices.  Or maybe it was like Game of Thrones, where the danger came from politics and intrigue.  If that was the case, my courtesan class would leave me well-positioned to take advantage. 
 
    I sat up and took stock of my surroundings.  The first thing I noticed was that I was sitting in a fairly comfortable bed in what appeared to be a spartan inn room.  It was a small space dominated by the bed, with only two other pieces of furniture.  A wardrobe sat on one wall, while a nightstand with a pitcher of water and a large bowl atop it stood beside the bed.  A single window, its curtains drawn, let a modicum of light into the room.   
 
    I looked down, seeing that I was naked but for a curious, silk garment that looked like nothing so much as a pair of women’s panties.  Or perhaps they were just men’s briefs, considering that they seemed easily capable of accommodating my package.  Clearly, though, elastic material was part of the world.   
 
    I sighed, swinging my legs off the bed and rising to my feet.  Immediately, I noticed the effect of [Natural Grace], because my movements were languid and sensual.  It was like every motion was part of a complicated ballet.   
 
    “That’s going to take some getting used to,” I muttered, quickly crossing the room to the wardrobe.  With each step, I couldn’t help but notice the exaggerated swing of my hips.  Or the way my posture naturally adjusted to push my shoulders back while thrusting my chest slightly forward.  It was a startling change, considering that I’d never had the best posture in the world.  But now?  Now, I moved like I’d spent the entirety of my youth at finishing school – and not in anything close to a masculine way. 
 
    I opened the wardrobe to see that at least the clothing I’d been provided weren’t overtly feminine.  Instead, most of it seemed rather bland – just a few fitted tunics along with voluminous pants that reminded me of what Aladdin wore in the Disney cartoon.  However, when I tried on the first top, I was a little disappointed to see that it only came down to the middle of my stomach – not even far enough to cover my navel.  Sighing, I resolved to get some different gear as soon as I possibly could.   
 
    By the time I was dressed, I found myself glancing in the mirror.  Despite the absurdity of my costume, which made me look like a reject from a school production of The Thousand and One Nights, I couldn’t deny that the look suited me.  In addition to my more refined features, my body had taken on a new cast as well.  Instead of scrawny form of someone who lacked proper nutrition, I looked slender, like a runway model – an impression that wasn’t hurt by my new, poutier lips, slightly larger eyes, and high cheekbones.   
 
    I re-opened my character sheet, and indeed, I saw what I expected – the clothing I’d just put on was listed in their appropriate slots.  In addition, each piece had a description of its own.  I looked at them: 
 
      
 
    <Courtesan’s Blouse> - A simple tunic designed to display the courtesan’s natural gifts.  +3 Charisma.  +2 Agility.   
 
      
 
    <Courtesan’s Harem Pants> - Flared pants designed for comfort.  +2 Agility. +5% to [Natural Grace]. 
 
      
 
    <Comfortable Slippers> - Delicate slippers good for walking or dancing.  +2 Endurance. 
 
      
 
    <Courtesan’s Panties> - Sexy, yet practical silk underwear.  When discarded in front of another person, gives buff [The Main Event], adding 10% to the effectiveness of all courtesan skills. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, so this has to be a freaking joke,” I muttered, staring at the descriptions.  Or maybe the game was more like Second Life than I knew.  That game had, over the years, become all about living out sexual fantasies.  Perhaps this would go a similar route.  If everything worked the way the developers claimed, it would be naïve to think that there wouldn’t be a significant portion of the game’s population who devoted themselves to the pursuit of physical pleasures they’d never dream of going after in real life.   
 
    Pushing that to the back of my mind, I glanced at the top shelf of the wardrobe and saw an intricately carved box.  A moment’s concentration brought up the box’s description, and I groaned.   
 
      
 
    <Makeup Box> - Using this item will imbue the user with the status effect [Best Foot Forward], which increases charisma by 10.   
 
      
 
    “Ugh,” I said, wishing the buff wasn’t so damned good.  Even now, after allocating all of my free points into the stat, ten points would be close to a twenty-percent increase.  I couldn’t very well pass that up, could I?  So, with that in mind, I grabbed the box from its resting place on the top shelf of the wardrobe and opened it up.   
 
    The inside looked like it was made of foam rubber, and it bore the vague impression of a face.  So, I inferred that, to use the item, I simply had to put my face in the box.  I did so, and after a few seconds, a bell sounded, announcing that it had finished its work.  I pulled away, then inspected the effects in the mirror.   
 
    “So, not just makeup,” I said, shaking my head.  Indeed, the box had applied tasteful makeup to my face, the heaviest application being around my eyes.  But it had also arranged my hair in a very appealing style.  It wasn’t entirely feminine, but it certainly wasn’t masculine, either.  The combination of my slim body, makeup, and the hair style gave me a fully androgynous, yet sexy appearance that I had more than a little trouble wrapping my head around. 
 
    “So,” I said to my reflection. “How do I level?” 
 
    I hadn’t been given a weapon, so I didn’t think I was expected to go kill rats or something like that.  And if I was honest, I wasn’t entirely sure what the game mechanics were.  Sure, I’d come in with some expectations, but they’d all been summarily destroyed.  So, I was a little lost as to what to do.   
 
    Shrugging, I said, “Well, I’m not going to figure it out in here, am I?  Maybe I’ll find out more outside.” 
 
    So, with that in mind, I opened the door and embarked upon my journey into this new world. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment I stepped out of the room, a cacophony of noise assaulted my ears.  A notification box flashed before my eyes, letting me know that I’ve left my Temporary Dwelling.  Upon further inspection, I realize that the inn room is a designated safe zone where I can go to regenerate.  If I’m somehow disconnected from the game, my character will retreat to the last Dwelling, where I’ll be when I log in again.   
 
    It also seemed to have had the added benefit of cutting me off from the rest of the world, as evidenced by the noise coming from downstairs in the inn’s common room.  When I descend the stairs, I see the source of all the commotion – a crowd of people drinking and dancing like it’s the last party they’ll ever attend.  They’re all non-player characters, but I couldn’t help being a little self-conscious about my appearance.  In that moment, I felt like a crossdresser, and probably rightly so.  After all, I was wearing silk panties and makeup.  Sure, I had my reasons – the stats were great – but that didn’t change the facts. 
 
    In any case, I quickly descended the stairs and wove my way through the crowd to find my way outside.  During this brief journey, I couldn’t help but notice that quite a few pairs of eyes – usually male – followed my every move.  One bearded giant of a man even stepped into my path, clearly intending to talk to me, but I quickly and gracefully avoided him.  Eventually, I reached my goal and pushed through the door.  As soon as I stepped outside and into the sun, another notification flashed across my eyes.   
 
      
 
    Welcome to the city of Karam!  Current Ruler: Grand Vizier Artemis.  Population: 2,212,401. 
 
      
 
    After only a second, I found the city’s directory in my menus, and I quickly found more information about the city’s contents.  There were areas devoted to all sorts of fantasy professions, from run-of-the-mill adventuring to mage schools to various artisans.  However, my eyes were drawn to an area labeled The White Lotus Quarter.  When I mentally navigated to its listing, a description popped up in front of my eyes. 
 
      
 
    The White Lotus Quarter – A district of the city of Karam devoted to pleasure.  Be it of the carnal variety, gambling, or the savage fighting pits, The White Lotus Quarter can provide you with whatever you desire. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I read the description, another, far more prominent screen bloomed in front of me.  This one was bordered with gold dragons that seemed to slither around the edges.  
 
      
 
    Congratulations on unlocking a Class Quest!  Travel to The White Lotus Quarter to find out more!  
 
      
 
    It didn’t take a genius to figure out what would probably happen when I arrived in The White Lotus Quarter.  After all, my class was called courtesan.  So, traveling to what seemed like the city’s version of a red light district probably meant that I was supposed to live up to my class’s name.  However, what I didn’t know was what that might really mean.  Briefly, I imagined myself pleasuring one lady after another as some sort of fantasy Casanova on steroids.   
 
    I admit that the notion was appealing to me.  I’d never had much luck with the opposite sex.  Sure, I’d had a girlfriend or two, but I had always been a little too anxious to make anything of my scattered relationships.  What’s more, I had always been a little anxious about my ability to please a woman.  After all, I wasn’t very well-equipped down below, and given my natural insecurities, I was always worried about that I wouldn’t be capable of making a woman happy in the bedroom.   
 
    But now?  Now, with the addition of my skills, that didn’t seem like it would be a problem, right?  In fact, I was practically guaranteed to be a great lover, and to the extend that women would become infatuated with me.  For someone like me, that possibility was more than simply enticing.  It was alluring to the point where I could think of little else. 
 
    I made my way through the city in something of a daze.  Every now and again, I would spot another player character, but I avoided them.  After all, looking the way I did, with the class I had, I wasn’t really all that eager to see my coworkers who were the only other human beings in the game world, as far as I knew.  When the game launched, I would’ve been able to get lost in the crowd, but around people I probably knew?  I wasn’t eager to traipse around in front of them wearing a skimpy hooker blouse and makeup, lest I gain a reputation. 
 
    The city itself was far bigger than I expected, and though The White Lotus District was nearby, it still took me close to two hours to find my way to the street that marked its border. 
 
    And what I saw was surprisingly high-class.   
 
    Sure, there were the trappings of vice, but it reminded me more of something you might see in a James Bond film as opposed to Atlantic City.  Except for one thing – the scantily clad women who seemed so common as to be ubiquitous.  There wasn’t anyone doing anything so overt as standing on a street corner, but with the way these women moved, their professions seemed completely clear.  There was a promise in every step, a cloud of sexiness that permeated the very air around them.  I was so entranced that I hardly even noticed the quest update. 
 
      
 
    Quest Update!  Congratulations!  You’ve made it to The White Lotus District.  Here, you can make your mark on the world, but before you can walk, you must crawl.  Earn fifteen Gold Coins.  Reward: Physical Evolution. 
 
      
 
    I stared at the quest update and the subsequent task I’d been given.  I had no context for what fifteen Gold Coins were worth, but it was the first quest I’d been offered, so I reasoned it couldn’t be too difficult to earn.  More, I was happy to see that there were no requirements on how I had to earn that money.  I could do anything from burgle houses to becoming a merchant prince, and as long as I got the gold, I’d complete the quest and earn the reward.   
 
    As to that, it wasn’t difficult to figure out.  Race, in this world, didn’t refer to ethnicity.  Instead, it was more akin to your species.  During my character creation, I had seen multiple other physical options ranging from traditional fantasy archetypes like elves and dwarves to more fanciful creatures like dragonkin and a weird rat-like race called ratkin.  Why anyone would want to be a five-foot-tall rat, I could never know, but thankfully, all those options had been greyed out.  They weren’t in the game yet.   
 
    But concerning physical evolutions, I could only assume that it would be a statistic increase across the board.  As little as I wanted to be a fighter or rogue, I wouldn’t say no to increased strength or endurance, that was for sure.  Perhaps I could even earn some better, more appropriate gear.   
 
    Over the next few hours, I explored The White Lotus District, and as the description implied, a person could satisfy just about any vice within its borders.  There were gambling halls, brothels populated by races of every kind, and fighting pits where confident adventurers could battle things out.  I even saw a couple of player characters fighting monsters within these pits.  There were drug houses, taverns, and even a race track as well.  In short, it was exactly as advertised. 
 
    However, I quickly became worried about how, exactly, I was supposed to earn my money.  If I’d had some seed money, I was certain that I could use my high charisma to advance my goals of dominating the economy.  Even if the game didn’t work like the ones I’d played before, where charisma simply got you better deals, I was fairly sure that my skills could help me become a successful merchant.  But that required money to start with, and I had no way of earning that. 
 
    Well, that wasn’t necessarily true, of course.  I had skills that would make me quite popular in this district.  But was I really willing to go down that road?  It was one thing to imagine myself as some sort of fantasy Don Juan, but it was another thing altogether to cast myself as a man-whore.   
 
    “You!” came a gruff voice.  “Quit your loitering!” 
 
    How long had I been standing in place?  A while, certainly, else nobody would’ve spoken to me.  I looked up to see a stern-looking, heavyset woman glaring at me, her hands on her hips.  She wore a long, voluminous skirt along with a white blouse with a square-cut neckline that exposed a massive bosom.  Her red hair was up in a bun, and she was looking at me like I’d just kicked her favorite dog. 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” I said in a soft voice, my natural shyness around strangers taking over.  “I didn’t mean to –” 
 
    The woman was on me in a flash, grabbing my upper arm in her meaty grip.  She turned me around, mumbling, “Let me get a good look at you.  Hmm…not bad.  Not bad at all.  You in the business, girl?”  
 
    “I…I’m not a girl…” 
 
    “Of course not,” the woman said dismissively.  “I call all my employees girls.  It’s easier that way.  So?  In the business?”  
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “What am I saying?  Of course you are!” she said, dragging me into the nearby building.  I couldn’t even begin to resist, she was so much stronger than me.  “Face like that?  And those skills!  I get tingly just looking at you!”  
 
    Before I knew what was happening, she’d pushed me through the building’s common room and into an office in the back.  She closed the door as she came inside, saying, “Now, don’t tell any of the other girls I’m doing this for you.  They’d pitch a fit, you know?  Jealousy runs rampant in a brothel, I’m sure you know.  But I’m willing to let you work here for a pittance.  Let’s say five percent, huh?  You pick your clients.”  The woman slammed her hand onto the wood desk, boisterously exclaiming, “Won’t find a better deal anywhere in Karam, I’ll tell you that!”  
 
    She thrust her meaty hand out, saying, “We got a deal, pretty thing?”  
 
    Well, I did need the money… 
 
    I took her hand, squeaking, “Deal.  I’m…uh…Dakota.” 
 
    “Marge,” the woman said, grinning broadly.  I could see that she had a couple of gold teeth. “Now, let’s get you settled in so you can get to work!”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As soon as I was shown – or rather, dragged – up to what Marge said was my room, I had a notification flash before my eyes.   
 
      
 
    Would you like to reset your Temporary Dwelling to [Marge’s Brothel, Room 7]? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I wasn’t even certain if I really wanted to work for Marge, much less live in her building.  However, I had to admit that the room was much nicer than the one I’d left behind in that nameless inn.  It was bigger, better furnished, and it even had a bathroom with running water connected to it.  The prospect of using a simple basin to wash or a chamberpot in which to do my business made the decision for me.  So, I quickly confirmed the changeover, and I was surprised to see the next notification. 
 
      
 
    Your Temporary Dwelling is now [Marge’s Brothel, Room 7].  While in the brothel, all skills are 10% more effective. 
 
      
 
    Of course they would be, I thought.  Not that I was about to complain or anything.  The higher my skills, the more quickly I could earn my seed money and enact my plan to break the game by destabilizing the economy.  If I could do that, I stood a fair chance of getting a significant promotion.  After all, they’d spent billions of dollars getting this project off the ground.  So, they’d be more than a little grateful to the guy who pointed out its flaws, right?  They didn’t want to go to market with a broken, bugged game.   
 
    Pushing those thoughts to the back of my mind, I looked around the room.  It was a lot bigger, with an actual chest of drawers in addition to an ornate, carved wardrobe, a window that overlooked the street, and a giant bed that looked absolutely divine.  Certainly, I’d come up in the world.   
 
    “Now, get yourself ready,” Marge said, smirking as I looked over the room.  She saw how impressed I was.  “You’ll be working the night shift, and I expect a return on my investment, missy!”  
 
    I frowned at the feminine moniker, but I didn’t say anything.  Not because I didn’t want to, but rather because Marge slammed the door as soon as she finished speaking, leaving me alone in the room.   
 
    Sighing, I crossed to the chest of drawers, and predictably, when I opened the first drawer, I saw a veritable host of silky, lacy panties.  Most were thongs, but there were at least a few that offered a little more coverage.  Disgusted, I opened the next drawer, which contained various other silky nightclothes.  There were teddies, camisoles, and everything else under the sun.   
 
    When I inspected them, I saw that each and every piece offered even more stats focused on either charisma or my courtesan’s skills.  And there seemed like there was a clear trend dictating that the skimpier and sexier the item, the more stats it gave.  In fact, there was a particularly scandalous pair of crotchless panties that gave a whopping twenty points in charisma!  I knew I couldn’t ignore such ridiculous stats, so I resigned myself to wearing the garments.   
 
    Next, I went to the wardrobe, but I knew what I’d find.  If the clothes I now wore were androgynous-bordering-on-feminine, the ones inside the wardrobe were clearly meant for women.  There were dresses and skirts, both with hems that would’ve put any club-going girl to shame.  And it seemed as if whoever designed the clothes was clearly a fan of Disney movies, particularly Aladdin, because I found an outfit that looked almost identical the one worn by Jasmine.  And predictably, it had the most pertinent stats.  I couldn’t help but groan as I realized the box they intended to put me in. 
 
    I quickly moved on to the pair of boxes on the chest of drawers.  The first proved to be a copy of the makeup box, so it only took me a few seconds before I moved on to the second.  This one was different though, because it contained a variety of jewelry.  Earrings, rings, and necklaces abounded, and I spent the next half hour identifying each one.  Eventually, I found the ones that would give me the biggest boosts in stats and skills.  I should’ve expected it, but I was still a little surprised to find that they were a matched set that were obviously intended to be worn with the Jasmine-esque outfit.  More, in addition to earrings, a necklace, and a pair of rings, there was one addition that I hadn’t expected. 
 
      
 
    <Princess’s Belly-Button Ring> – A navel ring originally commissioned by a sultan’s daughter and worn to impress a commoner.  +15 Charisma.  +5 Dexterity. 
 
      
 
    Growling, I nearly threw the thing across the room.  But I restrained myself.  There was no point in getting angry.  This was all just a game, right?  I had played all sorts of character before – even women – but that didn’t make me like them in any way.  I was just doing what it took to accomplish my goals.   
 
    That thought calmed me down a bit, and I quickly absconded to the bathroom, where I got another shock when I looked in the mirror.  In the space of a single day, my jaw-length hair hand grown past my shoulders.  And what’s more, when I undressed, I couldn’t help but notice how soft and hairless my pale skin was.   
 
    “Stupid game,” I muttered, getting into the shower.  Curiously, there was no effort to disguise the modern technology, so the bathroom worked identically to any bathroom you might find in the real world.  So, as I bathed – using a floral scented soap that I probably should’ve predicted – I almost forgot that I was inside of a game.  That lasted until I got out and went back into my room to get dressed. 
 
    My old, discarded clothing had disappeared completely, so any notion I might have of putting them back on disappeared.  Sighing, I quickly found an appropriate pair of panties that would toe the line between practical and providing enough stats to be worth it.  They were blue with a thong back, and they provided ten points of charisma. 
 
    Trying to ignore the fact that I was wearing a pair of panties, I wasted no time in selecting the most powerful set of jewelry.  However, instead of having to go through the trouble of getting piercings in my ears or belly-button, I simply slotted them into the appropriate inventory spot, and they magically appeared on my body.  The jewelry itself was quite pretty, with sapphires in silver settings, but I didn’t care about that.  All that mattered were the stats, of which there were plenty. 
 
    Finally, I put on what I’d dubbed the “Jasmine” outfit, with voluminous blue, silk pants that somehow hugged the curves of my bottom paired with a matching halter top that covered almost nothing of note.  It was strangely comfortable, even though I knew it made me look more feminine than ever before.   
 
    After putting on a pair of matching slippers, I checked myself in the bathroom’s mirror.  I looked like a girl, albeit a slim, flat-chested one.  No – not just any girl.  A very pretty girl.  There was a part of my mind that couldn’t help but think, No wonder Marge chose me.  I’m gorgeous! 
 
    With that in mind, I quickly found my way out of the room and went into the common area, where Marge and almost a dozen other girls waited.  My coworkers, I thought.  But another part of me said, Competition. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Good of you to finally join us,” Marge groused.  “If you’d have taken much longer, I’d have dragged you down here, dressed or not!”  
 
    Some of the other girls tittered, but I ignored it.  Instead, I studied the common area.  I had gotten a decent look as Marge dragged me inside, but now I took the time to take in some of the details.  The common area was a study in artfully draped fabric, rich, dark wood, and gold accents, all with a heavy fog of incense clinging to it.   
 
    The other girls were dressed similarly to me, though my skimpy clothing was clearly higher quality.  One of the benefits of being a player character, I suppose.  They all had varying body types, from short and petite to tall and curvaceous – whatever a man’s taste, it was represented in one of those women.  Curiously, though, I didn’t experience even a minimal stirring between my legs.   
 
    I quickly descended the steps and joined the line of girls, muttering, “Sorry.  I lost track of time.” 
 
    Marge ignored me.  Instead, she started giving the girls – and me, I suppose – a pep talk.  I had worked in a restaurant, waiting tables, during college, so I could easily recognize the pre-shift motivational talk for what it was.  Even in a brothel, a good manager needs to work hard to motivate her employees.  I listened as best I could, but the butterflies dancing in my stomach kept me from truly paying attention. 
 
    But even amidst my anxiety, a single question dominated my mind.  What was I doing?  I’d let the moment sweep me away, so I hadn’t had a chance to stop and think about what the coming night might hold for me.  But now?  As Marge was reminding us to keep our spirits high and smiles upon our faces, I couldn’t help but remember just what was expected of a brothel’s employees.  Was I prepared to do what was required?   
 
    But what options did I really have?  If I wanted to get ahead, I didn’t have many avenues to earn money.  My very class had led me to this brothel, to this eventuality.  This was what the game wanted me to do.  And besides – it was just a game, right?  Regardless of how real it felt at times – and it very much did – it was a fake world.  None of it really mattered – not in the real world.  So, why would I resist? 
 
    Arrayed against my hesitation was another, very simple feeling.  During my brief time traversing the city, I’d come to realize that my very presence sparked attention, from both men and women.  I was the center of attention wherever I went.  People wanted me; I could tell that from their lustful expressions.  And that was before I got “prettied up” upstairs.  How much more attention would I get, now?   
 
    That was a new feeling for me.  I’d never been bad-looking, but nobody had ever looked at me with desire, either.  Not even the couple of women I’d taken to bed in the past.  So, suddenly being wanted, it was a powerful motivator, and it pushed against my natural hesitation, shoving it back so that it could be replaced by a certain wary eagerness.   
 
    “Alright,” Marge said.  “You all know what to do, so let’s have a good night.”  
 
    With that, Marge clapped her hands, and the girls scattered to various positions throughout the room.  I couldn’t help but be reminded of a display in a department store; the girls were all for sale, and their poses were designed to put them on artful display.  All they needed were customers, now. 
 
    For my part, I went to Marge and asked, “Where should I be?  I’m…uh…I’m kind of new to this.” 
 
    Marge eyed me, saying, “Wouldn’t have guessed that, but stranger things have happened.  Here.  Let’s put you near this couch.  Right – that pose is perfect.  The nervous flower.”  
 
    I wasn’t trying to pose, but I couldn’t really argue with her assessment.  I knew just how anxious I looked, wringing my hands and biting my painted lower lip.  But I was a little excited, too.  Especially when people started coming in.  Within a half hour, the common room was packed, with both men and women chatting with the various employees.  The nearby bar did a brisk business, which in turn, smoothed out the conversations. 
 
    Obviously, I knew what a brothel was.  I knew that the girls were prostitutes.  But still, I couldn’t help but gape when they started leading various men – and a few women – upstairs, the unmistakable mannerisms of flirtation hanging heavy on the potential couples.  For my part, I remained alone.  Unwanted.  Certainly, men looked.  They admired.  But none approached.  
 
    It was galling, in a way.  I was just as pretty as any of the girls, wasn’t I?  Just as desirable?  And given the chance, I could do just as good of a job!  I had the skills, didn’t I?  So, why didn’t anyone want me?  I had half a mind to pick the biggest, most handsome man and – 
 
    Wait.  Man?  When did that happen?  When had I decided that was what I wanted?  I’d never been more than idly curious about homosexuality, so it certainly hadn’t been there before I’d entered the game.  Was it part of my class, then?  Or had some wires gotten crossed?  Maybe it was a bug.  I almost pulled up the notepad portion of my menu to make the appropriate notes.   
 
    But then, a man appeared before me.  He was tall, broad-shouldered, with a strong jaw and piercing, grey eyes.  Dressed in the kind of finery reserved for nobility, he was clearly a part of the aristocracy.   
 
    “Either you’re a very pretty boy,” he said, his voice smooth and thick.  “Or a slightly above-average girl.  Which is it, I wonder?”  
 
    My heart felt like it was seizing up, especially when his hand unabashedly found my groin, where he grasped my admittedly petite manhood.  I was frozen in place as he groped me, the action taking long, agonizing seconds, during which a smile slowly spread across his face.   
 
    “As I suspected,” the man said.  “Let’s go upstairs, then.”  
 
    “O-okay,” I muttered, taking his hand.  I’d thought about what I would do, if someone propositioned me.  I had made my plans.  Certainly, in my imaginings, I had erroneously expected my partner to be a woman, but now, as I gripped the man’s large hand in mine, I could easily see how ridiculous that expectation was.  Either way, it almost felt like an out-of-body experience as I led him to the stairs.  My feet barely touched the stairs as I climbed them, and my heart pounded out of my chest as I led him into the room I had been given. 
 
    “How quaint,” he said, smirking as he glanced around the room. I quickly shut the door behind us, backing against it.  “Come here, boy.  Or do you prefer feminine descriptors?  I can never tell, anymore.”  
 
    “I…I prefer what you prefer, my lord,” I said, the words tumbling out of my mouth.  A good portion of Marge’s pre-shift speech had centered on how to address our clients.   
 
    He barked a harsh laugh, saying, “Lord.  If my father knew…well, no matter.”  
 
    Then, without warning, he stepped forward, cupped my chin, and before I knew what was happening, his lips were on mine.  I had never been kissed by a man.  I had never felt scratchy stubble brushing against my own face.  I had never felt so powerless, so weak, or so safe as when he pulled me close.   
 
    But I liked it.   
 
    Perhaps it was the novelty.  Or maybe it was the game influencing me.  But it only took me a few seconds before all thoughts of resistance fell to the wayside, crumbling away into nothingness.  In its place rose an entirely unexpected ardor that took me by complete and utter surprise. 
 
    At some point, I dropped to my knees.  There was a rational piece of my mind that knew what I was doing.  That part objected, telling me I wasn’t gay.  But it was a pitiful argument against the raging desire coursing through me.  Gay or not, this was what I wanted.  I didn’t care if it was the game.  I didn’t care what other people might think.  I just wanted to push forward, to experience what we’d come into the room to experience. 
 
    So, as I yanked down his trousers, revealing his hardening cock, I didn’t even hesitate to wrap my fingers around the huge thing.  Nor did I pause before opening my mouth and wrapping my lips around it.   
 
    At that point, I was no expert in fellatio.  But luckily, my skills took over.  Particularly, [Pleasure], which activated of its own accord.  With it came instinctive knowledge of how to get the most out of my actions.  How to move my tongue.  When to suck.  When to lick his balls.  What to do with my hands.  In an instant, I became an expert cocksucker, bobbing my head up and down as if I’d been doing it all my life.   
 
    And I loved it, and not just because of whatever desire had taken hold of me.  That was the root of my enjoyment, but the branches belonged to the bits of experience I gained with each bob of my head.  After only a few moments, I gained a level. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have reached Level Two as a Courtesan!  Stat points allocated. 
 
      
 
    I kept going, feeling the effect of my rising charisma and dexterity.  But as much as I enjoyed fellating my customer, especially when his hand found the back of my head, I knew I had a much bigger monster to slay.  So, after a couple more minutes, during which I gained another level, I pulled away and rose to my feet.   
 
    Languidly, I undressed, giving my customer a show along the way.  I’d never been particularly graceful, but in this world, I moved like a professional ballerina.  Every motion was perfectly executed to elicit my client’s desire.  He didn’t speak.  Instead, he just gripped his saliva-slick cock, watching me with hungry, lustful eyes. 
 
    Curiously, the experience kept pouring in, driving me to level four.  Then, level five.  The alert that flashed across my eyes nearly made me stumble. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have earned the skill [Malleability]! 
 
      
 
    I looked at the description: 
 
      
 
    [Malleability] – When in an intimate situation, the Courtesan can’t be distracted by pain.  Increases the elasticity of all orifices and increases the Courtesan’s pleasure. 
 
      
 
    It was all I could do to stay on my feet.  The skill was pretty self-explanatory, especially in my situation.  I hadn’t really researched anal sex, having little interest of it in the real world.  However, I wasn’t so naïve that I didn’t know that it often came with significant pain, especially the first time.  This skill, this [Malleability] was designed to take care of that.  And as useful as it would be, it almost felt like it had been tailor-made, just for my situation.  After all, would a female Courtesan really need such a thing?  Maybe, in rare situations.  But at level five?  Probably not.   
 
    More, I couldn’t help but wonder about the programmer responsible for my class.  What kind of pervert thought of things like this?  And what did it say about me that I was enjoying the ride?  Nothing good for my sense of masculinity, I was sure. 
 
    But it wasn’t like I could stop.  Not only was I already committed to the act, but every molecule in my body wanted to push forward, especially now that the threat of a painful insertion had been removed by virtue of my new skill. 
 
    So, once I was stripped down to nothing, my slim, soft body on full display, I guided my client to the bed.  Then, as soon as he was on his back, his glistening cock jutting toward the sky, I mounted him.  To no one’s surprise, his cock slid inside me without a hint of protest.  I gasped, my lips parting as my fingernails dug into his hairy chest, a wave of…something washed over me.  There was the expected experience, but woven into that was…not quite pleasure, but rather, satisfaction.  Like I was finally where I was supposed to be.  And that feeling was very nearly overwhelming. 
 
     I lowered myself onto him, taking him inside me like I’d done it a million times before.  And with every inch came a jolt of pure, unadulterated pleasure.  I could help but let out a low moan as I closed my eyes, bathing in the feeling.   
 
    Experience notifications continued to flow past me, but I ignored them as I basked in the act itself.  I hardly even noticed when I gained another level, so intent was I on the feeling of his cock inside me, slipping in and out as I bucked my hips.   
 
    Slowly, that pleasure built into something that was more than the sum of its parts.  It transcended the merely physical, infecting me with a fervor usually reserved for religious epiphanies.  My hips moved faster, up and down, back and forth.  I couldn’t stop.  I didn’t want to.  The pleasure continued to build, pressing against the very fiber of my being until, at last, it burst. 
 
    I let out an inarticulate scream as a wave of pure ecstasy washed over me.  My muscles contracted.  My ass spasmed.  My toes curled, and my fingernails drew blood as they raked down my client’s chest.  Wave after wave of that indescribable bliss crashed through my body, banishing my every thought.  I became a creature of need, of want, of desire.   
 
    I don’t know how long that orgasm lasted.  It couldn’t have been long, but by the time it had faded into aftershocks, I felt my client tense, then shoot a load of hot, sticky cum deep into my ass.  Another wave of experience – bigger than ever before – overtook me as he filled me with his seed. 
 
    Gradually, we wound down until his cock softened and I slipped off of him.  I lay there beside him, my hand draped over his chest.   
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered, my fingers tracing the thin rivulets of blood I’d drawn.  “I guess I got carried away.” 
 
    He laughed. “This is nothing, my darling,” he said, gripping my hand.  “I do believe I’m in love.” 
 
    I saw it, then.  The infatuation in his eyes.  The result of my skill, [Pleasure].  Not only did it make me the perfect lover, but it also resulted in a buff upon completion of a pleasurable act.   
 
    “But I must go, now,” he said, sitting up.  He reached down to where we’d discarded his trousers and found a money purse.  From it, he drew a few coins.  A second later, he frowned.  Then, he just set the entire pouch on the nearby table, saying, “That should prove sufficient payment.  Rest assured, I will be back, though.”  
 
    Then, he leaned over and kissed me on the lips.  Even as he dressed, I could feel his seed leaking out of me. However, I couldn’t concentrate on any of it.  Instead, my eyes were only for the notification I’d received when he dropped the pouch of coins onto the table. 
 
      
 
    Quest Completed!  You have earned fifteen gold coins.  Accept reward? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I eyed the reward – a physical evolution.  I had no idea what that entailed, but I didn’t think it was something I wanted to trigger while anyone else was present.  So, I remained lying on the bed, watching my lover – no, client – dress.  Once he’d donned his clothing, he kissed me again and assured me that he would be back soon before leaving me alone in my room. 
 
    I accepted the reward as soon as the door shut behind him, and immediately blacked out.  When I awoke, I instinctively knew that only a few minutes had passed.  However, I also knew that things had changed quite a bit.  Most noticeable, for now, was the fact that my hair had grown even longer and far thicker, falling over me like a chestnut wave. 
 
    I rose from the bed, eager to see what had changed.  Curiously, when I glanced back at the bed, the wet spot from where my client’s cum had leaked out of me, quickly disappeared.  Self-cleaning sheets, I thought.  Those are handy.  Pushing the thought from my mind, I quickly went to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror.  What I saw made me gasp. 
 
    I really hadn’t changed that much, but the parts that had been altered changed everything, if that makes any sense at all.  A narrower waist.  Wider hips.  Bigger, more sensitive nipples.  A plumper bottom.  Slimmer limbs.  A perkier nose, a fuller mouth, and higher cheekbones.  Wider eyes.  In short, I was beautiful – and not in a girl-next-door kind of way, either.  My every feature screamed sex appeal.  All except the thing between my legs, which had shrunk to almost nothing.  In the real world, I wasn’t particularly well-endowed, but I’d always considered myself close to average.  And I’d never had many complaints.  But now?  If it was two-inches long or bigger around than my pinky, I’d have been incredibly surprised.   
 
    But did that matter?  During my encounter with my client, I hadn’t needed my manhood at all.  In fact, he’d treated me like a girl, with my bottom playing the part of my sexual organ.  So, the tiny thing hanging between my legs was little more than a vestigial memory of an old life.   
 
      
 
    Quest Update!  Become the most sought-after courtesan in Marge’s Brothel.  Reward: Variable. 
 
      
 
    I sighed.  A courtesan’s work is never done, I thought before heading back into the room and donning my clothes.  However, despite my flippant thought, I was very much looking forward to the rest of the night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I awoke with a start, gasping for breath.  I looked up into florescent lights, a technician hovering over me.  He said, “It’s okay.  It’s okay.  You’re fine.  Just try to relax while you acclimate.”  
 
    My first instinct was to panic.  After all, I’d spent the past forty days in-game, living a very different life from the one I’d returned to.  And in that time, my memories of the real world had faded into the background.  If it wasn’t for the nearly constant notifications, I had no doubt that I would’ve begun to doubt whether or not my memories were even real, rather than some fanciful delusion of a prostitute. 
 
    Thankfully, the notifications, experience gains, and quests had grounded me, had made certain that I never forgot that I was playing a game.  However, being suddenly yanked out of said game still resulted in a very jarring feeling, and it took me a long few minutes to reacclimate myself to the real world.   
 
    “That…God, that felt…” 
 
    “I know,” said the technician. 
 
    I shook my head, saying, “I never knew a game – even a virtual reality one – could feel so real.”  
 
    The technician grinned.  “Cool, huh?” he said.  I could only nod while I tried to get ahold of myself, as I continued to separate reality from the game world.  It didn’t take long; apparently, our minds are well-equipped to do just that, probably because we’ve been doing it all our lives with dreams.  Still, it took me a few minutes to readjust.  When I did, I was escorted to an office, where I was debriefed by a man I didn’t know.  I was as thorough as I could be, detailing the few bugs I had found, and when I was done, I was dismissed for the day. 
 
    Before I left, I asked, “When do I get to go back in?” 
 
    “Next week,” he said.  Seeing my disappointment, he smiled knowingly as he added, “We’re taking it slow right now.  Too much time in the game can cause the two separate realities to bleed into one another.” 
 
    “W-what?” I asked, my panic rising.  The last thing I wanted was for my time as a courtesan to infect my real life.   
 
    “Relax – it’s not a common side effect,” he said.  “And we’ve only seen it happen when people have spent multiple consecutive days in the game.  Even then, there’s some debate on whether or not it’s actual bleedthrough or if it’s just people bringing their experiences from the game into the real world.  After all, you still experienced everything that happened in-game.  It only stands to reason that you might develop habits and personality quirks, given enough time.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, relaxing a little.  “So, what do I do until then?”  
 
    “The same thing you normally would,” the man said.  “Your job.  So, if there’s nothing else?”  
 
    “Right,” I said, recognizing the dismissal.  “Thanks.” 
 
    With that, I rose from where I’d been sitting and left the man’s office.  It was well past our normal ours, so I quickly found my way to the parking lot and to my car.  I drove home in a daze, still dwelling on my in-game actions.   
 
    After that first client, things sort of devolved into a blur of sex, money, and experience gains.  I hadn’t completed my quest, but I’d made an incredible amount of progress, gaining quite a few regulars that filled my nights.  In that time, I’d made quite a bit of money and accumulated more than a few gifts.  Most were jewelry, perfumes, or clothes, but one of my clients – a bladesmith – had made me a truly wonderful dagger with a jeweled pommel and a fire enchantment that would, he’d said, reduce anyone I stabbed to ashes.  With that dagger, I could have gone out and made my way as a warrior, but I’d chosen to remain on my path.   
 
    My only regret was that I hadn’t worked toward my original plan of destabilizing the economy.  In fact, for the most part, I’d completely forgotten it, instead focusing on gaining experience and the completion of my quest.  And the pleasure, of course.  That was my constant companion.   
 
    I got home and tried to go about my normal life, but my memories of the game made that almost impossible.  I ate mechanically.  I tried to play more mundane video games, the ones I used to enjoy so much, but they seemed hollow, and I quickly abandoned them.  Movies and television were the same way – just time-wasters when compared to the virtual world that I’d left behind.  Eventually, I found a bottle of wine and drank until I fell unconscious. 
 
    The next day, I reported to work nursing a massive hangover.  Thought I had taken quite a bit of time getting ready that morning, I still felt like a massive slob.  My body felt wrong.  Unshapely.  Unimpressive.  As I made my way to my cubicle, nobody paid me even the slightest bit of attention.  Not like in Project: Eden, where I turned heads wherever I went.  Perhaps if I did something with my hair.  Or if I worked out, maybe.  Invested a bit of money in the right kinds of clothing… 
 
    “You’re walking funny,” came a familiar voice that, from my perspective, I hadn’t heard in more than a month.  I glanced up to see Lars watching me as I pulled out my desk chair.   
 
    “Funny how?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.  In Eden, that simple expression made men stammer and fall all over themselves. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said.  “It’s weird.  I can’t put my finger on it.”  
 
    “Whatever,” I muttered, sitting down.  Absentmindedly, I crossed my legs.  “How was your time in Eden?”  
 
    “Dude,” he said, his grin widening.  “It was freaking awesome!  I got Gladiator as my class, and I spent the whole time fighting in this arena.  Or having sex with all these hot chicks!  And it felt completely real, too!  I even made the leaderboard for the arena, too.  Top fifty.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. 
 
    “What about you?” he asked.  “What class did you get?”  
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    My mind went blank.  Certainly, I wasn’t exactly ashamed of my time as a Courtesan.  I wasn’t in control of it, so there was no reason for any embarrassment.  However, the last thing I wanted my workmate to know was that I’d spent my time having sex with a long parade of men, with a handful of women sprinkled in.   
 
    “I was…a merchant,” I said.  “I made a lot of money, too.”  
 
    “Oh, cool,” Lars said, clearly unimpressed.  And I understood the impression, too.  After all, who went into a hyper-realistic video game where you could be whatever you wanted just to buy and sell goods?  But that was my original plan, so I thought it was a good enough cover for my real activities. 
 
    After that, Lars continued to go on and on about his adventures.  Not only had he fought in the arena – and won more often than he lost – but he’d also gone on a few quests into the wilderness, where he’d fought monsters.  His class wasn’t particularly geared toward that kind of thing, but he was still a powerful fighter, so he’d been reasonably successful.  The only good thing was that he didn’t seem all that interested in hearing about my experiences, instead preferring to crow about his own successes.  I let him, mostly because I didn’t want to spin too many lies, lest I get caught in one of them. 
 
    The workday droned on, and all I could do was think about the day when I could get back into the Eden.  Not only was I close to completing my quest, but I’d also forged connections with some of my coworkers.  I knew they weren’t real.  They were just lines of code.  But when I was immersed in the game, that knowledge didn’t make much of a difference.  In a lot of ways, they felt more real than any of my flesh-and-blood acquaintances.   
 
    On top of that, my time within the game threw my real life into a stark contrast.  Against the backdrop of my life as a courtesan, I could see just how shallow my life had become.  No real friends.  No significant others.  Few sexual partners.  And no real goals.  Compared to Eden, where I had all that and more, I knew which one I preferred.  And I felt broken because of that preference.  I knew it was unhealthy, but I couldn’t change the way I felt.   
 
    Eventually, five o’clock came, and I couldn’t get out of that office quickly enough.  I found my way to my car, then drove home.  As soon as I made it inside, I went to my computer.  At some point during the day – or maybe it was the night before – I had decided to make some changes in my life.  None of them were huge.  A new wardrobe.  A renewed focus on hygiene.  A new hairstyle.  Maybe a little makeup.  That kind of thing.   
 
    The wardrobe was easy.  In the forty days I spent in the game, I had spent much of my time with women whose appearance was directly tied to their ability to earn a living.  And so, I’d picked up a lot of tips about fashion – enough that picking out an appropriate wardrobe was child’s play.  I knew the clothes I picked were androgynous enough to border on femininity, but I didn’t care.  It wasn’t like I was oozing masculinity in the first place, so it was probably better to just lean into my strengths. 
 
    Next came hygiene.  I had spent my time in Eden with entirely smooth, hairless, and incredibly soft skin, and I’d gotten used to the silky feeling of rubbing my legs together.  I wanted that back.  So, I went to the local store and bought a host of beauty products, lotions, and even a bit of makeup.  I also bought a few choice garments that were more akin to what I’d grown used to.   
 
    When I got back home, I went to town on my skin, removing hair and rubbing lotion in.  By the time I was done, I was entirely devoid of body hair.  My skin wasn’t nearly as smooth as I might like, but that was a work in progress.  So long as I was diligent in applying the lotions, I would get to where I wanted to go. 
 
    After that, I slipped into the cheap panties I had bought.  They were of poor quality – the kind you buy at Wal-Mart or Target, as opposed to Victoria’s Secret – but they were far more preferable than my boring and bulky boxer shorts.  Putting them on felt like coming home.   
 
    Then, I began to train myself in the application of makeup and the arrangement of my jaw-length hair.  It was a lot more difficult than I expected, given that, in-game, I’d had the makeup box.  However, I knew what I wanted, which helped a little.  But like the lotions, this was a work in progress; I would master it eventually, but it would take quite a lot of time and practice – both of which I was willing to endure. 
 
    Finally, I started to research various workouts and diets.  I had very specific goals, so I couldn’t just start going to the gym and lifting weights.  Instead, I had to focus my efforts on the results I wanted.  Eventually, I found the appropriate plans, which I resolved to put into action the next day.   
 
    That night, I didn’t need a bottle of wine to get me to sleep.  While I was excited, I went to bed knowing that I had taken the first steps to getting my life on track.  And that was enough. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You look different,” said Lars, looking me up and down.  It had been a week since I’d decided to change my appearance, and the effects were quite noticeable – especially when the new wardrobe I’d ordered online started to arrive.  Right now, I was wearing a smart pair of fitted slacks and a nice, button-up shirt that I was vaguely aware had been labeled as a blouse.  More than that, my hair was styled into bouncy ringlets, and I wore a hint of naturalistic makeup.   
 
    “Trying a new style,” I said, trying my best not to let my movements venture too far into femininity.  Even so, I knew just unsuccessful I was in that respect.  Regardless of how much I concentrated on it, I couldn’t quite keep the languid grace of my game-bound character from infecting the way I moved.  “You like?”  
 
    He shrugged, “It’s fine.  You ready to get back in game?  We have another testing session today.” 
 
    I smiled.  “I can tell you are,” I said.  “Are you that ready to get back to beating people up?”  
 
    He returned my smile with a grin of his own, saying, “I really am.  I haven’t been able to think of much else the whole week.  I mean, I don’t know if you can understand it, but there’s just something about being in that arena that…I mean…it’s so visceral.” 
 
    I certainly did understand it.  In fact, in an effort to mimic my escapades in-game, I’d bought a lifelike dildo with which to masturbate.  It was only marginally effective, and it made me truly appreciate my [Malleability] skill.  I’d forgotten about it at first, but the pain of taking that toy inside of me reminded me of the differences between reality and the game.  Still, I persisted until I could take the whole thing with little discomfort.  Even so, it was a poor substitute for what I experienced in Eden, so I was more than ready to get back to it.   
 
    Lars continued to talk about his exploits, but I barely heard him.  Instead, I found myself counting down the minutes until we could report for the next test session.  Eventually, the time came, and when it did, Lars and I crossed the grounds to the testing facility, where we checked in and were escorted to our separate rooms.  Once I was there, I was forced to answer a series of questions about my body, mostly concerning whether or not I’d been experiencing any headaches or seizures.  I confirmed that I hadn’t been, and they quickly hooked me up to the familiar chair.  A moment later, darkness enveloped me.   
 
    A second after that, I found myself in my familiar bed in Marge’s Brothel.  While I was out, my avatar had gone on auto-pilot, using my previous actions to govern its behavior.  The world itself had moved forward, and according to the in-game calendar, almost a year had passed since I’d been jerked out of Eden.  It had only been a week in the real world, but the time dilation in the game was just that strong. 
 
    I quickly rose from the bed and went to the bathroom, where I saw that I hadn’t changed at all.  I was still that perfectly curvy, feminine creature that I’d been before I left.  More, I could feel the grace I’d been missing in the outside world, enveloping me in its protective embrace.   
 
    “God, I’ve missed this,” I said, running my fingers over my silky, smooth skin.  As much as I’d tried to mimic it in the real world, I was still a long way from the ultimate goal.  My soft skin was a good reminder of what I truly wanted to achieve. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to get back into the swing of things, and within a week, I’d finally completed my quest by becoming Marge’s main attraction.  And though I had always known it was only a matter of time – after all, the quests were made to be completed – it still made me feel a sense of accomplishment when I got the notification. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have become the most sought-after courtesan in Marge’s Brothel!  Reward: Serpent’s Tongue Ring. 
 
      
 
    Immediately, a small, velvet box appeared in my hand.  I opened to see a small, barbell-shaped tongue ring, but instead of a sphere on either side of a bar, one side had the stylized head of a cobra.  With a thought, I slotted the item into my inventory, and it appeared in my tongue.  Quickly, I inspected the item: 
 
      
 
    <Serpent’s Tongue Ring> - A tongue ring is a necessary part of any courtesan’s arsenal, but this one is special.  +15 Charisma, +15 Dexterity, +20% to [Pleasure], Skill: [Serpent’s Tongue] 
 
      
 
    I inspected the new skill, reading the description: 
 
      
 
    [Serpent’s Tongue] – Lying is part and parcel to being a good courtesan.  Grants the ability to conceal status as a player character.  Also increases your effectiveness in deception. 
 
      
 
    Mentally, I activated the skill, and immediately, I felt the change overtake me.  I knew that, if any other players were to see me, they’d think I was just another non-player character.  That would be useful if I ever ran across any of my coworkers.  After all, I didn’t want any of them to know what I’d been doing in the game.  It wasn’t that I was ashamed.  I wasn’t.  Much.  But it would’ve still been a bit awkward to have to explain to people like Lars that I’d been using my time within Eden to have sex with hundreds of men.  And a few women, though they were in the vast minority. 
 
    Pushing that from my mind, I went back downstairs to resume my shift.  I had no shortage of potential suitors, so I wasn’t down there long.  However, even as I was swallowed by the pleasure and experience, I couldn’t help but wonder why I hadn’t received an additional quest.  Surely, that wasn’t the end of things.   
 
    It was three days later when I got my answer. 
 
    The man who walked into the brothel was, in a word, mesmerizing.  He wasn’t that handsome.  Nor was he physically imposing.  However, power wafted off of him in waves that had all the girls swooning, me included.  That’s when my quest activated: 
 
      
 
    Quest Acquired!  Seduce Grand Vizier Artemis Eltari.  Reward: Variable 
 
      
 
    As soon as I had acquired the quest, I knew that the man who’d just walked in was the target of my quest.  Grand Vizier Artemis Eltari.  He was a tall, thin man with an immaculately trimmed, black beard, long, dark hair, and hooded eyes that locked onto me in the space of an instant.  He ignored my preening coworkers, quickly covering the ground to plant himself in front of me. 
 
    “Ah, the infamous Lady Dakota,” he said, taking my hand.  He brushed his lips lightly against it, then continued, “I’ve been wanting to meet you for some time now.  I hear good things.” 
 
    I flashed a coquettish smile, using my [Flirt] skill without even thinking.  I could feel it take hold as I said, “You do me a great honor, Grand Vizier.”  
 
    “You’ve heard of me, then?” he asked. 
 
    “Who hasn’t, my lord?” I said. 
 
    That seemed to please him; fame was obviously important to a man like the Grand Vizier.  With the ice broken, it wasn’t long before I was leading him up to my room, where I discovered exactly what kind of man he was.  The three orgasms he gave me told me that completing my quest wouldn’t be the onerous task I expected it to be.   
 
    When we’d finished, he promised to come see me again, but to my surprise, I didn’t get a quest update.  That annoyed me a little, but I knew he’d be back.  And whether it took me a few more visits to completely seduce him was irrelevant.  I’d complete my quest, one way or another.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A month?!” I hissed.  “Seriously?  You can’t do this!”  
 
    The technician shook his head, saying, “I understand you want to play the game.  God knows I know how addictive it can be.  That’s what we’re banking on when it goes live.  However, the entire purpose of testing like this is so that we can find the bugs and fix them.  You know as well as anyone that updating a game of this magnitude takes time.  I’m sorry, but we can’t allow anyone back in until next month.”  
 
    I thought about arguing, but what was I going to say?  He held the keys to the kingdom, so to speak, and there was nothing I could do to get him on my side.  In fact, I felt certain that even if he wanted to let me back into the game, he didn’t have that kind of clout.  No, his explanation that I wouldn’t have a chance to get back into Eden for a month smacked of a corporate decision, and one I couldn’t fight.   
 
    And I was so close! 
 
    Over the previous few weeks in-game, I’d had a handful of visits with the Grand Vizier, all of which ended with him completely satisfied.  Each time, he’d left with another addition to the [Infatuation] buff that resulted from my use of [Pleasure].  I knew I was chipping away at his stoicism, bit by bit, and in our last meeting, he’d even hinted about bringing me to the palace where he’d treat me like a princess.   
 
    And then they’d pulled me out.  Given the time dilation associated with the game, how long would pass in the month when I wouldn’t have access?  A year?  More?  I knew the relationship wasn’t necessarily linear.  If it was, ten years would pass in-game.  However, I also knew that a significant amount of time would go by before I got back in.  Would it reset all my hard work?  Or would I be able to pick up where I left off? 
 
    But even more, I wondered if he’d miss me.  I knew that my avatar would continue on like normal.  There would be no quest progress, but that version of me would keep going.  But it wouldn’t be me.  Not the real me.  And I had a feeling that someone like the Grand Vizier would notice the difference.   
 
    What could I do, though?   
 
    Nothing.  I could do nothing but wait.  And as the minutes passed, I realized that I was getting worked over nothing.  It was just a game, regardless of how real it felt.  And either way, I had goals in the real world, too.  I’d already begun my journey to becoming the type of person I wanted to be, but a week could only do so much.  Now, I had an entire month, and I wasn’t going to waste it. 
 
    So, after checking out, I went home, changed, then went to the gym where I struggled through the self-imposed torture of my workout.  I mostly focused on cardio and lower body exercises as I tried to shape my body the way I wanted.  The results would be slow in coming, but I hoped that I would make significant progress.   
 
    The diet I’d adopted would help, but I knew it would be slow.   
 
    I didn’t care because I’d had a taste of the kind of life I wanted.  The game had given me that, and it had driven me to make the changes I had needed for quite some time.  And even if I didn’t hit my goals, I would be better off.   
 
    So, over the next few weeks, I continued to enact the changes I thought I needed.  And slowly but surely, my life started to change as well.  I got a lot more attention at work, though a good deal of it wasn’t the sort of attention I’d envisioned.  My interactions with Lars were a good example. 
 
    “So, are you a transvestite or something, now?” he asked, blunt as always.   
 
    I could understand why he would make that assumption.  My wardrobe had continued to change, and while most of my clothing had been made for women, I considered them largely androgynous.  However, that, along with my habitual use of makeup and the hairstyle I’d adopted probably sent all the wrong messages.   
 
    Or the right ones, considering that my overall goal was to become more like my avatar.  I didn’t want to think about where that attitude might lead, though. 
 
    “Not really,” I said.  “I just thought I needed to make some changes.” 
 
    “But you’re wearing makeup,” he said. 
 
    “Lots of guys wear makeup these days,” I insisted.  “That doesn’t say anything about my gender.” 
 
    “And high heels,” was his next point. 
 
    “They’re just a couple of inches,” I said. “Besides, footwear doesn’t make someone a man or a woman.  And did you know that high heels were originally male attire?” 
 
    “Um…o-okay,” Lars said.  “What about the hair?  Or –” 
 
    “Look,” I said, reaching out to pat him on the arm.  Idly, I wondered if he’d even noticed that I’d just gotten my nails done.  Probably not.  Typical man.  “All of those things are just window dressing.  They’re not who I am.  They don’t say anything about my gender.” 
 
    He sputtered some reply, but he seemed to take my response at face value.  Until I showed up a few days later wearing a cute sundress I’d found while shopping that weekend.  For some reason, he just couldn’t understand that dresses aren’t the sole province of femininity.   
 
    So it went for the next month, and gradually, I started to become the sort of person I wanted to be.  And then, when I could finally get back into Eden, I found that I could easily pick up where I left off.  However, I quickly discovered that my efforts at seduction weren’t nearly as powerful as I’d once thought, because the Grand Vizier continued to string me along for that entire game session, which lasted for thirty in-game days or eight real hours. 
 
    The only consolation was that I continued to gain levels, even evolving a few of my skills to far more powerful versions.  [Pleasure] became [Ecstasy], [Flirt] became [Seduce], and [Grace] became [Elegance].  I even picked up an extra couple of skills like [Fashion Sense] and [Beauty Regimen] that allowed me to continue to cultivate my style.  But the completion of my quest continued to elude me, much to my dismay. 
 
    However, when I exited Eden this time, I didn’t feel quite as upset to find that I wouldn’t be allowed back in for an entire two months.  Instead, I saw it as an opportunity to continue the betterment of my real life.  My skills obviously didn’t bleed over, but I’d still spent quite a bit of time putting together outfits and doing my hair and makeup by hand, and those more mundane abilities certainly did travel with me. 
 
    So, over the next couple of months, I continued along my path to self-improvement, refining my style, sculpting my body, and cultivating my beauty regimen.  And it bore fruit.  Day by day, I came closer to my overall goal.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Artemis knelt in front of me, taking my hands in his.  We’d just had sex, so we were both still naked, but I didn’t care about that.  By this point, I was used to nudity, so being naked didn’t bother me in the least.  I wasn’t even self-conscious about my tiny manhood, which he often called “adorable”.  Instead, I was wholly focused on the moment I’d been waiting so long for. 
 
    I could see it in his eyes.  Obsession.  Infatuation.  It had taken another upgrade to my skills, this one turning [Ecstasy] into [Euphoria] to get to this point, but I knew what was coming. I could almost feel the quest pressing against the boundaries of completion.  It had been nearly six months of real-world time since I’d gotten the quest, and in that span, I’d spent countless hours with the man.  We’d had sex innumerable times.  We had spoken of our hopes and dreams.  We’d connected on a level I’d never connected with anyone in my life.  And though I knew he was just a few lines of code, I couldn’t help but feel a certain affection for him.  If he’d been a real person, I might’ve even called it love. 
 
    And I knew he felt the same way, without the caveat of knowing we were just in a game. 
 
    “Dakota, my love,” he said.  “I would like to ask you for something.”  
 
    “Yes?” I said, the sound barely more than a whispered invitation. 
 
    “Will you join my harem?” he asked.  The question took me by surprise, and he no doubt saw my hesitation.  “You will be my favored wife, holding a much higher station than any of the others!”  
 
    “H-how many wives do you have?” I asked. 
 
    “Seven,” was his answer.  “And you would be my primary partner, the one who shares my bed every night.  My confidant.  My –” 
 
    “One of many,” I murmured, absently noting that I’d completed the quest.  A flood of experience drove me to the next level, but I ignored it.   
 
    Artemis looked at me like I’d lost my mind.  For someone like me, a lowborn prostitute, it was an incredible opportunity he’d extended to me.  So, he was clearly surprised at my obvious hesitation.  He wasn’t equipped to understand that, in my world, people didn’t have multiple spouses, that our customs were far different than his meager code could comprehend.   
 
    For a moment, I considered turning him down.  I’d already completed my quest, after all.  So, there was nothing but my personal feelings to consider.  And the follow-up quest, which I couldn’t stop myself from looking at. 
 
      
 
    Branching Quest Acquired! Choose one path: use your new position within the harem to assassinate Grand Vizier Artemis. Or use your new position within the harem to infiltrate the court and manipulate the king into war.  Reward: Class Evolution. 
 
      
 
    The choices took me aback.  On the one hand, I knew that I would complete one branch, which meant joining the harem.  However, the two options both seemed like bad decisions.  The first would have me kill a man I’d come to, if not love, then at least appreciate.  The other would have me send an entire kingdom to war, resulting in countless lives lost.  And even though I knew they were all non-player characters, I couldn’t help but think of Marge and my friends within the brothel.  Or some of my clients.  They weren’t real people, but they still lived their lives.  And my instincts told me that if war were to come to the kingdom, my friends wouldn’t be spared.   
 
    So, it was a difficult choice, and one I couldn’t easily make.  However, choosing wasn’t necessary yet.  Instead, I could join the harem and decide later. 
 
    “Very well,” I said, forcing a smile.  “I will join your harem, Grand Vizier.” 
 
    “Please,” he said. “You are to become my favorite wife.  Call me my lord.” 
 
    Okay, strike one you pompous ass. 
 
    Over the next few days, Artemis and I were married in a mostly private ceremony, and after a couple of days where we spent most of the time in bed, I was introduced to the rest of the harem.  They didn’t interest me much, so I hardly even noted their names.  Still, I couldn’t help but feel the animosity wafting off of the group of women.   
 
    A few weeks later, I was introduced to the king – a kindly old man who was struck speechless when we met.  Seducing and manipulating him would be so incredibly easy that I was surprised that it was a quest at all.  But I didn’t pull the trigger.  Instead, I settled in and waited for my session to end.  A little time in the real world would allow me to decide which direction I wanted to go. 
 
    To my surprise, the next two months in the real world flew by.  My time in the gym had definitely born fruit, and my body had transformed.  I still wasn’t quite where I wanted to be, but my bottom had grown round, my waist thin, and my limbs slim.  However, one thing I’d begun to notice is that for every pound I lost, the more muscular I appeared to be – which was precisely the opposite of what I wanted.  So, after some research, I came to the conclusion that I needed to counteract the testosterone in my body.  The next day, I went to the doctor and, after a brief psychological evaluation, was put on hormone replacement therapy.   
 
    Like my efforts in the gym or with my diet, I knew the hormones would take quite a lot of time to make their presence known.  But I was okay with that.  If my time in the game had taught me anything, it was patience.  I was forced to work toward my goals, step by step, and I applied that attitude to my real life.   
 
    By the time I was ready to reenter the game, not only had my body begun to soften, but I’d also made my decision.  This was only reaffirmed when I found that I had been supplanted in my role as the first among his wives, and by a new girl with origins similar to my own.  I seethed at the disrespect.   
 
    So, that very night, I snuck out of the rooms I shared with the other wives, retrieved my enchanted dagger, and crept into Artemis’s room.  When I stabbed him, he didn’t make a sound.  However, I was surprised to see that the enchantment didn’t immediately reduce him to a pile of ash.  He fought it, utilizing magic I’d never seen him use, to hold the effects at bay.  But it was a losing battle.  If he’d been awake with his defenses already marshalled, I had no doubt that he could’ve come out on top.  But he’d been asleep when I had stabbed him, lulled to impotence by the safety of his rooms.   
 
    As he burned, he looked at me with unabashed confusion.  He didn’t understand why I had done what I had.  To him, we’d been married for more than a year.  He thought I loved him.  And in a way, I did.  Otherwise, I wouldn’t have been so jealous at his new wife’s inclusion into the harem.   
 
    But at the end of the day, he was just a line of code.  An objective for my quest, which completed the moment he breathed his last breath. 
 
      
 
    Congratulations!  You have completed your quest!  Evolve Class Now? Y/N 
 
      
 
    I mentally affirmed the evolution. 
 
      
 
    Your class [Courtesan] has evolved into the advanced class [Black Widow]!  You have gained the skills [Widow’s Bite] and [Web of Lies]. 
 
      
 
    I glanced at the details of the two skills.  [Widow’s Bite], predictably, was a poison-based attack that would kill my target over the course of days.  The skill’s description made a point of saying that it was undetectable.  [Web of Lies] increased my ability to deceive as well as manipulate people, specifically men – especially if they were under the influence of [Obsession].   
 
    Obviously, my choice had evolved my class into something like an assassin – a femme fatale, so to speak.  And I was definitely okay with that.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I was yanked out of the game, I was ready for it.  It wasn’t that I’d figured out how to anticipate it.  I hadn’t, and as far as I could tell, that was impossible.  The time dilation seemed to vary depending on factors I couldn’t even begin to understand.  For instance, my first play session had been eight hours long in the real world, but forty-one days in Eden.  The second, which was also eight hours long, saw thirty-nine days pass in Eden.  So, there was no predicting when I would be taken out of the game, except in approximation.   
 
    However, after killing Artemis, I’d been forced to flee his palace and hide while the city’s guards searched for me.  Curiously, it hadn’t been that difficult to hide from them, but it did mean that my movements were incredibly restricted.  I’d spent much of the last couple of weeks hiding in abandoned buildings while I waited for the game to spit me out.  Not for the first time, I found myself wishing for a manual logout option.  It wasn’t quite a bug, but I marked it down as a requested feature.   
 
    So, when I was finally pulled out of Eden, I found that it was a relief.  Hopefully, my avatar would make her – and yes, I’d started considering myself female, especially in game – way out of the city so I could progress within the game in my next session.  My new class, despite being a variant of an assassin, was ill-suited for flight, but I reasoned that if push came to shove, I could seduce someone to help me escape the city.  Perhaps my avatar would do that on her own. 
 
    In any case, over the past few sessions, I had slowly divorced myself from the game.  When I was in Eden, everything still felt just as real as before, but I never lost myself in it anymore.  And when I came back to the real world, I didn’t find myself constantly obsessing about it.  Nor did I long to get back in.  I wanted to play, but it wasn’t an obsession anymore.   
 
    Part of it was because of I’d just grown used to it.  It was no longer a novel experience that threatened to overwhelm me with its realism.  It was just a game, and I recognized it as such.  But another part – probably the bigger of the two – recognized that my waning interest was due to my efforts to change my real life.   
 
    It made sense, too.  In the game, a good portion of my addiction came from living out a power fantasy where I was the center of everyone’s attention.  I was desirable.  Popular.  People wanted me.  In my real life, I’d never felt that before, and the game had highlighted that void in my life.  But now?  After spending months changing myself for the better?  I wasn’t the walking sex symbol that my avatar was, but I did notice the admiring gazes.  I saw how people looked up when I came into a room.  And I’d been the recipient of more than a little flirtation.  So, I didn’t need what the game offered nearly as much as I had when things started. 
 
    After going through my debriefing, during which I definitely made my thoughts on a manual eject option clear, I gathered my things and left the Godworks campus.  When I got home, I took the step I’d been considering for quite some time.  Even while I was in Eden, it had been on my mind, and I finally judged that I was ready.  So, with a heart beating out of my chest, I created a Tinder profile, complete with updated photos and a stated preference for men.   
 
    It was a difficult thing to admit, that my attraction to women had waned, replaced by a desire for men.  However, having tasted a bit of both, I knew which one I preferred – and it wasn’t the so-called fairer sex.   
 
    I think that some of my preference came from sheer practicality.  The hormones had done their job, rendering my manhood largely inert.  So, when it came to women, I just didn’t have the tools necessary for the job anymore.  But for men?  I’d been using my dildo enough to know that I could take whatever life threw at me.  And I hoped that some of my well-earned skills would translate from Eden and into real life.  But even if they didn’t, I’d been with enough men to know that a large part of pleasing them was giving them something to fuck.  Even bad, starfish sex was still enough to get them off. 
 
    Not that I intended to go down that road, but it was reassuring to know that my performance wasn’t the lynchpin of the event.  So long as I looked the part, so long as I made an effort, whatever partner I chose would be happy.  That definitely took the pressure off – a nice change of pace from the few times I’d had sex before, when I was constantly worrying about what a woman might think of my penis size, about whether or not I could get her off, or if I might experience a bout of premature ejaculation.  Now, though, I didn’t have to worry about any of that – a liberating thought if ever there was one.   
 
    It only took about a day after I’d activated my Tinder account before potential suitors started flooding me with messages.  A good many of them, I discounted right away, marking them as “tranny chasers,” or men who wanted to have sex with me because of what I was, rather than who I was.  I wanted the experience to be pleasant, and if I got with one of them, even if the sex was good, I would feel objectified and othered.  So, I rejected them outright, instead focusing on the others.  After all, I had plenty of options, didn’t I?  Why should I settle for anything but exactly what I wanted? 
 
    That was a novel attitude as well.  I’d tried online dating apps before, and I’d been sorely disappointed when I matched with only a handful of women – and those few options had been less than ideal.  The difference between a man and a woman, when it came to dating apps, was night and day.   
 
    Finally, after spending a few days sorting through my options, I made my choice.  Brad Thomas – as generic a name as I could imagine – was exactly what I wanted.  Bisexual, handsome, and respectful – I couldn’t have picked a more ideal candidate, even if he was a bit bland.  But given that I only intended to hook up with him, that didn’t matter as much.  It wasn’t like I was looking for a long-term relationship or anything. 
 
    We met up at a restaurant like it was a real date.  Perhaps, to him, it was.  Lots of people start relationships off of apps like Tinder, I suppose.  But for me, it was never going to be that.  All I wanted was sex.  That much, I’d made perfectly clear.  However, I didn’t intend to turn down a free meal.  So, we ate.  We talked.  And I realized that he was even more boring than I’d first thought.  But he didn’t need to be interesting for me to have sex with him.  My time as a courtesan had taught me that much. 
 
    Once we’d finished our meals and had a few glasses of wine, we went back to his place.  Luckily, it was a nice enough apartment.  If it had been a shithole, I probably would’ve called the whole thing off, right then and there.   
 
    I wish I could say that the sex was mind blowing, but the best I can say about it is that it was satisfying.  Brad wasn’t a horrible lover, but his inherent mundanity certainly held true in the bedroom.  That didn’t matter, though.  What mattered is that I had finally taken that final step toward becoming the person I wanted to be.   
 
    Certainly, I’d had sex with hundreds of men in Eden.  But as real as that had felt, I knew it wasn’t.  I knew that, in order for me to really change who I was, I had to do it in the real world.  And just as I had suspected, the moment I felt his cock slip inside of me, everything changed.  Whatever notions I’d had about androgyny or manhood disappeared, replaced by a certainty in my own femininity.  I was a woman, now, and a beautiful, desirable one.  Just like I’d been in Eden. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    When I went back into Eden for what would prove to be the final phase of Project: Eden’s testing, I was surprised to find that my avatar had actually escaped the city and was traveling across the sea with a wealthy merchant.  Thankfully, we were only a day out from our destination, so I didn’t have to endure the rolling sea for long before we docked and the merchant – I didn’t even bother remembering his name – led me to his villa.  I did what I do best, and it wasn’t long before I had him wrapped around my little finger. 
 
    There was something to that life, where my every need was seen to, where I was allowed to live in paradise with a man who so clearly adored me.  It should’ve been idyllic.  But there was something missing.  A realness, a grittiness that had been present in my old home in the city of Karam.  It only took me a couple of days to realize that the missing ingredient was conflict.   
 
    Or maybe it was a goal.   
 
    Without a quest driving me forward, I couldn’t help but see how empty the world was.  Certainly, it looked real.  It felt real.  And it was easy to marvel at the beauty of Godworks’ accomplishment.  They could replicate reality to an impressive degree, but without the imperative of a quest hanging over me, distracting me, I could see the underlying soullessness of the virtual world and its inhabitants. 
 
    Sure, I could have gone out and probably found a quest.  If I made the right moves, I might’ve even gotten one to kill the merchant.  Or some other important person within that coastal city.  But for the first time since I’d begun my forays into Eden, I just didn’t see the point.   
 
    In fact, the only thing on my mind was getting back to my real life, which was suddenly tinged with optimism and hope.  It wasn’t the fantastical world of Eden, where I could twist a man around my little finger without even thinking.  But it was real, and that made all the difference, didn’t it? 
 
    So, I simply waited out my time in Eden, enjoying myself and relaxing as best I could in that virtual world.  Until, finally, I was pulled out.  The familiar technician – his name was John, I think – debriefed me, and then I left Eden behind forever. 
 
    The next day, when I reported to my cubicle, I was unsurprised to find Lars waiting.  He’d changed a little, too.  He’d obviously been hitting the gym, and though he still had quite a bit of fat on him, his efforts were definitely showing through.  More than that, though, he carried himself with a certain confidence that he’d never had before.  Thankfully, since I’d all but transitioned to womanhood – in fact, I intended to make the change official soon – Lars didn’t treat me any differently than he had in the past.  He was one of the few, and I appreciated it. 
 
    “You going to request a spot in the next round of testing?” he asked, leaning back in his chair. 
 
    I shook my head, saying, “I don’t think so.  I don’t see the need anymore.”  
 
    Truer words had never been spoken.  Looking back, I could clearly see how shallow my life had been before my time in Eden.  I had been sleepwalking through life.  But in the intervening months, I had changed that.  I had taken hold of my life.  And now, I didn’t need Eden anymore. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said.  “I was kind of thinking the same thing.”  He took a deep breath, then said, “Listen – you want to get a drink after work?”  
 
    He gave him a coquettish smile.  “You asking me out?” I asked. 
 
    For a moment, I could see the old Lars shining through the person he’d begun to become.  That Lars would’ve made some excuse.  He might’ve acted like he was cracking a joke.  He would have been so terrified of rejection that he would’ve aborted the attempt, right then and there.  But it only lasted for a second before the new, more assertive Lars pushed the shadow of his old self aside.  “Yeah,” he said.  “I am.  What do you say?”  
 
    “Sure,” I said.  “I think that’d be fun.” 
 
    So, here I am, a few hours later, standing in the ladies’ bathroom and staring at myself in the mirror.  I’m already a bit tipsy, and I’m thinking of doing something I never really intended to do.  I know that if I go home with Lars, it might spark something new and wonderful.  But it might also end in flames.   
 
    But to me, the reward is worth the risk.  So, after giving my makeup another quick check, I steady myself, square my shoulders, and go out into the bar and back to my date.  Do I know where it’s going to end?  No.  But that’s what’s so great about reality, isn’t it?  We don’t know how things are going to end up. 
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