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1: Anticipation

 

“I’m coming for you.”

I blinked at the message. Okay, so that was a little melodramatic. It also wasn’t a very good idea to telegraph attacks like that, but I figured that’s why I was ranked so high in the game while Colin was still more or less riding on my coattails. Not that I minded. He was fun to have around.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“You know what. Watch your back,” he said.

I rolled my eyes and went back to looking at dresses in the ARealms online store. Most people came here to look at new accessories for the game. A custom set of glasses that popped up a pretty heads up display so you weren’t forced to look at your phone’s screen all the time while you were concentrating on the game. Extra add ons for your phone that were supposed to improve your game.

I didn’t care about any of that stuff. I’d risen to the top of the biggest alternate reality game in the world, at least in our region, with nothing but my phone and a pair of wired glasses. No, I was far more interested in the pretty costumes they offered for live events. Pretty costumes that were a hell of a lot more expensive than anything I could ever afford.

Finally I flipped over to an advertisement for the Alternate Realms Gathering. It was being billed as the biggest Alternate Realms gathering in the history of history, and it was within a short driving distance from where I was. Just five hours away by car. I sighed as I thought of getting away from the drudgery of cubicle life and coding and getting out there in the wilderness.

Out there where hopefully there would be other players at my level. Players who could actually present a challenge. Players that wouldn’t crumple the instant I unleashed one of my patented spells that kept most people in the office from even bothering to challenge me these days.

Most people but Colin. “Damn it!”

I sighed as my phone started beeping. A low pulsing warning with the screen turning a dull red that pulsed in time with the beeps. That meant danger was getting closer. One of the warding spells I’d set up when I got into work this morning was doing its job and keeping me safe.

“Your boss is going to kill both of us if she finds us doing this on company time again,” I shot to Colin via the work’s IM. Not that he saw it. No, if I was getting that warning on my phone that meant he was close. Definitely not back at his cube working like a good little cog in the corporate machine.

I stuck my tongue out at him. If we were going to do this then we were going to do this. It’s not like I could ignore the challenge. Well, I suppose I could unflag myself and then Colin would be left high and dry trying to explain what the hell he was doing over here, but that wouldn’t be any fun. Part of the thrill of the hunt was that moment when the hunter realized they were the hunted.

I stood and looked over the edge of my cubicle. Richard looked up at me, light reflecting off of his bald head, and cocked an eyebrow. “Having fun with Colin again?”

“Shush. You’re going to give me away!” I hissed.

Richard rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Sheila’s going to kill you if she finds the two of you playing the game on company time again.”

Sheila might kill me if she heard about it, but I also noted that Richard reached out and swiped at his own phone. Hit a few buttons that unflagged his character who’d most definitely been logged into the game. I smiled. Rules were rules, but nothing could overcome the addictive power of Alternate Realms.

“Sheila wouldn’t dare fire me over something like this,” I said.

“You really think you’re irreplaceable? I mean you do good work, but plenty of kids graduating CS who’d love to have your job,” Richard said.

“That’s true, but how many of those are a top player in Alternate Realms? She wouldn’t have anyone to be starstruck over if she fired me.”

Richard rolled his eyes but he also smiled. He knew I was right. I’d become something of a local legend in the department. Except for that time I’d accidentally fried everyone when I was trying to keep Colin off my back.

Oops.

I looked back at my screen and then I glanced at a filing cabinet next to my desk. For a moment I thought about pulling out my glasses, a pair of cheap plastic wired glasses that attached directly to my phone. I hadn’t bothered upgrading because I figured if I could get to the top with old faithful then that was all I needed. Hell, I didn’t even really need the glasses to frag my friends in the office.

So I didn’t bother getting them out. Partly because my ego told me I didn’t need them, but mostly because if I put them on that would be an obvious tell to Sheila that we were playing Alternate Realms if she happened to look out of her office.

The beeping on my phone was getting louder and I reached out to hit the mute button on that spell. Some spells you could mute, like if it was something I cast that notified me there was danger sneaking up on me. Other sounds, like a spell hitting me or even the dreaded death noise, happily piped out of my phone’s speakers at top volume whether or not I had headphones in so every player around me would know what was going on.

I really hoped Colin didn’t launch an attack that would register as a hit and play a loud sound that would definitely pull Sheila out of her office. That was the one feature of the game that made it really difficult to play in an office where it wasn’t exactly frowned upon, but wasn’t exactly encouraged either.

“He’s going to get you this time,” Richard taunted in a singsong voice from the other side of the cubicle. I tried to tune it out, but not before getting in a parting shot of my own.

“Yeah, you’d like that wouldn’t you? Someone succeeding where you’ve failed so many times?”

Richard let out a huff from the other side of the cube wall and I could just imagine his shoulders rising and falling indignantly. It annoyed him that he’d never been able to get the drop on me even when he was right next to me all day long. Eventually he’d stopped trying because he got tired of the death sound blasting out of his phone at all hours.

Richard wasn’t very good at Alternate Realms.

I popped my head over the cubicle wall again. This time I saw him. Colin. Walking towards me with a huge grin on his face. He had something up his sleeve. He always did when he was smiling like that. He also always found out that whatever he had up his sleeve usually wasn’t enough.

I decided to test the waters. I pulled up a menu in-game on my phone and selected one of my nastier spells. A high level homing fireball that slammed into my enemies and pulverized them. At least in theory. It also created some splash damage, a lot of the spells in game had those pesky semi-realistic side effects, and so I ran the risk of pissing people off if they had their characters logged in and flagged as playing.

Whatever. That was their problem. Not mine. They knew they were in a war zone if they kept themselves flagged near me.

I didn’t have my glasses on so I didn’t see a crude representation of a fireball go streaking down the hallway towards Colin. On my cheap set of glasses it was just some simple LEDs that looked like one of those ancient handheld games my older brother played with when I was a toddler. I’d heard some of the newer more expensive sets could make the graphics look almost like the real thing as the alternate reality of Alternate Realms was laid over the real world.

I couldn’t see the fireball, but I could flip the game over to map mode on my phone. I watched as the spell tracked a path over a satellite image of my office building. The developers weren’t so skilled that they had a detailed map of the building and I’d never uploaded one, though industrious gamers had added maps of various buildings that were popular hubs for the game over the past few years.

I held my breath and resisted the urge to cackle with glee as the spell made contact with a dot that represented Colin. Or more accurately it represented Colin’s character. The spell hit him.

And winked out. There wasn’t even the sound of it hitting his character and causing some damage as he moved inexorably down the hall like a geeky and woefully undersized Terminator that could feel one emotion judging by the smile on his face: glee.

“Uh-oh,” Richard said. “Sounds like someone’s big bad fireball spell just fizzled out.”

“Shut up Richard,” I said.

I ran over the scenario in my head. Usually a fireball or a lightning spell or something like that was enough to take Colin out. He must’ve gotten tired of getting fried before he even got to me. Obviously the jerk had gotten his skinny little mitts on some sort of anti-magic spell or device or something. And he was coming right for me.

I plopped down on my chair with a thud that had the thing protesting. I winced. It wasn’t that I was heavy so much as the chairs and equipment they kept in this place was right next to the definition of “barebones” in the dictionary.

Colin was coming right for me. I had maybe a minute before he was right there. He had something that was preventing my magic spells from hitting him. I sighed and opened a panel in the game. My finger hovered over my phone’s screen as I closed my eyes and prepared for the inevitable.

I turned off sound notifications, but the phone was still pulsing in my hand. The ward spells I’d set up were still telling me that a potential hostile was getting closer and closer. I might’ve turned the sound off, but the vibration was still working quite fine thank you very much. I waited until I could almost sense him standing right in front of me. Until the phone wasn’t pulsing. It was just a steady angry vibrating buzz in my hand.

I pressed on the screen. Immediately there was an almost comical “schwing!” noise from my phone. Followed by a gargling shriek from a phone almost right in front of me and then the suitably morbid death song.

I opened my eyes. Smirked up at Colin who was standing at the entrance to my cubicle with a shell-shocked look plain on his face. He looked down at his phone screen which was displaying bloody red splotches to let him know he’d been killed. By a good old fashioned melee attack.

“How the hell did you do that?”

I tried to make my smile look innocent. It was hard. How did you look sweet and innocent when you knew you were a big bad shark swimming amongst the minnows?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about Colin,” I said. I turned back to my computer, but not before I heard a throat clearing at the door to my cube. I squeezed my eyes shut. I knew it was too good to be true. I turned around again.

“Something wrong Sheila?” I asked.

She stood there, about forty years old and not looking a day over her mid-twenties. She had blonde hair flowing past her shoulders. Blonde hair that I sometimes wondered about running my fingers through. The boss lady was fucking hot. There was no getting around it. Not that she used her hotness at all. No, she ruled through a unique combination of fairness and an iron fist that I found admirable.

Except for those occasions when the iron fist was descending on me.

“I’m pretty sure I just heard the death song from Alternate Realms over here. You two wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?” she asked. Her arms were crossed, but there was the barest hint of a smile threatening at the corner of her mouth that told me she wasn’t mad. At least not too mad.

“Nothing like that going on here,” I said. “Just working hard!”

“Working hard on making your reservation for the Gathering?” she asked.

I turned and looked at my screen. Damn it. I knew I was forgetting something. The page for the Gathering was still up on my monitor. I figured there was nothing but to own it and go for sheer ballsiness at this point though. I twirled back and faced Sheila with a smile.

“Nah. I made my reservation for the Gathering months ago, but you already knew that didn’t you?”

This time the smile that was threatening really did turn up the corners of her mouth. Just a little. Enough to let me know I was in the clear.

“Right. Well make sure you get everything done that I outlined in that email. I’d hate to have to call you in remotely while you’re off at the Gathering.”

“Sure thing boss!” I said. What I wasn’t going to add was I had no intention of bringing my computer or my mobile hotspot along with me. There wasn’t a chance in hell that I was doing anything that even had a whiff of work attached to it while I was off on vacation.

“And as for any wannabe heroes who are coming over here to kill the company Alternate Realms superstar, maybe you should think of ambushing your friend after hours when you’re not on company time?”

Colin looked down, but I knew Sheila was just having some fun with him. Not that he had any way of knowing that since he didn’t work with her enough to know when she was bullshitting and when she was seriously mad. I figured I’d let him stew for a little while. It might save me some trouble the next time he decided to distract me from being distracted from work because he wanted to try and prove himself.

“Right. It won’t happen again,” Colin said.

“Sure it will,” Sheila said. “I’m not going to be an ogre about this. I remember when I started out DOOM was the big thing that hit productivity. That was an old video game, for you whippersnappers.”

“I know what DOOM is!” I said, indignant. I remembered playing it with my brother. And being terrified because that wasn’t the sort of game a little kid should be playing, even if it looked quaint by today’s realistic standards.

“Right. Just make sure it doesn’t affect your work too much,” she said, and then Sheila was gone. Colin breathed a sigh of relief, but I just rolled my eyes and turned back around to the computer to look at pictures from other live events ARealms had put on in the past. Let him think he was actually close to being in trouble there.

“So are you going to tell me how you did that?” he asked.

“Did what?”

“Killed me!”

“Well I put the pointy end of my character’s sword into the soft squishy end of your character’s character. Then the game decided I won and you died. That’s how it usually works.”

“But you’re not supposed to be able to do that! You’re a high level mage!”

“So? Does that mean I can’t be a high level Fighter or Assassin or something like that too?”

“Well I suppose, but that would take you forever to get skills in both on your character!”

I turned and smirked at him.

“You spent forever dual classing your character. Didn’t you?”

“I’m not telling,” I said.

I figured it was simple insurance. People in this game tended to think of you as fighting with weapons or magic. No one ever stopped to consider that someone might make a character who did both just because it took so long. Those people had no imagination, in my opinion. They also weren’t as good as me.

There was a reason I was on top. At least locally.

I turned back to my computer, back to a slideshow of pictures from past live events that was running past. I figured that was it for our little interaction, but my breath caught when I saw the most beautiful and stunning creature I’d ever seen in my life. I hurriedly clicked back to the picture of a gorgeous girl, about my age, wearing the most elaborate dress I’d ever seen someone in at an ARealms event and a crown on her head.

“Who’s that?” I breathed.

Colin leaned over my shoulder. “Oh, you mean the queen?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: The Gathering

 

“The queen? What are you talking about?”

Colin moved over and leaned against my desk. He crossed his arms and looked down at me like I’d just grown a second head or something. I blushed. I hated it when he looked at me like I didn’t know something about the game.

“You’re kidding me. Right?”

“No? I didn’t know we had a queen.”

“Well there’s a queen in the game,” Colin said.

“But I didn’t vote for her!”

Colin rolled his eyes and looked down at me like I was the biggest idiot in the world. I hated it when he did that.

“She’s the queen! You don’t vote for her!”

“Don’t look at me like I don’t know anything about this game. I’m the master around here.”

“Right, you’re the master and sometimes I think you don’t know anything about the game you’re playing. The queen is supposed to be the head of the factions. Or she’s the head of the royal faction that’s supposed to make sure the other factions don’t fight too much. In theory.”

I shook my head. “Those people are all idiots. All I need is my phone at my side.”

“Correction. You’ve only needed your phone at your side to win in this office and whenever you go to the East Bumfuck Alternate Reality invitational. If we’re going to the Gathering you’re going to be up against some of the best players in the world. You’ll need to go with a faction if you want to live for more than a half hour in that wilderness.”

“Whatever,” I said. “I’ve never needed anyone but me, and I don’t see that changing when we go to this Gathering thing.”

“Hey!”

I rolled my eyes and decided to amend my statement. More to make Colin feel better than because I actually felt that way.

“Okay. All I need is my phone at my side and you helping me out.”

“Thank you.”

“Every good player needs someone to act as bait anyways,” I muttered.

“You know I can hear you when you mutter like that, and it hurts.”

“Whatever. Tell me more about this queen chick. Is she the queen every year or something? Do they swap it around? What does she do?”

I suddenly found myself wanting to know everything I could find out about this girl. She was just so… compelling. That face. Those striking blue eyes staring out at me from the pictures. The way she filled out that dress. It made me want to rip that dress off, even if there wasn’t much of a chance she swung in my direction.

What was a girl to do?

“So what can you tell me about her?” I asked.

Colin shrugged as I pulled up more pictures. Turns out they had a whole gallery that was dedicated completely to this queen lady, turns out her name was Erin, and what she’d been up to. ARealms liked to promote the more glamorous aspects of their game. Probably figured it was good for marketing or something.

“Not much to say. I hear she took control three years ago when they had the first big Gathering, and there hasn’t been a new queen since. Not sure if that’s an appointed position she keeps or if it’s something where you have to cut off her head to take her power, but either way it seems like she’s there to stay.”

“Very interesting,” I said. I tapped my lips as I looked at this Erin girl. Beautiful and the top player in the game? Someone who managed to hold onto her position for so long? That seemed like someone who had a target painted on her back. She sounded like the perfect opportunity for me to really test out how good I was.

It was a damn shame I was probably never going to get close enough to her to try myself against her.

“I don’t like the look in your eyes Anna,” Colin said. “You only get like that when you’re planning something that’s going to get me in trouble.”

I fixed Colin with my best and most innocent look. From the way he stared down at me, skepticism incarnate, it didn’t seem that he was believing the sweet and innocent act one bit. Oh well. It was worth a try.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” I said.

“I don’t? Because I’ve noticed that around the time you start telling me I don’t have anything to worry about is usually exactly when I should start worrying.”

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously. It’s not like I’m going to get close enough to her royal highness to do anything.”

Oh the things I would do to her royal highness if I could get close enough to have a little fun, though. I flipped to a picture where she was in an armored bikini of all things and suddenly I was feeling things that hadn’t hit me this strong since I first hit puberty and realized I was a lot more interested in being “just friends” with some of my girlfriends and that boys were still yucky.

“See you’re trying to make me feel better by telling me you’re not going to get close enough to the most powerful and well known player in the game to try and do anything to her, but what I’m hearing is that the only reason you’re not going to try and kill the most powerful and well known player in the game is because you won’t get close enough to try it.”

“Well to be fair there are other things holding me back,” I said.

“And what, praytell, would those things be?”

“I’m sure she’s got guards surrounding her. Maybe some anti-magic stuff. Speaking of, are you going to tell me how you were able to survive that spell? I thought for sure that would kill you.”

“If you’re not going to tell me how you managed to get a high enough sword hit to kill my character then I’m not going to tell you what anti-magic spell I used to avoid your usual tricks. You really pissed off Reg, by the way. He barely managed to unflag himself before that fireball went soaring past.”

“Reg can suck it,” I said. “Unflagging his character is about the only thing he can do without getting himself killed anyways. Not my fault he sucks.”

Besides, I was a woman on a mission. I clicked through the spell database until I found something that behaved like what he’d just done. It was a ward that attached to a player and caused any spells thrown at them to fizzle out. There was a note that the only way to kill a character with that ward, at least with magic, was to accelerate something to a sufficient speed outside of the ward’s sphere of influence and let physics do the rest of the heavy lifting once the accelerated object, say a nice rock or knife or something, entered the anti-magic field.

Apparently the developers got the idea from some old fantasy book I’d never read. Interesting.

“So this is what you used?”

The look of surprise on Colin’s face was all the confirmation I needed.

“Did you really think you were going to hide something like that from me? Of course we both know I know how to fight this thing, so I guess it doesn’t matter that I know what it is…”

“Would you shut up and go back to the pictures of good ol’ queen Erin or something?”

I shot him a dangerous look. He shrugged and grinned. “What can I say? She’s hot!”

“Fine.” I clicked and the pictures came back up. I didn’t even close out the window with queen hottie in it. I just moved to another tab to look up that spell. I didn’t want to miss out on one moment of that hotness on my screen.

“Damn,” Colin said.

“Move over buddy,” I said. “Because I saw her first!”

“Great. Now you’re going to try and overthrow her and seduce her? Good luck with that.”

“Let’s just say I’m looking forward to this shindig a lot more than I was.”

“I’m stoked too, and not because I’m looking forward to dethroning or bedding the queen. Though I guess bedding her might be a lot of fun, now that I think about it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Neither one of us are getting close to her, so you might as well forget it. What I’m really looking forward to is finally facing a real challenge. Nothing like the scrubs around here.”

“Excuse me?”

I fixed Colin with a level stare that communicated how I was feeling so much more effectively than any words ever could. After a moment his shoulder slumped and he looked away.

“I guess you are the best around here,” he muttered.

“You don’t have to sound so dejected. It’s just a simple statement of fact.”

“I’m good though! At least when I’m not going toe to toe with you,” he said.

“Right, and I’m good when I go toe to toe with anyone. That makes me the best, and everyone else around here scrubs. It’s not an insult. It’s just the way the world works.”

“Can’t wait to see you get your ass handed to you at the Gathering then,” Colin said. “It’ll be interesting to see you develop a taste for humble pie.”

“Maybe. Maybe not,” I retorted. “We don’t know how good these people are.”

“The best players coming in from around the world? The queen participating directly? We won’t have a chance if we don’t join a faction.”

I sighed. And here we’d come full circle. Back to the same thing Colin griped about every time we went to an Alternate Realms gathering. The entire time we were traveling to the event he griped about how we needed to join a faction to survive. The entire time we were at the event he was looking around in terror even though I always kept us alive and on top. The entire way home he went on about how great his plan was for us to go it alone, as though he had anything to do with it.

“If you do your usual thing on the ride out there I’m going to leave you by the side of the road Colin. I want you to know that.”

Colin grinned down at me. “But I’m the one driving. It’s my car!”

“I didn’t say it would be easy to leave you by the side of the road. Just that I fully plan on doing it if it becomes necessary.”

“Just remember that you might be a big fish in our small pond, Anna, but out there at the Gathering you’re going up against whales and you’re just a shark,” Colin said.

“Even better,” I said with a grin. “Whales are nice and big and squishy. Sharks have teeth.”

“Well that really depends on what kind of shark you’re…”

Colin trailed off as I fixed him with another deadpan glare that I sincerely hoped communicated just how little I wanted a lesson on shark biology or how many varieties of shark there were in the world.

“Right. So we should probably nail down some plans…”

I drifted off. Movement at my cubicle door caught my attention. Speaking of a shark swimming in amongst the minnows. Sheila didn’t stop or say anything, but then again it’s not like she really had to. The point was clear enough. We’d shot the shit long enough, and it was time to get back to work.

I probably should, considering my plans for leaving all potential contact with work at home. Some of the older guys talked about a magical time before instantaneous worldwide communication when going on vacation meant you actually went on vacation. It sounded nice, but to be safe and avoid a shouting match when I got back it was time to get some stuff done.

“Right. We’ll talk later. Can’t wait for the weekend. We’re going to the Gathering!” Colin said.

I grinned and couldn’t help but squeal just a little. We might have our own reasons for going. Me to test myself against the best players in the world. Colin to see me get knocked down a peg or two while testing myself against the best players in the world. Either way it promised to be one hell of an awesome week!

Just for good measure I pulled up that slideshow of queen Erin and put it on repeat on my second monitor. Hey, it was a lot less creepy than some of the slideshows and wallpapers some of the other guys in the department had. Particularly Japan Dan, though the less said about those questionable cartoons that eventually got him shitcanned the better.

It was time to work hard for a couple of days, then play hard for a week!

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Dread

 

“That’s it. I’m not going this year.”

“What? You can’t just not go!” Trevor said.

I fixed him with my best glare. It rolled over him like it was nothing. Obviously the terror of showing up at the Gathering and not being in the retinue of Queen Erin the great and powerful, the ever victorious, the perpetually bored, was far more of a threat to him than one of my glares.

I sighed. “The game is so boring! This is going to be like the fourth year.”

“Fifth, actually,” Danielle said. “You took the throne in the first year, and you’ve defended it for three years running.”

I slammed my hand down on the table. Everyone looked up in surprise, suddenly paying attention. It irritated me to no end that they just treated this like it was a gravy train that was going to keep rolling on forever. It irritated me even more that they didn’t seem to care whether or not I was having fun as long as the gravy train was chugging down the tracks. Wasn’t the whole damn point of playing a game like this having fun?

Well Alternate Realms hadn’t been much fun for me in awhile. Show up at an event. Give everyone a special blessing that only the queen could bestow. Deal with some court intrigue, but not much because everyone in all the factions were so terrified of crossing me and losing favor that they never bothered to make a move against me, and pack it all up at the end of the event.

At least ARealms was nice enough to pay for us to go to all of these events. They’d also been nice enough to schedule the next Gathering, the biggest they’d ever hosted, just a few short hours from my home city. Everyone else in the group was stoked.

I wish I could feel the same way.

“Give me one good reason why I should go to this thing,” I said.

“If you don’t then ARealms will give the crown to someone else and we’ll have to start paying to attend these events again,” Trevor pointed out.

“I’m failing to see how that’s my problem,” I said.

“You’re also sort of contractually obligated to show up at those things as long as you’re the queen and they’re paying us to come out,” Danielle said. “If you agreed to come to one of their things and then didn’t show they could probably sue you for breach of contract or something.”

I buried my head in my hands and started massaging at my temples. I wanted to play a new game. Sure Alternate Realms had been fucking awesome when it came out. Combining live action role-playing with a phone app that tracked all your statistics for you and updated them live and on the fly? I could kiss the genius son-of-a-bitch who came up with that idea. Actually I had kissed half of the duo that came up with the initial idea. I kissed her quite thoroughly and all over at Gathering 2 or 3. They were all starting to run together. Hot and rich? I was all about that until she also turned out to be dreadfully boring when talking about anything other than this game.

This damn game. I happened to get in early, take over, and now I couldn’t get anyone to attack me and make things interesting. I was like a mafia don who everyone was afraid to approach, and it was making everything so dull. The idea of going to one more of these Gatherings had all the appeal of getting a tooth drilled without any anesthetic, only less fun.

“What if I just fake a sickness to get out of it?” I asked.

“Why are you so intent about getting out of it anyways?” Trevor asked.

“Because there are no new worlds to conquer! I’m at the top of the game and there’s nothing else to do but look pretty and wave. I’m less useful than the Queen of fucking England. I’m a pretty ornament the company trots out talking about how great it is, but it sucks because no one ever comes at me.”

“So? It’s a pretty sweet gig you’ve got! Top player in the best AR game out there!” Danielle said.

I poked a finger at her and sent some of my fries spilling. I grimaced and wondered what all those players who stared at me when we were at ARealms events would think if they saw us sitting here in a fast food place talking about the game. Not that I should even be eating fries like that. They went straight to a couple parts of my body that meant I had to spend a lot of extra time in the gym keeping them under control.

“It’s a pretty sweet gig for you two, you mean. You show up and get to have all the fun of swishing around with the royal party, and then you get to go off and have your intrigues and your role-playing fun while I’m stuck in the palace waiting for other faction leaders to stop by and tell me how wonderful I am.”

“What about the groupies?” Trevor asked.

“You’ve never pulled a groupie in your life, Trev.”

I giggled and reached out to slap the hand Danielle offered for a high five. That burn was some seriously low hanging fruit, but it felt good. I was in a mood where I needed to snap at something. Needed to sink my claws in. Trevor just happened to be handy. The poor guy.

He retaliated by sticking his tongue out at me. Okay, not the classiest of moves, but then again it’s not like insulting his masculinity right out the gate was the classiest move on my part.

“I’m talking about you. If you don’t go to this thing then you’re going to miss out on all that primo fangirl tail you pull at these things every year.”

Danielle rolled her eyes. “Yeah right Trevor. Like appealing to her horniness is going to work.”

I stroked my chin for a moment and thought about that. A smile came to my face as I thought of some of the fun I’d had over the years. ARealms always put together a castle at the center of their playing field for me to hang out in, and ever since my dalliance with one of the co-founders, that had to be year two, there’d conveniently been a room in those castles that contained a little cot that was just big enough for two people. I figured that was a lasting “thank you” from Darla for all the fun we’d had that week two or three years ago.

“Actually the man might have a point. I do tend to have a lot of fun at those events,” I said.

Honestly it was starting to feel like my only love life came at these events. Not that it was surprising since it seemed like every other weekend I was being dragged to an event thanks to ARealms trying to expand their video gaming empire.

“You can’t be serious,” Danielle said.

“Hey, these things are my only social outlet since it’s the only thing we ever do. Give me a break!”

“I’ve got an even better reason for you to go to this thing. Better than any fangirl groupie you might run into who wants a roll in the hay with the queen just to say she did,” Danielle said.

I cocked an eyebrow. “What on earth could possibly be better than having a roll in the hay with some newbie who’s a little star struck? Because I’ve got a shortlist in my mind and none of it is really coming out on top.”

“Yeah? Well think about it. This is the biggest one of these things ARealms has ever put on. They’re flying in their best players from around the world. This isn’t the nationals. This thing is going to be international.”

“So?”

“So think about it! You’re not just going up against the best this country has to offer. You’ve beat all of them before. You’re going up against the best the world has to offer! You’ll be able to say you’re the best player in the whole world!”

“But I already am the best player in the whole world…”

“You sure about that?” Trevor asked. “We’ve never been to one of the international events before. Figures ARealms started footing the bill for international travel right when their big event is in our backyard. You don’t know that there isn’t someone lurking out there from another country who isn’t better than you.

I knew when I was being manipulated. As I looked at the smiles on both their faces I knew they were trying to pull a fast one on me. They were trying to get me to give in by appealing to my ego and vanity, and much to my annoyance it was working.

“You two are fucking devious. I want you to know that.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Danielle said.

“You’re trying to make this thing seem like it’ll actually be a challenge.”

“But it will be a challenge!” Danielle said. “Plus we’ll get to see all our friends…”

“You mean you’ll get to see that queen’s guard you shacked up with in the back room of the castle the last time we were at one of these events?”

Danielle’s face went pale. “You knew about that?”

Trevor barked out a laugh. “Dani dear, everyone knew about that! Those walls aren’t exactly soundproof, you know.”

Danielle’s face went from pale to bright red as she realized belatedly just how public her love life had become. Whoops. Not that I could blame her. We all hooked up at those things.

“I still don’t want to go.”

Both of them looked stunned. I almost wanted to smile. It was obvious the two of them had been expecting something like this so they’d worked up that routine between the two of them. Seeing the looks on their faces when they realized I was onto their bullshit and I wasn’t falling for it was classic.

“But we have to go!” Danielle whined. “I don’t care if you heard. I need another go with Ivan!”

“Ivan?” Trevor laughed again. “The guy’s name is Ivan? Seriously?”

“Shut up Trevor,” Danielle said. “You’re just mad that no guys ever hit on you.”

“Oh I don’t know about that. Let’s just say that a certain someone stole my heart when I was out negotiating with the thieves’ camp last year…”

“You slut! I had no idea he was gay!”

“Well Nathan isn’t, but his second in command Dave sure as hell is! It was a lot of fun playing the thief king and the captive royal messenger,” he said.

I rubbed my fingers against my temples. Once again I could see what they were doing, and it looked like we’d come full circle back to their initial attempt to entice me. If they weren’t going to lure me out there with the promise of fighting off some of the best players from around the world then they were going to try and remind me of the promise of knocking boots with some of the numerous attractive, and usually kinky and into role-playing, individuals who populated these events.

“Guys, the two of you really aren’t helping your case here.”

Both turned and looked at me with that same annoyed expression again. Both blinked in unison. Again it almost would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so damn irritating.

“It isn’t?”

“You’re just reminding me of all the creepers who come up and start hitting on me,” I said.

“So?” Danielle countered. “There might be lots of guys who creep on you, but eventually they figure out they’re barking up the wrong tree and you always find some pretty little thing to cuddle up with at night.”

I sighed. “You two aren’t going to give up on this until I give in, are you?”

Danielle leaned forward over the table, stabbing a ketchup covered fry in my direction and nearly causing some of that ketchup to go flying onto my shirt.

“Look at it this way, Erin. You know deep down you’re not going to give this up. The challenge, the groupies, all of that’s nice but it isn’t why you go to these things.”

“It isn’t?”

“Nope, it isn’t,” Trevor said. “You know it. We know it. You’re going to be in that car when it’s time to go out to the big event.”

“And why is that?” I asked, genuinely curious.

“Because you’re not going to give this up. It’s the one time of year when a poor grad student becomes a star overnight complete with huge corporations paying you to show up and groupies throwing themselves at you. You’re addicted to that small slice of the good life, and you’re not going to give it up just because you’re bored with the game.”

I flipped Danielle the bird. She smiled and returned the gesture. At the end of the day my friends knew me far too well. They knew just how to manipulate me.

“I hate you. Now how early are we leaving?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: To the Gathering

 

“This weekend is going to be so fucking awesome!” Colin said.

“You’re damn right it is!”

My phone started buzzing. I looked down, half expecting a call, but it was just another warning. Colin glanced over and then into his rear view mirror when he realized what my phone was telling me. An area-of-effect ward that was attached to my character was going off which meant there was a potential hostile coming up on us in the game, and coming up on us fast.

I flipped open the map portion of the game app. Out here on the open road it worked perfectly in a way that it just didn’t in enclosed buildings. Sure enough there was a red dot moving closer and closer. When I moved from the gameworld map overlay, a fantasyscape that bore absolutely no resemblance to the cornfields whizzing past outside, to the real world map it became even more obvious that this potential threat was coming up behind us rapidly and following the line of the Interstate.

“Hostile?” Colin asked.

“No way to know. I’m going to cloak us again.”

Colin sighed, but didn’t protest. Sure there were stories online about epic battles taking place on the highways. There were also concerned articles from reporters who didn’t know anything about the game interviewing cops who didn’t know anything about video games at all. Talking about accidents that had been caused by people playing Alternate Realms instead of paying attention to the road.

I didn’t see how playing Alternate Realms was any different than texting, but better to not get involved in one of those situations in the first place. I switched over to my spell screen and put up a cloaking spell that would keep us hidden from all but the highest level mages.

“Y’know we could just deactivate our characters until we get off the road,” Colin said.

“What would be the fun in that?” I asked. “If we do that then we don’t have people driving up on us thinking they’re getting easy pickings then seeing our characters disappear. Besides, this is the kind of fun we never get to enjoy back home. It’s a highway teeming with Alternate Realms players! How fun is that?”

“It’s the kind of fun that could get our characters killed before we even make it to the Gathering. You know what happens then.”

“Yeah, we have to wait until tomorrow to play unless someone can resurrect us. I don’t see what the big deal is there. The campground at the Gathering is a neutral zone where there’s no player versus player action, and we don’t go into the playing area until tomorrow morning anyways.”

“I guess you have a point. Besides, with that invisibility spell they might just think we chickened out and logged out,” Colin said.

“Not a chance. Our icons would show blue for a minute if we did that. This way we just disappear. This way they know there’s a shark swimming somewhere out there and they need to be careful.”

“You’re having too much fun with this,” Colin said.

“You know it!”

I was having too much fun with this. Normally I’d run into a few people playing Alternate Realms outside the office. Maybe I’d frag a kid who thought he was hot shit in a mall food court or take out somebody at a traffic light. Driving out to the annual gathering, though, was something else entirely. The highway was lousy with people cruising towards the big event, and most of them kept their characters flagged on the road. It meant that I was quite literally riding shotgun making sure nobody took out our characters on our way to the Gathering, and it really had the adrenaline pumping even though it was just a video game.

“Whoa, this asshole is coming up on us fast,” Colin said.

“I know. It’s like they don’t even know I can see them,” I said. I was still looking at the screen and if anything it seemed like that red dot coming towards us had picked up speed since I went invisible. 

“What are you talking about?” Colin asked.

I pointed to my screen. “Those people who were coming up behind us with their characters flagged? They picked up speed when I went invisible.”

“Yeah? I think they’re coming up behind us right now, and they’re not exactly obeying the rules of the road.”

“Huh. Maybe we should teach them a lesson?”

“No way Anna,” Colin said. “I don’t want to be a victim of Realms rage.”

I rolled my eyes. “You don’t seriously believe that bullshit, do you?”

“What about that guy out in Nevada?”

“You mean the guy who slept with his best friend’s sister, got the crap kicked out of him for it, and then the parents blamed it on Alternate Realms after the fact?”

“Oh. I didn’t hear the whole story.”

“You never do. Now are you ready to teach these assholes a lesson?”

Our conversation was interrupted by a frantic beeping from my phone. I looked down in time to see the game switch from the map view to the local grid. Basically a zoomed in map without all the detail that showed enemies and their spells coming at you. A fireball was streaking towards a car two cars back. Then the car jerked forward in the passing lane and another fireball streaked out towards the car right behind us.

“Huh. Looks like they’re hitting every car in the right lane,” I said. “And risking causing an accident in the process, I might add.”

“Makes sense. They can’t see us so they’re just attacking anything that moves because they know we’re out here somewhere.”

“Should I be worried? Do I need to log out?”

“Patience, Colin. Everyone who’s come by us on the road has been a scrub. I don’t see why these guys would be any different.”

I looked at the fireball they were firing off. Either they were trying to disguise how powerful they really were, entirely possible, or they weren’t all that high a level in the first place. I grinned.

“I don’t like that grin, Anna,” Colin said. “What are you up to?”

“Those assholes should know that a minnow doesn’t go poking every fish in the ocean when one of them might turn out to be a great white.”

I dug in my pack. Pulled out my trusty set of plastic Alternate Realms glasses. I plugged them into the audio jack on my phone and immediately little LEDs that looked for all the world like the display on one of those lame LED handhelds my brother still had lying around the bottom of his toy box when we were kids.

“Um, Anna? Isn’t that going to give us away?”

“Probably, but it doesn’t matter. They can’t touch us.”

The car pulled up next to ours. A guy in the passenger seat who looked like he was entirely too young to be going to the Gathering looked over and blinked when he saw me sitting there with my glasses on. They were distinctive enough, looking like slightly oversized safety goggles that glowed slightly from the LED overlay. I leaned past Colin and waved at them with a huge grin on my face that I hoped was sufficiently predatory, but from the way the guy flipped us off and started tapping on his phone he didn’t get the message.

Another fireball leapt out from their car towards ours. Though of course in the real world there was no indication that anything was going on. Well, aside from their car staying next to ours instead of passing. In the virtual world of Alternate Realms, though, everything happened fast. The display on my glasses told me a fireball was incoming and lines tracked as it came for me and went harmlessly right through. Down on my phone’s screen it showed the fireball moving from one side of the grid, through us, and to the other side.

I tapped a quick message into the local grid chat. Usually characters just spoke face to face, but the developers had helpfully put this feature in for the rare occasion, like driving, when face to face contact wasn’t possible.

“My turn! ;)”

I took a moment to decide what spell would work the best. There were so many to choose from. Ultimately I decided a nice jumping lightning spell would do the trick. There were three in the car, all of them flagged, and since they’d entered combat they couldn’t log out even if they could see their doom staring them down. I tapped the spell button on my phone and lightning shot out to their car, instantly killing all three of their characters.

The reaction was immediate. They started screaming and the guy slammed on his brakes, very nearly causing an accident with a massive pickup truck behind him that had been riding his ass because he was staying even with us instead of passing. They recovered without an accident, but I found my adrenaline pumping for a very different reason for a moment.

Okay, so maybe some of those stories about Alternate Realms causing accidents were true. Still, it would be that asshole’s fault for slamming on the brakes over a video game of all things.

“You nearly caused an accident,” Colin said.

“Correction. The prick in that car nearly caused an accident. I’m just playing a game in the passenger seat of a car being all responsible.”

“You’re cold, Anna.”

My stomach grumbled just as he said that. “Yeah, I might be cold, but I could do with a hot meal right about now.”

The car filled with now-deceased players drove past us again flipping us off. I looked up for a moment to return the gesture then looked back down. I couldn’t really make out much in the way of detail in their car, but I wanted to make sure they wouldn’t be able to recognize me when we got to the Gathering. No, if I was showing up at this thing then I didn’t want people to know how high level my character was. All the more fun when I did a big reveal.

“Making friends,” Colin said, his voice level.

“Hey, they deserved it. Now how about that food?”

Luckily there was a huge combination truck stop and diner at the next exit. The kind that can be found dotting the landscape on interstates all over the country. Trucks pulled in and out on one side while cars parked on the other side.

“A truck stop diner?” Colin asked, disdain dripping off his voice.

“What’s wrong with that? It’s good old fashioned Americana you’re eating!”

“How about we just get a soda and some chips and wait for a fast food joint down the road?”

I sighed and my stomach grumbled again. I could really go for some real food, but chips and a soda would do the trick and tide me over until we could find something more substantial.

“I’m not going to convince you to eat there?”

“And get a side of botulism or salmonella with my burger and fries? No thank you,” Colin said.

I sighed. Colin really could be fussy sometimes, and when he got like this there was no convincing him.

“You’re really going to be in for a shock when we’re roughing it at the Gathering,” I said. “Unless you think cooking around a campfire is as healthy as a restaurant that has health inspectors coming through on the regular.”

“I’ll take my chances until we get to the Gathering, thank you very much,” Colin said.

The rest area was pretty big. It was one of those massive deals that had showers and a whole section dedicated to the sort of things truckers would need on the road. Movies, radio equipment, mud flaps featuring scantily clad women. I gave that section a miss and headed for the chips. I was looking over a large selection of salty fattening deliciousness when I felt a buzz in my pocket.

I pulled my phone out, glanced down, and was immediately on guard. It was flashing red. Someone in this truck stop was logged in, and it definitely wasn’t Colin because I’d specifically flagged him as a friendly when I set up the ward. We might go at each other in the office, but for this trip we were the staunchest of allies.

The chips were forgotten. I pulled up a detect spell and the phone brought up a grid pointing off towards the diner. Okay, maybe it was a good thing we didn’t go in there after all. We might have been walking right into a trap. I watched the local map grid for a moment, but whoever was in there was staying still. They didn’t know someone was out here hunting them.

I grinned. Nice to know the precautions I’d taken were actually working.

I peered into the diner and my breath caught. I figured I’d find some players sitting in there enjoying a late lunch, but I hadn’t expected to see the queen herself sitting in there laughing with her friends. Holy shit!

And she was even more gorgeous in person than in those pictures. No, it was obvious watching her chatting with her friends that she had an easy grace about her that complimented her beauty. I felt weak in the knees as I stared, and then I caught myself. Staring was never a good thing, and it was a recipe for a quick death in Alternate Realms if they realized I was scoping them out. I leaned against the wall and struggled to catch my breath, and as I brought my breathing under control I realized I could hear their conversation.

“So how many confirmed kills is that?” a male voice asked.

“At least a dozen,” a second voice, female, said. I wondered if that was her majesty.

“Well they don’t really have a chance when her majesty is out throwing around the spells, do they?” a third female voice said. That meant the second one belonged to the queen. To Erin.

So. It seemed that her majesty was doing the same thing I was on the open road. It also seemed that her majesty was having one hell of a good time. Blood pumped behind my ears and I felt lightheaded. Both because this was the gorgeous Erin I’d been fantasizing about for most of the week sitting in there doing the mundane business of eating lunch at a greasy diner and because this was the queen of Alternate Realms sitting in there like a sitting duck just waiting for some opportunistic and powerful sorceress to have a little fun.

And it just so happened that I knew a friendly powerful sorceress who was willing to do something stupid in the name of a virtual dick measuring contest. Not that either of us had dicks, but the metaphor still worked well enough.

I pulled up my phone and quickly glanced through my list of spells trying to decide which one would be best for this situation. I had to move fast. At any moment I expected to hear the telltale beeping sound from one of their warding spells warning them that someone was looking through their spell list nearby and might mean them harm. The game was set to flag anybody who was a potential unfriendly.

The beeping never came. Could they really be sitting in there with no protections at all? Especially after they were bragging about all the people they’d taken out on the road? Were they really that overconfident?

There was also the possibility that they were just that good. That they didn’t need any warding spells because their characters were so powerful that they’d be able to knock out anything I threw at them. Only one way to find out though.

I decided on a fireball. Nice. Simple. Elegant. High enough level that it had a good chance of doing some serious damage even if it wasn’t going to take them out. I just wanted them to know there were some serious players in the room and then get the hell out of here. I didn’t want to start a war or anything.

I peered around the entrance to the diner again. Sure it wasn’t strictly necessary that I have line of sight in the real world as long as I had line of sight in the virtual world, but I wanted to see this. I wanted to see the first real challenge I was going to face on my way to the Gathering. I hit the fire button and my phone switched to the local grid.

The fireball flew out and my phone made the telltale sound at full volume, the game was set to override every mute setting short of ripping the speaker out of your phone. Their reaction was immediate and comical. The guy actually ducked under their table, as though that would do him any good. The reaction was also too late. On screen my fireball slammed into the dots representing their characters. It landed with a spectacular animation that showed splash damage being done to all three.

“What the hell!” the guy screamed from his hiding spot under the table.

The death notification rang out across the diner. I blinked. Did I really just take out the queen? Did that mean I was queen too now, or did the assassination have to be done at the Gathering to be legally binding? The dude and the girl, not Erin the queen, looked down at their phones and started swearing up a storm. The few other people in the diner were looking around as though they expected an attack to come from somewhere, though they looked more the trucker type and less the Alternate Realms type so they were probably okay.

Erin merely looked down at her phone, calm as could be, and then looked up. Straight at me. We locked eyes and I was paralyzed. That gaze. Those eyes. That face. I was under a spell that was setting me on fire and it had nothing to do with any of the spells in Alternate Realms.

“What’s going on? I thought I heard AR death sounds over here,” Colin said, ripping me away from Erin and her hypnotic gaze.

That question brought me back to reality. Or back to Alternate Reality. I’d just thrown a fireball at the queen of Alternate Realms and killed two of her friends in the offing. Sure it was their fault for not being prepared, but I had a feeling that retribution was going to be swift and messy. I grabbed Colin by the arm and yanked him towards the exit.

“What are you doing? I haven’t paid for this stuff yet!”

I batted the chips and soda out of his hand. “No time for that. We need to get the hell out of here. Now!”

We reached the door and I turned to look towards the diner one last time. She was standing there. The queen. Erin. Staring at me. I expected my character’s imminent death, but instead a small smile played across her face and she nodded ever so slightly. A gesture of respect.

“What the… holy shit!” Colin said, his eyes finally falling on the queen and probably putting together at least part of what had just happened. “What did you do Anna?”

There’d be plenty of time to explain later. For now I grabbed him again and pulled him out of the diner, thankful that I was going to survive this encounter with the queen and not incur her wrath. Disappointed that I didn’t actually get to meet her, talk with her, and maybe explore some strong feelings on the other end of the emotional spectrum.

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Digital Destruction

 

I stared at the girl for a moment. There was just something about her that drew my attention. She had the whole cute girl next door thing going for her with a dusting of freckles on her cheeks that I just wanted to kiss.

There was no doubt in my mind she was the one who’d just attacked us. I didn’t even need to look at the local map grid on my phone or pull out my glasses, a custom set given to me by the development team at ARealms, to know that she was flagged and logged into the game.

No, the panicked way she was bolting for the door and tossing food out of her friend’s hands made it obvious enough who she was. Someone who didn’t want to get caught. Someone who was in a hurry to get the hell out of Dodge.

Someone who set my pulse racing when she turned to look at me and bit her lip.

Damn.

Then she was gone. The door to the gas station portion of the rest stop chimed as they stepped through.

“Did you see who did it?” Danielle asked. “I was tracking someone logged in on the local grid, but it wasn’t giving me a lock on them because my character was dead.”

“No,” I lied. “Didn’t see anyone.”

I’m not sure why I lied. It’s not like it would be a big deal to let them know there was a stunningly beautiful girl out there who was obviously a pretty high level magic user with some skill in using that magic. That was the sort of thing that gave you an edge at the Gathering.

But no. I wanted to save that moment, that sexy look while she was biting her lip, just for me. Besides, having a shark like that swimming amongst the minnows when they didn’t even realize it had the potential to make things interesting at this year’s Gathering.

I desperately needed something to keep things interesting. Taking potshots at people driving to the Gathering was boring no matter how much I acted like it was a good time around Danielle and Trevor. It was just an indication that I could look forward to more of the same old same old this year.

“So who do you think it was?” Danielle asked. She was peering at a trucker whose T-shirt was doing a completely inadequate job of containing his massive gut. It was a wonder the guy could get behind the wheel of his truck with a stomach of that size. As though any of those guys would be playing Alternate Realms.

Something told me the interstate system was probably pretty devoid of Alternate Realms players at any other time of the year.

It suddenly occurred to me that I could have some fun with this though. Maybe try and keep Danielle and Trevor on their toes while at the same time getting the rumor mill going when we reached the Gathering. I wasn’t above stirring the pot occasionally. Especially since stirring the pot was the only fun left to me considering that before ten minutes ago it had been years since someone had attacked me.

“Finding us in the diner like that was too convenient,” I said. “People know what city I live in and they know the likeliest route I’m going to take to get to the Gathering. It’s obvious someone out there in one of the factions is trying to move against us.”

Danielle blinked. “Seriously? You think that was deliberate?”

I didn’t think anything of the sort, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. I almost felt bad about using my friend like this, but I knew there was no better way to get a rumor started than by letting a detail drop to Trevor or Danielle. They enjoyed having inside knowledge, one of the perks of being best friends with the queen, and what better way to show off that insider knowledge than by spreading the good gossip their positions afforded them?

“It does make sense,” Daniele said.

“Of course it makes sense. A fireball aimed right at me? That screams assassin!”

The girl I saw seemed like anything but. She had a smile on her face and a twinkle in her eye that I recognized. I felt a kinship with that girl even though I hadn’t even gotten a chance to talk to her. I recognized the look of someone who was stirring the pot just because the pot was there and it looked like fun.

No, what happened here is there was a new player traveling to the Gathering. A very powerful and crafty player who knew her business and managed to get the drop on my friends even if I’d been prepared. A player who might provide a challenge once we got to the Gathering, and I found myself looking forward to that almost as much as I was looking forward to the opportunity to spend more time with that beauty.

Assuming I could find her in the thousands of people who were attending. I wasn’t too worried, though. If she was audacious enough to try and take me on in a rest stop diner then I had a good feeling we’d be seeing each other again at the Gathering.

“Whoever it was, they managed to get both of us,” Danielle said.

“Oh I know. I heard the notification right after the fireball went off. Sloppy.”

“Tell me about it. Sending out a fireball like that? I mean what were they thinking?”

“I was referring to you and Trevor when I said it was sloppy. You both got yourselves killed. I don’t know why you’re going on about what a bad player the person who got the drop on you was.”

“Hey!”

Danielle sounded insulted, but there wasn’t much heat to her voice. I turned to her and she was blushing. Obviously it embarrassed her that someone got the drop on her and now she was compensating, but I wasn’t going to put up with that crap. If someone took you out then you owned it and learned from it.

The problem was that Danielle and Trevor had spent so much time enjoying the ride on my metaphorical coattails that they’d forgotten how to play the game. That was assuming they ever really knew how to play it in the first place. The jury was still out on that one.

“So are you going to resurrect me?” Danielle asked.

I turned and arched an eyebrow. No words were necessary. Danielle sighed and put her hands on her hips.

“Come on. You’re not going to get pissy now of all times, are you? You need us to protect you!”

“Protect me? I’m the only one who’s done anything on this trip, and the one time we come under a real attack the two of you get killed leaving me to fend for myself!”

“How did you survive that anyways?” Danielle asked.

“That’s for people who actually survive in this game to know,” I said.

It was simple enough. I’d taken the time to set up a couple of shielding spells that took the brunt of the damage when that fireball went off. Of course that also had the unintended consequence of deflecting and amplifying most of the damage from said fireball onto my friends’ characters killing them instantly, but that was as much their fault for not bothering with their own protection as it was mine for picking something that put the people surrounding me in more danger than usual.

Still, I knew she wasn’t going to let up until I told her how I survived, and I wasn’t going to go into it with her. The last thing I wanted was to get into another spirited discussion about her and Trevor’s habit of ignoring basic fundamentals. So instead I pulled up my spells and cast one that brought her character back into the realm of the living, though with a lot less health than she’d usually have if she was ready for a fight.

The resurrection sound piped from the game on her phone. She looked down with a smile that quickly turned to a frown.

“You used a low level rez spell on me? Seriously?”

“Think of it as a lesson in being more prepared. I can’t protect the two of you all the time, you know,” I said.

Danielle sighed and then groaned in frustration. “Fine mom. Anything else?”

“Go take care of Trevor and then we’ll head out. And make sure to get a receipt so we can comp ARealms for this.”

“Sure thing,” Danielle said. “You’re not coming?”

“I’m going to hang out here for a few and run guard duty. Make sure nothing else crazy happens while we’re trying to pull together.”

“Would be easier if you gave me a full resurrection instead of this halfassed stuff,” Danielle muttered as she went back into the diner.

I ignored her. She had no way of knowing there was no real threat out there. Just the hope on my part that the specter of a real threat might be enough to whip her and Trevor out of the complacency they’d developed from their years in the royal entourage.

Instead I moved over to the front entrance and looked out. They weren’t out there. I’m not sure what I was expecting considering how quickly they’d been trying to get away from me. Maybe she was afraid I was going to try and retaliate instead of just being impressed that someone had a pair big enough to take a shot at me. Not to mention being distracted by the sexy, but that was neither here nor there.

I really hoped I’d run into that girl at the Gathering. Sexy and confident. It seemed like an interesting combination. If she was interested in girls, something that seemed like a definite possibility considering the way she bit her lip when she looked at me, then it would be yahtzee all around.

“We’ll have to be on our guard at the Gathering,” Danielle said, coming up behind me and distracting me from thoughts of my sexy virtual assailant. It pleased me that Danielle was already thinking in terms of being careful.

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Trevor standing beside her with a properly embarrassed look on his face. No words were necessary with him either. He sighed and rolled his eyes when I looked at him. Yeah, he knew he’d screwed up. It had been so long since anyone attacked us that they just assumed it couldn’t happen. They were overconfident and needed to be knocked down a peg or two.

I could do without the peg knocking, of course. The girl hadn’t managed to off my character despite trying with a pretty damn powerful spell.

“Just make sure you aren’t letting your guard down in the future,” I said. “That’s how you get offed. I just hope word of this doesn’t spread. Other people might get the idea that it’s open season on the Alternate Realms royalty.”

Trevor and Danielle exchanged wordless glances, though I didn’t need them to say anything. I knew exactly what was going on. They’d probably already been messaging their friends telling them all about what just happened and now they were trying to figure out if they should tell me or not.

“So are we ready to go?” I asked. “We need to get there early enough that I can go around to all the camps and give the pre-Gathering royal buffs.”

“Yeah, getting out of here sounds like a good idea,” Trevor said, seizing on the lifeline he didn’t know I was throwing him.

A few minutes later we were back on the open road and I had my phone out and my custom glasses on scanning the road. She was out there somewhere. A little voice told me that the girl was probably speeding well ahead of us to avoid any chance of us catching up and exacting revenge. That same little voice also whispered that someone that confident wouldn’t log out of the game.

Still, there was the chance that one of the many dots showing up on my map display when I cast a spell to reveal players could be her. I could hope. And if they weren’t then I could have a little fun with target practice to pass the time until we got to the Gathering.

A Gathering that I was truly looking forward to for the first time in years. That girl was going to be there somewhere, and I had to travel to each of the camps to give the queen’s blessing, an area of effect buff that had a very small radius which necessitated the queen traveling to most of the campfires at the Gathering.

Most years it was exhausting and just one more reason why I didn’t look forward to another live Alternate Realms event, but this year it meant I’d have the perfect opportunity to track down that mysterious girl.

I couldn’t wait to see her again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: First Night

 

“So you see the queen, the most powerful player in the whole damn game, at a random truck stop diner.”

“Yup.”

“Surrounded by a couple of her friends who are also presumably pretty damn powerful.”

“You’d think.”

“And your first inclination is to attack them? What the hell were you thinking?”

“To be fair, I did manage to kill two out of three.”

“And to be fair the only reason we’re still alive is because I peeled out of that truck stop faster than the law allows!”

“I think you’re looking at this whole thing the wrong way Colin,” I said.

“Yeah? Because it’s looking like you’re starting off the Gathering by doing something that’s stupid and likely to get us killed before we even get there!”

“It’s not like it matters,” I said. “The campsite is an out of character zone and everyone gets resurrected the next morning anyways.”

“That’s beside the point!”

“Then what is the point?”

Colin sighed. I glanced over and noticed he was holding the steering wheel in a white knuckled grip. I decided it might be time to make a peace offering. I didn’t want him stressed out while he was steering a giant hulk of metal that was hurtling down the interstate at seventy miles per hour.

“Come on Colin. We weren’t ever in any danger and everything worked out.”

“That’s what you always say. You do something stupid and you say that it’ll work out.”

“To be fair it always does.”

Colin sighed. “You’re going to be like this all weekend, aren’t you?”

“Probably.”

He shook his head and a grin spread across his face. “It’s certainly never a dull moment when you’re around, and even though I’m worried for my character’s future I have a sneaking suspicion it’s everyone else at the Gathering who needs to watch out.”

“Probably,” I said with a grin of my own.

I felt the car slow as we moved towards an exit with a big sign welcoming Alternate Realms players to the annual Gathering. It said we were still a couple of miles away from the Gathering, but I felt my skin prickling. I glanced down at my area map and it was lousy with bright dots indicating players. There were so many that the phone started to stutter from overload, something that never happened before.

I blinked. That was interesting. I had a fairly new phone with some decent power under the hood. It had never stuttered for anything. Thankfully after a moment everything loaded and then the dots were moving around. I marveled at the feat of engineering required for ARealms to get that many people to show up on the game screen at the same time. No one ever appreciated just how hard that had been, but as a coder myself I always felt those magnificent bastards deserved every cent they earned on this audacious and addicting game.

“Do you think we should log out? Gonna be dangerous as we get closer,” Colin said.

Only no sooner had he said that than all the dots on my screen turned from the angry red of potential threats to a happy green color that indicated everyone in the area was a friendly. I looked out the window. We weren’t even halfway down the offramp and there was no convenient location for people to snipe at players getting off the offramp. There were even a couple of cop cars with lights flashing as though to drive home the point that there would be no funny business tolerated that could potentially snarl traffic.

It seemed that ARealms had thought of everything.

“Looks like we’re already in the safe zone,” I said.

“Good. Means I don’t have to worry about you going crazy and pissing people off before we get to the camp.”

The camp ended up being a sprawling affair that looked like something straight out of an old civil war picture of a war camp. Except there were far fewer heavily bearded men sporting guns and the tents were a variety of colors and sizes instead of the uniform white you saw in those old black and white photos.

“Looks like we’re here,” Colin said.

We parked and got our own tent out. The campground was set up in a series of circles. Each circle had a massive bonfire in the middle, a wider circle of hay bales for people to sit on, and then bare spots for tents. At least in theory there were supposed to be bare spots.

“Damn. We’re going to have trouble finding a spot,” I said.

“And we got here early!” Colin said.

“Not early enough. We need to get our asses in gear unless you want to room with some stranger.”

Spots were being snatched up and fights were breaking up before security people showed up to break them up. I saw one shouting match break out where a woman was jumping from spot to spot saying they were saved for her friends who were showing up in a couple of hours. She got a sour look on her face when a security person showed up and told her all the spots were first come first serve.

We eventually found a bare spot in a circle of people who were smiling and seemed to be having a good time. As we pitched the tent a girl and guy who looked to be a few years older than us came over. The guy stuck his hand out to Colin.

“Nice to meet you! I’m Dave and this is my wife Jessica.”

“Good to meet you too,” Colin said, shaking the guy’s hand and looking slightly uncomfortable about the contact. I wondered how long it would take for him to surreptitiously pull out the hand sanitizer I knew he had in his pocket and give his hands a once over.

“So have the two of you been to a Gathering before?” Jessica asked. She was pretty enough with a nice smile, though she didn’t have anything on Erin. My thoughts drifted to the queen and whether she was even here yet.

“We’ve been to regional events, but never the big shebang,” I said. “Too expensive to travel until it was in our back yard.”

“Aww, how sweet! I still remember the first time Dave and I went to our first Gathering together. It was right after we got married!”

“Any wedding bells in the future for you two? Not seeing any rings on those fingers,” Dave said with a chuckle.

Colin and I glanced at each other. Locked eyes. The smiles came first, but a moment later both of us were nearly doubled over laughing. It wasn’t the first time a breeder couple had mistaken us for fellow travelers when it came to enjoying a nice dish of wieners and clams, but it had been awhile.

“Was it something I said?” Dave asked.

“Sort of. Definitely no plans to get married. The supreme court finally granted me that right recently, took the fuckers long enough, but if I do get hitched it’s definitely not going to be to this ladykiller here.”

“Oh,” Dave said. Then he was laughing too right along with his wife. “Sorry. Saw the two of you together and just assumed.”

“No worries,” Colin said. “We get that a lot. I guess I’m her fag-hag, or whatever the male version of that is.”

Dave and Jessica looked scandalized. “Colin! I don’t think we’re supposed to be using that word anymore.”

“Right. Is that one that I can’t say but you can, or is it one that’s only for gay guys? I’m not getting these memos y’know.”

I rolled my eyes and turned to Dave and Jessica who still looked a little uncomfortable. Though I suppose I should be happy that their discomfort was from Colin using a potential no-no word and not because they weren’t happy with the idea of sharing their campsite with a lesbian. It never ceased to amaze me how drastically things could change in just a few short years.

“Honestly. I can’t take you anywhere,” I said.

“Yeah? Well remember you need me as bait so you can lay traps with those big sp…”

I smacked him on the shoulder and he clammed up real good and quick. I turned and favored our new campsite buddies with a smile that I hoped communicated that we did this sort of thing all the time. Even if the way Colin was rubbing his shoulder and swearing under his breath put the lie to that.

 I smacked my hands together, looking for a subject to change to. The bonfire was raging behind us and already a few people had food of some sort. Food that looked too well done to be something they pulled out of a cooler.

“So where can we get some eats around here?”

Jessica pointed to a building off in the distance that was set up on the edge of a forest. It was nicer than any of the tents set up, but it had the look of a place that had been thrown up pretty damn quickly.

“You go get your badge registration at the main building, and then there’s a few tents off to the side where they’ve got a cafeteria of sorts running all hours as long as you have your badge.”

“Free food? Those bastards didn’t mention anything about that online! C’mon Colin. Let’s go get our badges and get some grub!”

Colin was still muttering as we walked off into the sprawling encampment of geeks looking forward to several days of virtual reality fantasy wargaming.

When we got back to the camp, burgers and fries in hand, more people had gathered and our moderately sized circle of tents were full. People were laughing and chatting, and we went over to take a seat by Dave and Jessica who were already in conversation with another couple.

“Are you serious? Someone just attacked her?” Dave said.

“That takes some serious balls pulling something like that. Whoever did it got away?” Jessica continued.

My skin prickled. I don’t know why, but I knew they were talking about me and the attack at the gas station earlier in the day. I leaned in and listened, suddenly very interested in this conversation.

“Yup,” some guy on the other side said. He leaned in and whispered, though it was a stage whisper that was obviously meant to be heard by anyone nearby, myself included. “Whoever it was got in, killed a couple of the queen’s friends, and ran.”

“Amazing,” Dave said. “I wouldn’t want to run into the person who pulled something like that in an empty alley! At least not while the two of us were flagged to play.”

“You can say that again,” Jessica said with a shiver.

I took a bite of my hamburger. I didn’t want any of the people to see the huge smile on my face. Chances are they wouldn’t see it and put two and two together, but you never knew when there was going to be an armchair Sherlock in the crowd. By the time I was done chewing the smile was mostly gone.

“What are they talking about?” Colin asked before taking a bite of his own burger.

“Seems someone tried to assassinate the queen today,” I said, a little louder than was strictly necessary. I wanted to make sure they heard me talking about this like it was some huge scandalous mystery. “I can’t imagine who would do something that foolish!”

Colin started coughing and spluttering as a bit of his burger went down the wrong hole. I gave his back a couple of good whacks and a piece of partially masticated cow flew out of his mouth. When I turned back around everyone was staring.

“Sorry. Choked on my food,” Colin said.

“So what were you talking about? Someone attacked someone?”

I was trying to strike the right balance between innocence, ignorance, and interest. I also wasn’t sure how well I was pulling it off, or if it was even necessary in the first place. It’s not like they were going to associate me with the dangerous person who tried to pull off a hit on queeny earlier today.

“Steve here was telling us that someone attacked the queen and a couple of her friends on the road. Took out her friends but didn’t manage to get her,” Dave said.

“Cowardly if you ask me,” Steve said. “Attacking someone when they’re not expecting it!”

“I think it’s impressive,” Jessica shot right back. “If you’re not in a safe zone and you’re logged into the game and flagged for play then whatever happens is your own fault. That’s the whole point of the game.”

“Have to agree with the wife on that one,” Dave said, patting Jessica on the knee. “I don’t know if the person who attacked her was brave or stupid or both, but whatever they are they definitely aren’t a coward for pulling a stunt like that!”

“That’s terrible!” I said. “Who would do something like that?”

Steve leaned forward so I could see him. “They’re saying it’s a faction moving against the queen, but of course all the factions are either saying they didn’t have anything to do with it or they aren’t saying anything at all. One thing’s for sure, it’s going to be a huge clusterfuck when everyone gets out into the field tomorrow!”

“So what faction are you two in?” Jessica asked.

“We’re not in a faction,” Colin said. His voice was flat. Annoyed.

“Really? Are you joining one tomorrow?” 

“I’m not joining a faction, but Colin is welcome to,” I said.

“Oh, lovers’ quarrel?” Steve asked with a smile that wasn’t entirely pleasant.

“Not exactly,” Dave said.

“I keep telling Anna here that we need to join a faction if we want to last longer than five minutes out there tomorrow, but she refuses to listen to me,” Colin said. “Thinks we’ll be able to make it all on our own.”

Laughter flared up from a bonfire near our own. Almost as though the entire world of ARealms was laughing at me for thinking I could go out there without a faction and make it. Well fuck them and fuck Colin for constantly ragging on me about this. Hadn’t I just proved what a badass I was by attacking the fucking queen of Alternate Realms? I figured that should be worth a few badass points in Colin’s estimation, but no. Nothing.

“Well I’m not going to tell you what to do,” Dave said in a voice that made it clear he was about to do exactly that. “But if the two of you do decide you want to join a faction we’re in the Thieves’ Faction and you’d be welcome to join us.”

“The Thieves’ Faction?” Colin asked.

I rolled my eyes. For a guy who claimed to know more about the game he sure could be lacking in the knowledge department. Or the deductive reasoning part, at least. It seemed to me that a faction called the Thieves’ Faction would be pretty much exactly what it said on the tin.

“Yup. We’re a group of outlaws led by a Robin Hood type, but don’t let him hear you say that. He can be a bit touchy about how he likes to play the game.”

“I know the type,” Colin said with a pointed look at me that I pointedly ignored.

“Well the invitation stands,” Jessica said. “Just think about it!”

“So do you think the queen is going to say anything about the attack when she comes around to our fire?” Steve asked.

A chill seized me. “The queen? What are you talking about?”

“Oh she comes around to all the camps to give a little pep talk before the event starts in the morning. The really important thing is she also gives out a special royal buff to anyone who makes it in time. That’s part of the reason why all the camps are set up in a circle like this. Everyone sitting inside gets the buff and a slight advantage over people who show up late or the day of.”

“Remember the year someone figured out they could stack the buff by wandering from circle to circle and they nearly annihilated House Blackstar before ARealms realized something weird was going on and shut things down while they pushed out a hotfix?” Steve asked.

Jessica snorted. “Yeah, I hear they banned the guy who figured it out too. Doesn’t seem fair. It was their bad coding, after all. He just figured it out!”

Their conversation went on, but I was doing my best to try and figure out what to do. The queen was coming out here. I should probably go to the tent. There was no way she wouldn’t recognize me. Not after that look we shared at the rest stop. Or was I flattering myself? Did I want to stay and see if she remembered me? That could be useful knowledge if she didn’t. Unless she knew that would be useful knowledge and she pretended not to recognize me so it would be that much easier to frag me nice and fast when we were actually playing.

My mind was running away from me. I needed to get myself under control. I needed to get to the tent and call it a night even though I wanted to stay out here. Better hidden away than getting caught and recognized, I decided.

The only problem? By the time I made that decision it was already too late. Some jackass dressed in an outfit that looked like an exact copy of the royal herald you occasionally saw on loading screens stepped into the circle and everyone went quiet.

“Hear ye! Hear ye! She comes! Queen of our digital world! Sovereign over all Alternate Realms! Queen Erin!”

And the queen stepped into our midst.

Damn it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: The Big Day

 

My face was starting to hurt from keeping this smile plastered on it all night long, but certain things were expected of me and I was going to deliver. I looked around the bonfire with a faint flickering hope that wasn’t nearly as strong as at the beginning of the evening.

So many campfires. So many people. I’d never stopped to appreciate how truly massive these things were until I decided I was going to search every campfire for my mysterious beautiful assailant from the rest stop. In years past I’d just gone to each bonfire, said a few words, hit the button for the special buff spell that was part of a super secret “for queen’s eyes only” spell panel in the game, and moved on.

Walking around and getting a look at everyone was exhausting. It also occurred to me that a girl who tried to attack me like that might not want to be found. It could be that she was out there somewhere, flitting from bonfire to bonfire in an effort to avoid me.

Which would be a damn shame, but I couldn’t say I blamed her. Already the massive camp was brimming with rumors of what happened at the rest stop earlier today. Already it was being blown way out of proportion. The only two people who knew what really happened were me and that girl.

I figured a little conspiracy theorizing would inject some much needed life into what had become an otherwise boring occasion though. Maybe it would encourage someone to finally make a move on me so I could crush them ruthlessly and do the sort of stuff that made being queen really fun.

Stuff that didn’t involve schlepping from bonfire to bonfire handing out the same old boring buff and hoping, with diminishing hope as I reached each new bonfire, to find that girl.

“The queen! She speaks!”

“Thanks Reg,” I said.

The announcer smiled and bowed with a flourish. I wondered which one of us looked more ridiculous. Him in that getup or me following him around in a tank top and a pair of shorts that were maybe a little too short, too tight, for royalty but would be the perfect thing if I ran into that girl and the promise of that brief look we’d shared turned into reality. They tried to get me to dress up in some ridiculous dress that looked like they dug it out of a surplus sale for a costume company that dealt exclusively in high school productions of Romeo and Juliet, and I flat out refused.

I paused and took a look around. Expectant faces looked up at me. Some smiles, some neutral. About what I expected from previous years doing this. I did one more glance and then stopped. Looked again. Smiled.

She was here.

And from the way she looked up at me and then looked away she knew who I was. Our eyes locked for that brief moment, though, and it seemed like there were volumes of unspoken communication there.

Though of course that was ridiculous. More than anything I found myself wanting to know more about this girl. Who was she? Where did she come from? What possessed her to attack me and my friends in that diner earlier in the day? And by the way, did she play for my team because if so I’d be more than happy to invite her back to my tent for a little bit of pre-Gathering fun!

No. I shouldn’t think that way. Sure I might abuse my position as the queen of Alternate Realms, but that abuse came solely in the form of accepting advances from girls, and the occasional developer, who threw themselves at me. I wasn’t going to try and force myself on some girl. Particularly when this was probably her first time at a big ARealms event, because I’m certain a girl like that with the fire in that look she just gave me would’ve made herself known if she’d ever been at the same event as me before.

I looked to Danielle and then Trevor. They both still had the bored smiles they always wore at these things. Maybe even more bored than usual since I’d taken extra time to search each camp circle for the girl. Neither one of them recognized the girl, though they’d been so busy picking up the pieces after getting blindsided earlier that I was pretty sure they hadn’t gotten a look anyways.

Time to get to work.

“I welcome you to the Fifth Annual International Alternate Realms Gathering!” I said. I hit the button on my phone and everyone’s phone lit up as they were hit with the blessing. A little bonus from the ARealms people to encourage gamers to get to the playing field in a timely manner. They hated registering people in the middle of the night.

“I hope that all of you have a good game, though not too good. I’d hate to think any of you out there were gunning for me,” I said with a smile and a laugh. Everyone around the campfire laughed, though it was a nervous laughter. A nervous laughter that made it pretty obvious word of this afternoon’s attack had already reached this camp.

Danielle and Trevor had worked far faster than I could’ve hoped. Sometimes I forgot they could be useful tools even if they weren’t terribly great at actually playing the game.

Speaking of. They were both turning to move on to the next camp. Well I had other plans. I needed to talk to that girl, even if it was only for a few moments. Even if there wasn’t a chance I was going to get all my questions answered. So I started making my way around the campfire, leaning down and exchanging a few words and a brief handshake with everyone around the fire.

There was murmuring. It was out of the ordinary. I knew it was out of the ordinary, but I didn’t care. I continued smiling until I reached the girl. She looked away, but I took her hand and leaned in close. Very close. So close that I could catch her scent. I wasn’t sure if that was perfume, her deoderant, or just her, but whatever it was it was fucking intoxicating. I found myself resisting the urge to do something unseemly like lean down and kiss her neck or maybe nibble on the ear that was so close to my mouth.

“It was you, wasn’t it?” I asked.

“So what if it was?” she whispered back.

“Why’d you do it?”

She pulled away and looked up at me and there was a defiant fire in her eyes. A challenge she was sending out to the world.

“Because everyone says you’re the best, and I need to prove that’s not true.”

“Really? And you think you’re the best?”

“I know I’m the best,” she said.

A chill ran down my spine at that. Her was a girl who was not only hot, but also confident. And to top it all of she’d proved in a very real way that confidence was completely justified. She’d managed to take out Trevor and Danielle right under my nose, after all.

“That’s not the only reason, you know,” she said just as I was about to pull away.

“Really? What else could there possibly be?”

The girl looked up at me and there was still a fire burning behind her eyes, but it was different now. It made my breath catch. It sent a fresh chill running down my spine that had nothing to do with her performance in the game and everything to do with how fucking hot she was and how she seemed to be able to grab me straight by the heart with a single look.

That look went straight to other parts of my anatomy as well. Particularly between my legs, if you catch my drift.

“I also wanted to get your attention,” she said with a raised eyebrow and a wink. Then she blushed as though she couldn’t believe she’d just said that and turned away from me again.

Like I said. Straight to my heart. Straight to other areas that were anything but straight. From the way she’d just hit on me so obviously, whispered and in the middle of a crowd of campers no less, she was less than straight. As though the short haircut wasn’t enough to give her away.

I wanted to spend more time at this campfire. I wanted to get to know her in every way possible, maybe have some of that pre-Gathering fun I’d been thinking about when I couldn’t be sure whether or not she walked my way. Only duty called. Trevor and Danielle were looking even more bored than usual as I made my way around the rest of the campfire and then off to the next one.

I glanced over my shoulder one final time as we left the camp, but she was gone. Pity. I really would’ve liked to see her one more time, though something told me we were going to be seeing plenty of each other once the Gathering started on the morrow. Potential Gathering dalliance aside, I felt like we were kindred spirits. I knew if I was in her place I wouldn’t rest until I was top player in the game.

I hadn’t rested until I was the top player in the game. The problem was no one else wanted to take a crack at that spot once I got it. Yeah, tomorrow was going to be very interesting.

 

 

Unfortunately the first thing the next day brought was a way too early morning, squeezing into a ridiculous “royal” dress that looked like it was from the same high school Shakespeare surplus collection as the dress from last night, and going out to lead the first caravan going into the play area.

So I was on top of my “chariot” which was actually a surplus farm trailer that had been done up to look way nicer than it actually was pulled by my “steed” which was just an intern for ARealms on a decidedly immersion-breaking ATV.

I guess they didn’t want to spring for real animals. That or they were worried about safety or something. I guess it would be bad PR and one hell of a lawsuit if a spooked animal ended up running off with me still in the back of this thing.

“I’m telling you we’re making a huge mistake,” Danielle said.

I kept the smile plastered on my face, still doing the royal Elizabeth II wave as I spoke out of the corner of my mouth. “I told you we’re doing this and that’s that.”

“They were nice and offered to take us to the castle ahead of time. They said we didn’t have to be under attack or anything. Now you’re leaving so late that we’re gonna get hit by someone for sure!” Trevor whined.

“I’ve been over all this with you. It’s only fair. We’re a faction. The other factions don’t get to go into the playing area early, so why should we get to go in early enough that no one has a chance of hitting us outside our stronghold? Doesn’t seem fair.”

“I like unfair,” Danielle said.

“You were fine with this plan yesterday,” I said.

“Yeah? That was before we got hit at a diner and I realized there were people out there who really are gunning for us! Well, gunning for you and taking us out in the process,” Danielle said.

Damn was it hard to keep the smile plastered on my face. Smiling like this hurt, for one. Mostly it was because I wanted to scream in frustration. These two really had gotten too used to living the life of luxury. Or at least as luxurious as life could get in this game. I wondered if anything was going to break them free of that way of thinking.

The truth was I’d decided to go into the playing area later than usual very much in the hopes that someone would take advantage of it and try to make a move on me. The game gave everyone a half hour window after play started on the first day. Everyone was immune to attack during that half hour. It was designed to give factions a head start getting to their area, but there were some factions whose home base was so deep in the playing area that they didn’t have a chance of getting there before they were susceptible to attack.

Like the royal faction. I was deliberately setting us up for a fall. A fall I didn’t think would actually come considering how cowardly most of the factions were when it came to attacking me directly, but after the rumors that circulated yesterday I had high hopes that at least a few people might think it was open season on royals.

Then I could crush them underfoot and actually have some fun in this game for a change.

“You’re  trying to get us killed, aren’t you?” Trevor asked. He eyed the entrance to the playing area that was getting closer and closer. We were surrounded on all sides by members of the royal guard. They were part of the royal faction, though technically they were loyal to the crown and not me in particular.

A technicality no one had ever bothered to try and exploit. There was no imagination in this game.

“So what if I am?” I asked. “The two of you could do with a little challenge.”

“There’s challenging and then there’s drawing out the assassin from yesterday,” Trevor said. We moved under the arch into the playing area and the people waving and cheering thinned out. On this side of the wall it was every person for themselves. Everyone was too busy playing the game to get too into pomp and circumstance.

“It starts,” Danielle said.

I really was hoping to draw out our friend. She’d challenged me directly last night, and I figured a girl like that would take the opportunity here, the big target I was painting on my back, and run with it. Was I maybe thinking with the brain between my legs hoping to meet that girl in pitched battle in the play area?

Perhaps, but it seemed like the only way I could get her attention. I smiled as I thought of her attempt to “get my attention” yesterday. It had certainly worked, and two could play at that game.

“What’s done is done,” I said. “We’ll be safe and sound in the boring old castle in no time. You two worry too much.”

“If you say so,” Danielle said. Her tone conveyed that she didn’t find my words too terribly comforting.

Whatever. I settled back on the slightly padded seat ARealms so helpfully provided and watched the scenery. Searched anyone passing us for a sign that it was that girl, though no attack ever came. Wherever she was, I had no doubt she was working up something especially crafty and devious to surprise me with. Yeah, that one was cold and calculating to go right along with her hotness.

 

 

 

 

 

 

8: Into the Field

 

“Come on Anna. Get the lead out! We’re going to be late!”

I shot an irritated glance to the tent entrance. Colin was crouched down there staring at me. I hated it when people stared at me when I was getting ready in the morning. Today’s outfit was simple enough. A dress suitable for a sorceress that I’d picked up in one of the shopping tents that sprang up around the edge of the event. It had plenty of pockets for storing things, and I was pretty sure I wouldn’t even have to bring my backpack.

“I don’t see what the big deal is,” I said as I applied the last of my makeup.

“And I don’t see why you’re putting on makeup to go out traipsing in the woods all day!”

I opened my mouth to shoot back a choice comment, and closed it. That was coming dangerously close to admitting to the conversation I had last night. To the crush I’d quickly developed on the queen after seeing her twice in person. If I explained to Colin that I was dressing up like this and getting myself pretty all because of the chance I might run into a girl then he’d laugh right before he smacked me upside the head for wasting time over something so stupid.

“Come on Anna. You know if we don’t leave soon we’re going to miss the thirty minute grace period. If we’re not getting with a faction then we need that if we’re going to hole up somewhere and survive!”

I sighed and tossed down my mascara.

“Colin, it’s already next to impossible to do this in the low light of this tent with only a small mirror to work on. It becomes even more impossible to do anything with you standing there shouting at me the entire time.”

“Your point?”

I grinned at him. “My point is this is happening no matter what, so you might as well pipe down and let me concentrate. The faster you do that the faster we get out of here.”

Colin sighed. “Fine.”

“Besides, you should know I have no intention of doing any hiding once we get in there.”

“You don’t?”

“Nope. Just you watch. I’m going to walk into the middle of the first faction we run across and take it over!”

Colin groaned. Normally I would’ve balked at his complete lack of faith in my abilities, but I suppose that was bragging just a little. Taking over an entire faction was a tall order, even if I had gotten lucky yesterday and survived an attack on the queen herself. There was a difference between attacking someone in a diner when they weren’t expecting it and waltzing into the middle of a faction prepared for battle and taking them out.

Still, I figured go big or go home. Colin was always griping about how I refused to pick a faction. I thought he’d be happy that I’d decided to take over a faction instead. It was sort of giving him what he wanted. In a roundabout sort of way.

Fifteen minutes later I was done and we were walking through the campgrounds towards the entrance. Off in the distance I could see the playing field clearly. It was marked by a massive fence that looked like it was made of stone, though as we got closer I could see that the “stone” was actually probably foam propped up on a wood fence.

“Damn,” Colin said.

“You can say that again. They really go all out for these things, don’t they?”

“I’m more impressed by the crowds. Would you look at that?”

It was a veritable sea of humanity moving towards several entrances. There was a big entrance where people were marching along a wide road. That looked to be the place for factions that organized ahead of time. Off to the west of that was a smaller entrance that Colin was angling us towards.

“Do we have to go to that entrance? The big wide one looks far more impressive,” I said. And it was. The people marching through there had matching uniforms or costumes or whatever was appropriate for their faction. I saw a group of bards walking past, and for a wonder they actually all carried instruments of one sort or another even though all their stuff would be done on the phone in-game and not in the real world. Talk about slaves to immersion.

Farther in the distance I made out a party that was far more interesting than a bunch of musicians. The royal party. Colin saw me staring and started pulling me in the other direction.

“Oh no you don’t,” he said. “No funny business today.”

“I wasn’t going to do any funny business! I just wanted to get a look at the queen!”

I blushed as I thought of my second run-in with queeny the night before. I still didn’t know what came over me talking to her like that. Not only had I pretty brazenly challenged her, but I’d also hit on her without even knowing if she was into girls. Though her reaction told me everything, and I was very much looking forward to seeing her again.

Though maybe not right now. Maybe not when she was surrounded by a bunch of guards and her friends who were probably on their guard after everything that happened yesterday. Yeah, I wanted to see queen Erin again, but on my terms.

“I’m sure you weren’t going to do anything funny, but we need to get into the playing field before our thirty minute grace period is up. It already started five minutes ago.”

I glanced down at my phone. Sure enough there was a countdown with the rest of the spell panels darkened behind it. I couldn’t access anything for another twenty-five minutes.

“Are you sure we have to go through that lame entrance and not the big cool one back there?”

“We have to go to the smaller entrance,” Colin said with a grin that didn’t look entirely pleasant. “The big entrance is for people who were part of a faction. If we’d joined the Thieves last night and went in with our friends then we’d be fine, but since we’re unaffiliated we have to go through the unaffiliated entrance.”

“Weird. Seems kinda screwed up that they’d separate people like that.”

“Well you can change that when they make you queen.”

“Sounds like a plan!”

“I’m not going to do or say anything to shake your confidence, am I?” Colin asked.

“After what I got away with yesterday? Probably not!”

“Just remember that you’re fighting against skilled players who know people are out to get them and not against a few people sitting in a diner who aren’t expecting any sort of attack,” Colin said.

I shook my head. Great minds think alike and all that. He was apprehensive about that, but I was looking forward to testing myself against players who were supposedly the best in the world. I linked my arm in his and grinned as we walked through the second-class-citizen entrance.

“Come on. Smile! We’re gonna have a grand time in here!”

Forty minutes later we weren’t having that much fun. At least I wasn’t having that much fun. Colin actually seemed to be in his element, strangely enough. I never thought his element would be traipsing through a woods that had varying levels of elevation that made it difficult to get very far without getting winded.

I really wished I’d spent more time at the gym before coming out here for the Gathering instead of just walking around the building a few times a day and figuring that would be more than enough to whip me into shape.

It wasn’t.

“I don’t know why we’re even going through these woods,” I said. “It’s not like we’re going to find anyone in here.”

“Easy. We’re in here because we’re not going to find anyone in here,” Colin said. “If you’re not going to join a faction then I figure this is our best chance to get our bearings.”

I rolled my eyes. I should’ve known he had an ulterior motive when he stopped complaining about my plan to take over a faction. Apparently that didn’t count as joining a faction as far as he was concerned.

I glanced at my phone every few seconds to make sure there weren’t any other players in the area. I had a spell up that would detect them out to about a hundred feet, but the GPS could be a little wonky in the woods. I saw what seemed like the echo of someone out there, but I couldn’t be sure. It was almost like there was someone out there running a stealth spell, and that had me excited. That meant there might be some fun worth having in the woods after all.

I was still staring at my phone when Colin’s hand shot out and stopped me. I looked at him in irritation and then stopped. Realized I’d been on the verge of stepping right off of a cliff. Well, not a cliff exactly, but it was a pretty decent rise with a ten or fifteen foot drop. I didn’t even realize we’d done that much elevating on our walk.

Even more interesting was what was waiting for us down at the bottom of that mini cliff.

 

Four men were crouched down there. At least I thought they were men. Looking down at a road running through the forest. It was obviously an ambush of some sort. The question was who were they ambushing? They must’ve been using a very high stealth ability for my spell to miss detecting them, though I’d never heard of stealth abilities that worked against magic detection spells. Weird, but it was the only explanation that made any sense.

“I’m such an idiot,” I said.

“Not so loud,” Colin hissed. “If they hear you up here they’re going to find us and try to take us out.”

“I wouldn’t worry too much about these guys,” I said. “They’re just thieves. Here I was thinking we were dealing with powerful mages or something.”

“Well they’re just people with a really high stealth score. High enough that you couldn’t detect them,” Colin said. “If that’s not a good enough reason to leave well enough alone then I don’t know what is.”

I thought about that. As much as Colin’s habit of all discretion all the time with no valor thrown into the mix for good measure galled me at times, if we were dealing with people who had a high enough stealth skill that they could hide from my magic then that was something to think about. A smile broke across my face as I thought about it.

“I don’t like that look on your face,” Colin said. “That’s the look you get whenever you’re about to do something we’re both going to regret.”

“What ever would give you that idea my dear Colin?” I asked.

It really was elementary. When I came out to this party in the woods it was with the intention of finding people who were just as good as me. So far the only person I’d matched spells with who was worth it was the queen. When I came into the playing field I figured I’d have to track her down if I wanted to have any sort of fun, but here were some players who could somehow hide from my spells with some ability I wasn’t aware of.

I couldn’t think of a target more worth testing my skills and abilities against. Particularly since there was a good chance it would take one fireball spell with some splash damage, my favorite recipe in a good stew, to take them all out.

Sure none of them were nearly as hot, or as female, as the queen. I wouldn’t have the kind of fun with them that I’d like to have with the gorgeous Erin, but at the same time beggars couldn’t be choosers.

I pulled my phone out and tapped a few buttons to bring up my spellbook.

“You’re really going to do this?” Colin asked.

“C’mon Colin. Live a little. If you send a spell down there you’ll get some of the experience and loot when we kill them,” I said.

“I suppose,” Colin said. He rummaged through his own abilities panel, though his was more physical abilities than spells. I had those same abilities, it was how I’d pulled a fast one on him in the office earlier in the week, but I much preferred the sorcery side of swords and sorcery.

“You ready?” I asked.

“Ready as I’m going to be,” Colin said, his hand poised over an arrow shot.

“Y’know it’s weird these guys didn’t show up on my screen. I didn’t know old fashioned stealth could be used to fight magic detection.”

“Yeah, and I wonder who they’re waiting on down there?”

“You’re right,” a new and decidedly feminine voice said from behind us making me jump. “Stealth abilities can’t stop a detection spell. That’s why they’re all carrying enchanted runes so mages such as yourself can’t find them easily.”

I turned and blinked. “Jessica?”

Jessica grinned down at me, her own phone out and her thumb poised for action. Dave stood beside her with a smile on his face. My eyes narrowed. I could probably take them if I wanted to. I moved my thumb to my spell but then the area around the edge of my screen started glowing a forbidding unfriendly red color that I hadn’t seen in a very long time.

Jessica shook her head. The message was clear. They’d managed to sneak up on us which meant they had the drop on us in game. Sure I might be able to take both of them out, but that glowing red color around the edge of my screen meant someone had an attack of opportunity on me. They’d get in the first blow and I didn’t know enough about their characters to know if I’d survive the attack. If I didn’t survive we’d be out for the day.

Thing is they weren’t killing us. Not yet, at least. I figured that might mean there’s a chance of survival. Obviously if they didn’t want to talk our screens would already be bright read and playing the annoying death ditty.

“So what are you going to do with us now?” I asked.

“Well you can try whatever low level fireworks you have prepared there,” Dave said nodding at my phone. I bristled at him calling my spells low level, but inside I was jumping for joy. If he thought I was low level that made it all the more likely that I’d be able to get the drop on them when the time came, but I was more interested in seeing what they wanted first.

“Or you can come with us and meet our leader. Maybe decide it’s time to join a faction after all?” Jessica asked.

I smiled my sweetest smile. After all we’d been out here looking for a faction to take over. It just so happened that a faction found us first, and it was two people we knew which might make the job easier.

“That sounds like a great idea,” I said.

“Anna…” Colin started, but I elbowed him in the ribs. He let out a not-so-surprised grunt and then grinned right along with me. “I mean yeah, that sounds like fun!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

9: Captured

 

“We don’t need to join a faction,” Colin muttered, though there was a smile on his face that told me he was enjoying this.

“I get it Colin.”

“We’ll be fine on our own. Let’s just sneak up on a bunch of high level players and try to kill them!” Colin continued.

“You’ve made your point,” I muttered back.

“This is just like yesterday when you, urk!”

That last bit accompanied me elbowing him in the sides again. Jessica looked over her shoulder at us and smiled.

“Yesterday when you what?”

Damn it Colin. I did not want everyone and their mother knowing I was the one who did the attack on the queen yesterday. For one that would be painting a huge target on my back and asking people to attack me so they could serve up my virtual head on a platter for the dear old queen. For another it would completely ruin any element of surprise and make it impossible for me to pull off a sneak attack if they knew I wasn’t a low level mage.

I was just thankful I’d remembered to put up a warding spell at the beginning of the day that returned a low level when people inspected my character. Otherwise none of this would have happened. Sure I’d probably still be out there roaming, but Jessica and Dave would’ve been out for the day and that was the last thing I wanted to do to our new friends.

Much better to have them take me back to their camp and see who I could take out there.

After about five minutes of walking we came to a clearing. I was surprised it was such a short walk, but I guess it made sense to have everything close together. It was a game, after all, and not a distance running competition. People were standing around chatting in thieves costumes and comparing things on their phone screens. No serious role-playing going on in this group.

A man stood in the center of the group. He was dressed as a thief, but his gut and his thick glasses that looked like they hadn’t been updated in at least two decades had “tech middle manager” written all over it.

“Well then! What little flies have flown into my web today? This isn’t the queen you were promising me!” the man said in a voice that was over the top. He even put his hands at his side in a classic Robin Hood pose and looked to the sky and laughed.

Great. The only person in the group who was a stickler for role-playing was a wannabe Errol Flynn with a bad accent. Even more interesting than the bad accent was the intel he let slip so casually. So they were going to attack the queen’s caravan, were they? That was ballsy. Something I could respect even if this guy did strike me as more than a little annoying.

“We found this sorceress and her escort moving through the woods about to ambush one of our parties,” Jessica said. The guy looked at her for a beat and she looked down. “Sir.”

“Good that you remember that Jessica,” he said. He reached out and put a hand on her cheek. Pulled it up so she was looking at him, though it was obvious she didn’t like the touch and she pulled away. There must’ve been something in the way Dave was looking at this thief king because he didn’t press the matter.

I looked around the clearing. Other people were watching this guy and rolling their eyes or outright muttering. I resisted the urge to smile. A group that didn’t care for their current leader? That seemed like a situation that was ripe for exploitation. I just hoped I could pull it off with enough time to go back and meet the queen on her way through the forest.

“So is this girl an agent of the queen?” he asked, talking mostly to himself as he walked around us.

“She’s definitely not working for the queen,” Dave said. “We camped with them last night at…”

The leader held up a hand and Dave went quiet, though he did look very annoyed.

“What did I tell you about going out of character, Dave?”

Dave rolled his eyes. “Whatever, Mike.”

“Call me Melvar!” he snapped.

Dave rolled his eyes again. “Right. Whatever, Melvar.”

Mike, Melvar, whatever the fuck his name was, dug in a pouch at his side and pulled out a badge. It had a bow and arrow and a robin hood cap on it and it identified him as the leader of the Thieves’ Faction.

“This says that I’m in charge here! If any of you want to challenge me then you can go ahead and do it, but otherwise I will not have your insubordination,” he said, spittle flying from his lips and his face turning purple.

If this guy was a middle manager then he must be a true joy to work with. That bit about holding the badge and being in control was interesting though. I’d be the first to admit I didn’t have a fucking clue how the faction system worked in the game. I’d always been a lone wolf who occasionally brought Colin along because I liked listening to him whine and then seeing the look of impressed astonishment when I pulled something off. I wondered how that whole head of the faction thing worked. If I killed him did it cause a lightning storm and I absorbed his powers or something?

“So if she isn’t the queen and she isn’t working for the queen then why did you bring me these two?”

“We were thinking they might be a good addition to our faction,” Dave said. “And I never said we were going to attack the queen. I just said we were going to scout and let you know when her party was coming through the forest.”

“The plan was that we were going to attack and take the queen,” Mike, or Melvar, said. “The attack yesterday proves she’s not invulnerable. It’s time for people with a little bit of initiative to take it and overthrow her!”

“And get all us killed in the process? We signed up for the Thieves’ Faction. Not the Royals,” Jessica said.

“Well maybe it’s time we dreamed a little bigger,” Melvar said. “I think king Melvar has a nice ring to it. Now unfortunately that means we’re going to have to get rid of your little friends here before we put my grand plan into motion.”

I looked over to Colin. For a surprise he grinned. It looked like he was going from the part of the day where he thought my plan was crazy to the part where he was looking forward to whatever I had up my sleeve. I winked at him and turned to this Melvar guy.

“So you’re saying you’re going to kill our characters?”

“Yup. I’m terribly sorry, but it’s back to the campground for the rest of the day for the two of you,” he said with a grin that showed he was anything but sorry.

“Right. In that case I’m giving you one chance to surrender to me,” I said.

Everyone in the clearing turned and looked at me in astonishment. Jessica and Dave were smiling, but it was the sort of smile reserved for a cute kid that was getting a little too big for its britches. Not the sort of smile that said they knew I could actually pull off what I was threatening. Melvar smiled too, but once again it wasn’t a particularly pleasant smile.

“I’d like to see you try,” he said with a sneer.

“You sure about that buddy?” I held up my phone, my thumb poised over a spell that would turn his character into a pillar of fire. I didn’t have to give him a chance, but I wanted to show his irritated followers that I could be a benevolent ruler.

“What makes you think you could do anything to me?” he asked.

I decided it was time for some bragging. I was at a spot where I was either going to kill or be killed, so there was no point in keeping secrets any longer.

“You heard about the person who attacked the queen yesterday in a diner and killed two of her attendants, right?”

“Well yeah, everyone knows about that,” Mike aka Melvar said.

“What if I told you I was the one who did that?”

He looked me up and down, glanced at his phone, and laughed. Not a very pleasant laugh. Everyone else in the clearing who was close enough to hear, Jessica and Dave included, were laughing right along with him. Colin just shook his head, but he was smiling so at least he had a pretty good idea of what was coming.

“You? A low level sorceress like you? I don’t believe it,” he said.

“This is your last chance.”

“I grow tired of this. Jessica, Dave, do what you need to do.”

Jessica and Dave didn’t make a move. I was glad for that. I really did like them after t he time we shared around the campfire the night before, and I’d hate to have to kill them. I hit a button and a couple of things happened at once. A shield spell went up around Colin and I just in case even as a fireball shot out. My phone switched to the map grid, but it didn’t take long for the spell to hit the glorious Melvar considering he was right in front of me.

The sound of a fireball hitting followed by the death music echoed from Mike aka Melvar’s phone. He looked down in astonishment and then his face turned purple as he screamed.

“Kill her!”

Technically he wasn’t supposed to give orders since his character was dead and all, but it wouldn’t be the first or the last time someone bent the rules of the game and did something in the real world they shouldn’t have been able to do. Someone on the edge of the clearing either didn’t realize their glorious leader was dead or they were ignoring the rules too, because an arrow flew out. I saw it fly towards us faster than I could react, but of course that’s why the shield spell was there in the first place.

That spell also had a nasty side effect. In the real world in the clearing it looked like a bunch of people standing around looking slightly confused and then a guy on the other end of the clearing yelled out in surprise and started cursing. In the virtual world on the map grid I saw a bolt of lightning arc out from my character to attack, and eliminate, the character who dared attack me in the first place.

I grinned and looked around the shell-shocked clearing.

“Anyone else feeling lucky today? No?”

“What was that?” Dave asked.

“That, my friends,” Colin said. “Was Anna showing off. Pray you don’t have to be on the wrong end of her showing off too often.”

I turned to Mike aka Melvar. “So how does this work anyways? I killed you so I should…”

My phone beeped with a notification. I opened it and my eyes widened in surprise. It was a congratulations from ARealms on my successful takeover of the Thieves’ Faction. It seemed ridiculous that the entire faction system would rest on the principle of might makes right, but then again this was a video game even if it was an elaborate live action version of video games, so I suppose it made a certain amount of sense.

“Well then. Looks like the system thinks I’m the head of the Thieves’ Guild now,” I said. I turned to Colin and grinned. “I told you I’d find a faction for us!”

“Glad to have you,” Dave said with a laugh and a shake of his head. “Why didn’t you tell us you were so high level?”

Colin grinned. “Because that would ruin the surprise!” Oh yeah. He was definitely riding a high for now. He could be like this for the rest of the day. Good. I liked fun Colin more than mopey worried Colin. If I’d actually managed to get us killed in this little adventure it probably would’ve ruined the rest of the day.

I held out my hand to Mike aka Melvar. “So can I have my badge please?”

Reluctantly he reached back into his pouch and handed it over. I smiled my sweetest smile as he glared at me. “Have fun on your walk back to the camp! Feel free to come back tomorrow and try me if you want your faction back.”

He grumbled and moved off into the woods with the one guy who’d fired an arrow off at me following. I glanced around the clearing. Everyone was looking a little shell-shocked.

“So does this mean we don’t have to listen to that asshole screaming anymore?” someone yelled from across the clearing.

“I promise I won’t yell at you guys,” I said.

Cheers erupted around us and I blushed. They must’ve really not liked that guy. Jessica piped up with an answer to the unspoken question running through my mind.

“Nobody really liked him, but he had some special abilities since he was faction leader that made it a pain in the ass to try and take him out. Everyone sort of settled into a sucky routine and hoped he wouldn’t be able to make it out this year,” she said.

“Well we’re under new management now, though there is one thing I’m going to insist on keeping from Mike’s reign of terror.”

“What’d you have in mind boss?” Dave asked. More people were gathering around and listening. Actually listening rather than looking sullen at the edge of the clearing. I figured that was a good sign.

“Tell me about his master plan for taking the queen’s caravan,” I said.

“Going back for round two, are you?” a guy said off to the side. I smiled. Nice to know they believed me now.

“Something like that. Now what was the plan?”

Jessica shrugged. “His plan was actually pretty stupid. He was talking like he was going to take out the queen herself, but the plan was really to wait until most of her party had gone by and hit the stragglers in the back in the hopes they were carrying treasure or something.”

“Seems awfully high risk for little reward,” Dave said.

I thought for a moment. If the royal faction really was going through that wooded area it would be the perfect spot to launch an attack. We could hide in the real world and those runes they were all carrying would do a good job of hiding them in the virtual world. We could potentially take out most of the queen’s party before they even knew what was happening. With me on point hurling spells I figured it could actually work.

“You’re smiling like we’re about to do something fun,” Colin said.

I winked at him. It was nice that he said we were about to do something fun and not something stupid. He really was riding a high after taking over the Thieves’ Faction. I turned to my new minions and started outlining the plan. At first they seemed skeptical, but by the time I was done everyone was grinning in a way they hadn’t when Mike aka Melvar talked about taking the queen.

“You’re crazy,” the third dude, his name was Rich, said when I was done. “Are you sure you weren’t sent by one of the other factions to take out the queen? It’s cool, you can tell us if you’re working for ARealms or something.

I smiled my best and sweetest smile. “I’m something far more terrifying. A loose cannon who’s ready to drop a bomb in the middle of all this political faction bullshit you people get up to because it might finally make this game interesting again.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

10: Royal Raid

 

“Okay, so I have to admit this is actually kind of fun,” Trevor said.

I glanced over at him and smiled ever so slightly. I deliberately had the guards take a meandering path through the playing field. A meandering path that set us right along the path that factionless people would be taking on their way into the game. A path that was the likeliest to put us right in line with people who were new to the game and would think it was a good idea to do something silly like attacking a caravan that was bristling with guards and very powerful looking players.

“Another attack incoming,” Danielle said, staring down at a tablet with wireless Internet access. I was carrying something very similar. Nothing but the best for us, and the best included having a large screen to play with instead of bothering with a small phone screen.

“Got it,” I said. “Looks like the people who launched the arrows are standing right over…”

I pointed off into a field by the side of the road. There were obviously some people hanging around there, but they weren’t wearing a costume that corresponded to any of the factions. I almost wanted to shake my head, but I was having too much fun. This was the third group of unaffiliated people who’d attacked us on our ride through the playing field.

I guess that attack and the rumors about it that spread through the camp the night before were enough to encourage other unaffiliated people to take potshots at me. I loved it!

“I’ll take care of them,” Danielle said. “No need to even break a sweat with this group. Looks like they’re all pretty low level.”

“Right. Have fun and happy hunting,” I said.

Danielle hopped off the “chariot” and went charging at the people. They looked back and forth at each other for a moment as though they couldn’t believe someone was actually charging them. In a moment Danielle was in the middle of them and close enough that she could start using her melee attacks.

In my imagination she was a dangerous assassin dropping into their ranks and wielding a ridiculously oversized sword that would never work in the real world with real physics. In the real world she just sort of stood there with her tablet tapping at buttons while the death ditty sounded from the poor people who thought it would be a good idea to attack us.

I shook my head and looked ahead of us. We were coming up on a wooded area and the terrain was going from flat to a little hilly. If these people had any smarts they would’ve attacked us in those woods where they’d have cover bonuses at the very least.

Not that they stood a chance at all. I almost wanted to sigh in disappointment. Three attacks were three more than had ever happened before, but none of them were from her. From that gorgeous girl I saw the night before. I didn’t even know her name, and yet she still dominated my thoughts. Dominated my imagination.

She’d been the special guest star in some particularly naughty imaginings the night before in my tent. Wink and a nudge.

“Would’ve made more sense for them to attack us in the woods,” Trevor muttered.

“Right. Which means they’re either newbies making newbie mistakes or there’s something more dangerous waiting for us in those woods and the minnows didn’t want to run the risk of disturbing the shark,” I said.

“What are you guys talking about?” Danielle asked as she walked up to the wagon and hopped on. We were moving slow enough that we could hop on and off pretty much whenever we pleased.

“Nothing much,” Trevor said. “Erin here was just going on about all the dark and mysterious dangers we can expect to run into in the woods.”

“Oh good!” Danielle said with a grin. “I could do with a challenge!”

I could do with a challenge too. Though it was nice to see my friends finally taking the game seriously for a change. Finally getting into playing rather than dealing with all the political intrigue that was usually our bread and butter. The sort of thing that I’d done for so long that it really annoyed me now.

The woods really did look dark and foreboding by the time we got there. The trees arched over the path that had obviously been cut and laid down for the Gathering. Whoever did the work for ARealms had cleared the path out, but there were still felled trees here and there that bore the obvious marks of modern tools doing the dirty work which broke the immersion just a little.

As though the tablets and phones everyone had out didn’t do a good enough job of that already.

“Kinda spooky,” Danielle said, looking around.

“Yeah, a little too spooky,” Trevor said.

I peered up into the surrounding trees. The path had been set up to follow the lay of the land which meant we were curving around a series of hills. Basically it would be the perfect sort of place to lay a trap if someone was so inclined. I felt a tingling on the back of my neck. A tingle that usually only showed up when something was about to go down. I looked down at my tablet and checked the mini map, but it was completely empty.

“Something wrong?” Danielle asked?

“I can’t really say what it is. I’ve just got a bad feeling about this,” I said.

“You’re the one who brought us out here in the first place. We could’ve gone straight to the castle but you had to take the scenic route,” Trevor said.

“Yup, and you’ve been enjoying blowing people up the entire way,” I said.

Nothing. Nothing showing up on the mini map. Nothing showing up on the larger map, for that matter. I had a high level detection spell going and if anyone was out there they’d be showing up by now.

“I must be getting paranoid after what happened yesterday,” I said with a laugh. “There’s not a chance anyone’s out there waiting for us.”

“Good to hear,” Trevor said.

His smile turned to a frown as his tablet turned a bright red color. The death music played and he started cursing. I put up a shield around myself and Danielle right before a hail of arrows slammed into us. All around the royal guards were tapping furiously at their phones and tablets, and all around us their phones and tablets were flashing bright red as the death ditty played over and over. Some went overly dramatic and threw themselves to the ground role-playing their death throes, but most of them reacted in much the same was as Trevor by letting out a string of curse words that would make a sailor blush.

No one could curse like a nerd who’s just been bested in their favorite video game.

“What’s happening?” Danielle asked.

I looked at my screen again. Arrows were raining down all around us and the little green dots on the screen that showed members of the royal faction were turning into little skull animations all around us. Meanwhile those arrows were coming from nowhere. It was like there were ghosts around us firing arrows and nothing was showing up on my detection spell. Damn it. What was going on here?

“There!” Danielle said, pointing to a ridge or a hill or something off in the distance. I squinted and saw movement. I sent a fireball going in that direction, but I had no way of telling if it actually hit anything. Whoever was up there was too far away to hear the death notification, though that was a pretty powerful spell.

As though in answer a bolt of flames shot out across the map. If this battle was actually happening then it would’ve been a gout of flames wide enough to take out a six foot wide chunk of trees as it lanced down and slammed into my shield which barely held. As it was I could only watch in amazement as the shield slowly buckled.

“Shields at twenty percent,” I said through gritted teeth. This wasn’t going to be pretty.

Danielle had a moment to look at me with wide eyes before the shields failed. As soon as the shield spell dropped her tablet glowed that same pulsing red as everyone else’s.

“Motherf…”

Danielle didn’t get a chance to finish that statement. People dressed in costumes from the Thieves’ Faction were coming down the hill whooping and hollering. Arrows continued to fall. They continued to not show up on my screen. Damn it. Someone had to be screening them from magical spells.

And despite the disaster I found myself in the middle of I smiled. I had a pretty good idea who that someone was. She was out there somewhere in the woods. It was the only way to explain the stealth and that blast of flames that took out Danielle.

I double checked that all of my personal protection spells were still in place. Danielle might’ve dropped, but I still had plenty of stuff ready to go to protect me if this girl wanted to come down and dance. I very much hoped she would make an appearance rather than sending her minions to do her dirty work, because they weren’t going to be around for long.

The attackers were getting a little bonus to their hiding ability because we were in a wooded area, but as they closed in their red dots started showing up on my mini map. The game assumed they were in my character’s visual range at that point and it was time to go to work. I sent a lightning spell out that arced into three characters running straight for me, then shot out to hit two other thieves coming up behind them. Their screens turned red and the death music sounded off at the same time as they started cursing right along with the people from my faction who were standing around watching the battle with the shell shocked look of someone who couldn’t quite believe another player had taken them out.

Members of the Royal Faction just weren’t used to being attacked. It wasn’t something that happened until today. All the more reason to believe that my daring temptress was out there somewhere pulling the strings. I don’t know how she managed to get an entire faction to work for her in the space of an hour, but if anyone could work that fast I’d believe it of her.

A few more thieves were approaching. I held my thumb over my tablet and smiled.

“Anyone else want to try? I’m sure your friends would be happy to have someone to keep them company back at the campground for the rest of the day.”

They looked at one another for the space of a breath and then ran off to fight battles where they might actually have a chance of winning. It sounded like there were still some guards at either end of the caravan who were still fighting the good fight.

Leaving me standing alone with only those who’d already been killed watching me as though they expected me to do something. Maybe try to resurrect them? Not likely while she was still out there.

“I know you’re hiding in the trees somewhere. Why don’t you come out and we can play?”

Oh how I would love to play with her, and not just in the game. I needed to take things slowly though. First I would capture her. Then I would take her back to the castle where she would be in my thrall for the rest of the day and we could play a little game of the queen and the naughty assassin in one of the back rooms where we were guaranteed to have some privacy.

Yeah, that sounded like a very nice way to spend the rest of the day.

Movement off in the distance. Several people turned to look, though even more were glancing down at their tablets or phones as they went into spectator mode where they could watch the battle without influencing it because their characters were dead.

She didn’t say anything. A spell flew out and slammed against me, but it parted around my character as I hit a ward at the last moment. Impressive. If she kept that up she might actually have a chance at defeating me. Not that I planned on giving her the opportunity.

I fired back with the most powerful spell in my arsenal. I reflected on how beautiful she was, and how much fun it was going to be having her beg for me to resurrect her character so we could spend the rest of the day together. She might be the best challenge to come my way since I started playing this game, but it was time to show why no one ever beat the queen.

It was almost a pity. Almost.

The only problem? The spell hit her and split in two. It literally split around her. Okay not literally. I guess it metaphorically split around her since all this was happening in a virtual world, but the point stands. I’d never seen a spell do that before. I gaped at her and felt something I hadn’t felt since I started playing this game.

Worry.

She smiled and hit a button on her own phone. No tablet for her, though she was wearing a pair of AR glasses attached to her phone through the headphone jack. My phone beeped a warning that something was coming, but no spell lanced out towards me on the mini map.

“Is that all you have?”

“What if it is?” she asked.

God her voice. It was intoxicating. It made me feel drunk on more than just the high of the first real battle I’d been in since as far back as I could remember. Was it weird that I was locked in pitched combat with this girl and all I could think about was how much I wanted to be making out with her? Maybe, but whatever. She made me feel the way she made me feel and I was rolling with it. Besides, there was trash talk to lay down.

“I honestly didn’t think you would disappoint me like that,” I said. “I figured you’d be much better.”

Okay, so maybe a little trash talk and some flirting to go right along with it. Nothing wrong with that.

“Oh yeah? Would you like to see just how good I can be?”

Now this is what I was talking about! She was picking up on what I was tossing out there. Granted it had been awhile since I’d flirted with someone like this, but it was pretty damn obvious that she was interested. Good.

“You know it. Show me what you’ve got,” I said.

We were talking about more than just the game and I was so distracted with the flirting that I forgot about the game side of things until her thumb landed on her screen. Still, I was confident that I’d be able to brush aside whatever she was throwing at me just like I had everything else so far. I was so confident that I threw my head back and laughed in truly maniacal sorceress fashion.

Damn I’d always wanted to do that.

The laugh lasted right up until my phone beeped and all the spells on my spell panel were grayed out. I frowned and stabbed at the screen. Fireballs. Lightning. Wards. Even low level buffs. Nothing was working.

“What the hell? Damn thing would break right now when I need it the most!”

“Oh your panel isn’t broken,” the girl said. “I just cut you off from all your magic.”

I looked up at he and dawning horror spread across my face even as a huge grin spread across hers. I was completely at her mercy. And yet rather than annoying me or worrying me the thought just sent a chill running through me that had nothing to do with potentially losing my position as the top player in Alternate Realms and everything to do with wondering what wonderfully depraved things she might do to me now that the queen was under her sway.

Oh yeah, I could really get into that role-playing angle. I just hoped she was as creatively naughty as I was.

This girl stepped closer. Closer. Close enough that she was mere inches from me. I could smell her. I could feel the heat coming off her body. Her lips looked so inviting as her eyes searched mine. As her mouth quirked up in the faintest hint of a smile on one end.

“You’ve captured the queen, so what are you going to do now?”

Her arms wrapped around me and she pulled me into a kiss. My eyes went wide in surprise, but not for long. I heard a couple of grunts of surprise from the people around us and remembered we still had an audience. I’d gotten so used to thinking of “dead” players as just that that I hadn’t given a thought to them being very much alive and watching this whole drama play out. And what a twisted fucked up drama it must seem with this girl waltzing out of nowhere, besting me, and then pulling me into a kiss so intense that it was making my toes curl and my hair stand on end all over my body.

She pulled away and took me by the arm. Glanced around at all the “dead” players from both sides standing around us and then out to where some thieves were returning. No royals with them. It looked like my side had been well and truly beaten, but judging by the number of thieves returning from the battle pretty much the only reason they won was because they had this mysterious girl taking point for them. I could take some small comfort in that. I figured the rumor mill was going to have a field day with this as well when people from this battle started streaming back into the campground and word spread that the queen had been taken on the day after the already juicy gossip of an assassination attempt!

“Come my queen,” she said with just a hint of mockery touching her voice as she said “queen.”

“I’m at my lady’s mercy,” I said with a hint of breathlessness.

Oh yeah, this was getting good!

 

 

 

 

 

 

11: Alone in the Woods

 

I glanced at the people coming back from the battle at either end of the caravan. It was all my people so I took that to mean we’d won the battle. Jessica was leading a column coming up from the south while Dave was at the other end coming back from the north.

I frowned. There weren’t nearly as many as I’d expected. The faction would be weak until the next day when everyone got a resurrection and it was back into the field to play again. At least I hoped everyone would be back the next day to play again.

“Anyone hit with a permanent death?” I asked Dave as he got into earshot.

“None with me,” he said.

“What about on your end?” I asked Jessica as she approached.

“I lost most of my people, but no permadeaths. They’ll all be back at the camp tomorrow to fight again.”

“Good to know,” I said.

A permanent death didn’t mean a person’s character was dead for good. Just that they were dead for the remainder of the event underway. For this Gathering characters had been given a death count of three, usually it was the total number of days the event was going on minus two or three, before they were out of the game permanently just to make things interesting, though there were spells and magical items hidden throughout every Alternate Realms playing field that could inflict a permadeath on someone before they hit their five life allotment.

That meant even the worst player in the game was guaranteed three days out of five of going out into the playing field even if there were no guarantees about how long they would stay in the playing field.

“Where’s Colin?” I asked.

Jessica frowned and shook her head. Damn. I was probably going to hear about that at the end of the day when I got back to camp. And he’d been in such a good mood too. Getting his character killed on day one was going to turn him into a grump, I just knew it.

“I can’t believe we did that,” Dave said. “We attacked the royal caravan and took it out!”

“Thanks in no small part to our new glorious leader here,” Jessica said. “I can’t believe you actually killed the queen!”

“Actually…” I said. I stepped aside revealing Erin standing behind me. Jessica and Dave both gasped in surprise and I saw a couple of guys behind them actually move to bow before they realized what they were doing and stopped with sheepish grins.

“Everyone, I’d like to introduce you to Erin. Queen of Alternate Realms and my captive.”

“Holy shit,” Jessica said. “You captured the queen! All right!”

She held her hand up for a high five and I was more than happy to oblige her. Girl power and all that. I could only imagine what they were thinking. They go from being in a faction that’s hiding in the woods and preparing an attack that’s certain suicide with a leader they hate to being taken over by a girl who led an attack against the Royal Faction and won. I expected nothing less when I entered the playing field this morning, but I’m sure it came as a surprise to them.

“So, uh, now that we have the queen captive what are we going to do with her?” Dave asked.

I thought back to our brief flirtation while we were dueling. It was like something straight out of a cheesy fantasy movie or something and I loved every minute of it. The more I learned about this Erin girl the more I thought we were going to get along just fine, if we could stop sniping at one another long enough to hold a conversation.

“Oh I have plans for our dear queen here. I think a nice ransom would work. Don’t you?”

“Could be trouble tomorrow when all her guards come back to life,” Dave said.

“We’ll figure something out,” I said. “For now I’d like you guys to set up a screen ahead of us and behind us while we walk back to our camp. I want to have a word alone with the queen if you don’t mind.”

“Whatever you say boss,” Dave said, sketching a brief salute. Earlier when they’d called me boss it sounded like there was a hint of mockery to it. Now there was nothing of the sort. I smiled. It was nice to know I’d earned my keep as leader even if I had managed to get more than half my new faction killed for the day in the process.

“You know he’s right, don’t you? Tomorrow the royal guard won’t rest until they find me,” she said.

“Yeah, well if I read the rules right if they die they have to start back at the entrance instead of going to wherever they were the day before. I figure that’ll be plenty of time to set up another ambush or something,” I said.

“So confident. You remind me of someone I knew once upon a time.”

I turned and cocked an eyebrow at her. “Oh yeah? Who’s that?”

“Me. Right before I realized there were no new worlds to conquer in this game. I hope you don’t find the same fate.”

I grinned my most rakish grin, really tried to convey the whole thief queen motif I was going for, and looked her up and down with enough interest that she’d need a cigarette when I was done.

“Yeah my liege? Well we’ll see about that. I’m seeing plenty that I wouldn’t mind conquering right in front of me.”

“So forward, and I don’t even know your name!”

I paused and mentally kicked myself a couple of times. Why hadn’t I introduced myself? Well because the first time we met it was staring at each other across a rest stop after I’d offed a couple of her friends and the second time was at the campground the night before when we couldn’t very well have a very detailed “how do you do” without making everyone around us curious as to why the queen was chatting with a total newbie.

I held out a hand. “Anna. Nice to meet you Erin.”

She took my hand, though with her left hand instead of the right, and fire danced from her fingertips. And I’m not talking the fireball spells she was hurling at me in the game just moments ago. She held my hand for a moment, and I decided I liked that enough that I just kept right on holding it. She didn’t say anything and we continued walking through the woods in silence. It was a nice silence, though. A silence that had my stomach twisting in knots and a fire starting between my legs as well. It had been awhile since I’d held someone’s hand like this, and it was astonishing how such a simple touch could have me doing emotional somersaults.

Still, it was nice. Really nice.

I felt positively giddy at that touch. At that introduction. I just took the most powerful player in this game captive! It didn’t quite hit home until her hand was in mine. Though at the same time I couldn’t help but feel a little disappointed.

“Something wrong?” Erin asked. “I figured after that coup you just pulled you’d be ecstatic.”

I thought about it for a moment. Sighed. “Yeah, I suppose I should be, but I can’t help but feel like…”

“No new worlds to conquer?”

I glanced at her. “Are you a mind reader or something? How’d you know that?”

Erin grinned and I was struck once more with how truly beautiful she was. Those eyes, that face, and the way she looked when she smiled. She was radiant. It also occurred to me that I hadn’t seen her smiling all that much in a lot of the pictures I’d seen online. I wondered what was up with that, but I was glad I could get her to grin.

“I was where you were five years ago when they started doing these things. I kept succeeding in the game and I kept thinking I was going to get to a point where I screwed up. I figured someone was going to come along and knock me down a peg or two or something.”

I nodded but stayed quiet. This was fascinating stuff, hearing about her rise to power. And what she was describing sounded so similar to what I’d been going through. At every step of the way I’d been convinced I was going to run into someone who was better than me in this game, but so far the only girl who came close was standing right next to me holding my hand and chatting like we were old friends.

Or maybe more than friends. I really hoped it was more than friends.

“Everyone told me I was stupid for doing some of the things I did, but most of those people got eliminated from that first Gathering early on and I ended up becoming the first queen of the Alternate Realms, so I guess that shows how good their advice was, right?”

I laughed and thought of Colin and his constant worrying. “Yeah, I guess I can identify with that. I have a friend who constantly seems to think we’re on the verge of getting our characters killed.” I frowned. “Though I guess I did end up getting his character killed today. I’m not going to hear the end of that.”

Erin giggled, a sound that seemed both innocent and sexy at the same time. “Yeah, I know all about whiny friends. I have Trevor and Danielle who come with me to all those things. You met them yesterday, I believe?”

I blushed and looked away. She must be referring to the two friends I took out in the diner. They hadn’t looked too happy yesterday, and they probably weren’t any more happy today now that I’d managed to take them out two days running. Not to mention that taking them out today counted towards their three character death maximum for the five day Gathering.

“Yeah, I seem to remember them,” I said.

“They’re always complaining about actually getting out and playing the game. It’s something I never get to do because no one ever wants to attack the queen. They always act like it’s suicide or sacrilege or a little bit of all of the above.”

“Sounds boring,” I said.

“You have no clue,” she said, flashing me that dazzling grin again. She moved a little closer and I was keenly aware of how good she smelled. Of how hot she was. Of how hot I was, for that matter, feeling her this close to me!

“I actually have you to thank for changing that,” Erin said.

I blushed again. “Are you really thanking me for killing everyone in your faction and taking you captive?”

“Well not that, maybe. Besides, there’s still plenty of my faction waiting for me off at the castle, but it’s not like I can get word to them for a rescue or anything anyways. No, we actually had people attacking our caravan on the way in before we even got to you.”

“So? What’s the big deal about people attacking a caravan?”

“No one ever did that before. It’s like your attack yesterday and the rumors I had my friends slip through the camp were enough to convince everyone it might be worth attacking the queen again. It’s the most fun I’ve had playing this game in ages and it’s all thanks to you!” She paused for a moment, suddenly looking very deep in thought. “Well, it was almost the most fun I’ve had lately?”

I turned an arched an eyebrow. “Really? What’s the most fun you’ve had?”

Erin looked over her shoulder and then ahead to our escort. They were off in the distance though. Apparently they’d taken my request for some time alone with the queen very seriously. I wondered what she was up to but then she was jumping at me. I didn’t even have time to yell out in surprise. No, one moment we were walking along hand in hand without a care in the world and the next she was jumping at me.

At first I thought she might be trying to break free. It was very against the rules to actually attack someone physically in a game of Alternate Realms, but something being forbidden by the rules and something never happening were two very different things. Particularly if the stakes were high enough and the person doing the attacking was desperate enough. Like looking at losing a cushy position as the head of the entire Alternate Realms kingdom desperate.

Then her lips pressed against mine and all those worries disappeared. I felt something hard and a little raspy pressing against me. A tree. Her arms went to either side of me as she pinned me against the tree, but I didn’t care. No, all I cared about was the feel of her body pressed against mine. The taste of her mouth as she opened her lips and her tongue darted out to duel with mine.

I ran my hands up and down her body. She felt incredible. She was toned and curved in all the right places and the reaction to feeling her was immediate. I went weak in the knees. Tingles ran up and down my body. A chill ran down my spine. An impossible heat was building between my legs.

In short it was one of the most intense makeout sessions I’d ever enjoyed. I’m not sure if it was because she was so hot, because this was the queen we were talking about here, because we were making out in the middle of the woods surrounded by members of my newly taken over faction, or because it was so unexpected.

Probably a little bit of all of the above. Either way I wasn’t going to knock it. She felt so damn good. She was like a drug and I was more than happy to get addicted.

Erin pulled away and I wanted to whimper in frustration, but I didn’t. I was supposed to be the strong one, after all. I was supposed to be the one in charge. The last thing I wanted was to show weakness in front of the queen.

“I’d say that’s the most fun I’ve had in the game lately,” she said with a smile.

“Damn. Me too,” I said. I needed to stop and catch my breath. That was about as unexpected as the kiss when we were dueling each other. I’d been so overcome in the moment that it just sort of happened. Just like this. And both times it felt so right. I was drawn to this girl. I was helpless before her, and something about the way she was smiling at me told me that she was well aware.

“Of course I don’t know what to expect,” she said with a sigh.

I blinked. “What are you talking about?”

Erin looked to me and her eyes were wide. Worry was written plainly on her face and I suddenly worried that something was wrong. There seemed to be genuine fear there, though I hadn’t done anything to make her afraid. At least I didn’t think I did.

“Well I’m being held captive by a notorious thief who’s made it clear she wants me,” Erin said, her voice breathless. “What ever might happen?”

I grinned and took her hand. Started pulling her along again. I got what she was doing, and I liked it. This was the sort of role-playing I could really get behind! Nothing like the crap the great thief lord Melvar pulled.

Besides, I could think of a few things I would like to do with the captive queen. None of them sweet and innocent. Pity there wasn’t a way to sneak off and get some privacy what with the surviving members of my faction all around us providing an escort.

“You’ll just have to wait and see what I have planned for you, my dear queen,” I said even as my mind raced trying to think of a way to get some privacy with her.

“So what’s your thief camp like? Any structures or anything like that?” Erin asked.

I sighed in frustration. “Nope. Nothing like that. What about the castle thing you keep talking about?”

Erin looked at me and I felt like her eyes were boring straight into my soul. “Oh the castle is quite nice, with several rooms for extra privacy if they did it up the same as in previous years.” She licked her lips to drive her point home. Not that there was any worry that I was going to miss the point. I shivered. Damn!

“Too bad there isn’t a castle waiting for us back at my faction’s home base,” I muttered.

Erin shrugged and squeezed my hand. “Well it’s getting dark and we’re going to be heading out to the campground soon enough. Maybe we’ll meet up there?”

“I like the sound of that,” I said. We walked on through the forest in silence, just enjoying the feel of our hands clasped together, though the entire way I was thinking about how nice it felt when she was kissing me and how desperately I needed a repeat performance someplace where we could get a little privacy!

I glanced at my phone. Only another hour or so before the game would be over for the day, the no-play zone would extend out over everyone, and we’d be able to head back to the campground where there seemed to be all sorts of interesting ways to pass the night opening up before me.

That hour was going to be a fucking eternity.

 

 

 

 

 

 

12: End of Day

 

“How have you been playing the game for that long and no one noticed how high level you were?” I asked.

It was dark and I could see fires from the campground in the distance. Probably from people who’d been killed throughout the day and went back to have what fun they could not playing the game. The Pax Digitalis had been in place for about twenty minutes now, no sooner had we gotten to the Thieves’ Faction camp than all the spells were disabled and the end of day message was broadcast. I was in a mood for some food and maybe something else depending on how things went with Anna.

First I needed to make sure things would continue going well for me tomorrow in the game though. Luckily it was easy to chat with Anna and keep her distracted. She was so hot and so easy to get along with! I truly wasn’t acting at all as I repeated the coordinates I’d taken from the GPS on my phone over and over and fumbled with a keyring in my pocket.

“I don’t know?” Anna shrugged. Somehow she even managed to make a shrug look sexy. Yeah, this girl had definitely put the zap on me. Coming down out of the hills like that, besting me in combat for the first time ever, then kissing me like we were in the middle of some cheesy movie.

This girl had it all. It was a pity I was going to have to break free from her in the game and do terrible things to her character and everyone in her faction. I just hoped she could find it in her heart to forgive me out of the game for the double cross I needed to pull in the game.

It was just business, after all. Now that someone was actually giving me a worthy challenge I had to rise to it.

“I’ve just gone to regional events. Never to any of the national events. I never figured I was that good anyways. I always thought if I came to a national Gathering it would be full of people who were just as good as I am,” she said. “I mean it’s not like I’m the only high level sorceress in the game.”

I barked out a short laugh. “Yeah, you’re not the only high level sorceress in the game. That’s for sure. There is one big difference between you and every other high level sorceress though.”

“Yeah? Do tell.”

“It’s those stupid factions. Every other high level sorceress in this game has joined up with the Mage’s Tower.”

“All of them?”

I looked at Anna and cocked an eyebrow. Talking to her about this stuff really was like seeing the game through a fresh set of eyes. That was almost as much fun as the challenge she was throwing at me. It was forcing me to sit back and think about all the things about the game that really annoyed me. Like the stupid Mage’s Tower.

“Let’s just say they highly encourage any low level magic characters to join their ranks. I’m surprised they didn’t try to recruit you at one of those regional events. The factions have representatives at all of those things even if it’s just one dude sitting behind a folding table.”

“Now that you mention it I do remember some girl telling me I had to join up with her back at the first regional Gathering I went to,” Anna said. “She had a bunch of other mages with her and she was running around bullying anyone who was using spells. I think she was working for a faction.”

“Really? How’d you get rid of her? They’re pretty ridiculous about getting people to join them once they discover you’re a magic user.”

Anna blushed and looked away. Even her blush was so fucking cute. It made me want to kiss those red cheeks.

“Come on Anna. What’d you do?”

“I didn’t mean to do it the first day. She told me I had to join her and I told her I wasn’t interested in joining any of the factions. She insisted. I said no. She tried to kill my character so I took her out instead.”

I stopped and laughed. It took a moment to get back under control. Oh to be a fly on the wall when that happened. I’d wanted to see that faction taken down a couple of notches for a few years now. It didn’t help that Sarah, the current leader of the Mage’s Tower, also happened to be an ex-lover from a Gathering years prior. That had been a fun couple of nights, but we crossed the thin line between lust and hate and absolutely couldn’t stand each other now.

Anything that knocked her faction down a peg or two was just fine with me.

“Wait. You said the first day it was an accident. What about after that?”

“It was only a four day event so everyone had two lives. The next day I was still pissed off, so I hunted her down and took her out before she could try the same with me.”

I laughed again. It was just too perfect. It sounded like the sort of thing I would do to my enemies. At least it was the sort of thing I’d do to my enemies if I actually had enemies in this game instead of a bunch of sniveling cowards who never made a move because they were terrified.

“That’s perfect Anna.”

“Yeah. I see her around at other events, but she’s never bothered me since for some reason.”

We walked on in silence for a few moments. I fumbled at the keychain in my hand. It was my only hope. I just hoped Danielle and Trevor would be smart enough to get close when we reached the camp. I hoped they’d be able to figure out what the numbers were and follow my directions when it came time to mount a rescue in the morning. I was banking an awful lot on hoping they hadn’t completely forgotten how we used to play the game.

“You know you’ve painted a big target on your back by doing what you did today,” I said.

Anna gave me a sidelong glance. “That’s quite a change of subject.”

“Just on my mind,” I said. If only she knew how much it was on my mind. Probably best not to let on I was planning my rescue even as I was having so much fun just chatting with her like a normal person. It didn’t hurt that she was also damn hot on top of being easy to talk to with a spunky streak in her that reminded me of, well, me.

“Things were already more restless than usual yesterday,” I said. “Once they figure out I’m being held by another faction, well all the other leaders are going to sniff blood in the water and they’re going to do their best to hunt me down. That includes hunting down whoever hunted me down.”

Anna grinned. “Well they can come at me. They might be just as surprised as you were.”

I grinned right back. I had a feeling she was right. Anyone who came for her was going to be in for one hell of a surprise. Which is why I was going to have to be very careful about organizing my own rescue without arousing any suspicion tonight while I was in the camp.

Speaking of. We reached the big faction gates and it looked like word of my capture had spread. Trevor and Danielle stood there with worried expressions right along with several people I recognized from the royal guard. There were a few thieves as well. But by far the larger number of people were from other factions. All staring and pointing at us and whispering back and forth. Anna stared at everyone with her mouth hanging open. Obviously this was a surprise she hadn’t anticipated when she captured me. Very surprising considering how she seemed to have everything plotted out well ahead of time.

Speaking of. While Anna was staring at the crowd around us seemed like the perfect opportunity to pull off the first part of my plan. I pulled out the key to my ARealms provided trailer as well as a pen. More specifically I was interested in the paper tag attached to it. I finally spewed out the numbers I’d been repeating over and over. Luckily I didn’t need to remember the whole GPS coordinates. Just the last half of the latitude and longitude that would tell my friends specifically where I was. I jotted it down on the paper quickly with an old fashioned pen then dropped the pen back in my pocket and held the key tight in my hand.

I felt downright naughty. My pulse was racing like I’d just run a couple of miles. Damn this was exhilarating! The crowds surrounding us added to the feel. I’d just pulled off the first half of my plan and no one was the wiser. Not even my sexy captor.

Oh yeah, this was going to be the biggest news to hit Alternate Realms in ever. The queen captured and returning to camp with her captor. A strange new girl no one had ever heard of. Talk about your all time juicy gossip.

I started to move towards Danielle and Trevor, key clutched in a white knuckled grip, but a hand wrapped around my arm and stopped me. I turned and Anna was wagging her finger at me.

“Oh no you don’t Erin,” she said with a grin. “You’re my captive, remember?”

Well then. I don’t know if she was being intentionally provocative with that or if it was just me. Either way, hearing her refer to me so casually as her captive sent more than a little thrill running through me. This evening was just getting more and more interesting.

I was only a little disappointed that it threw one hell of a monkey wrench in my rescue plans.

I risked one final glance towards Danielle and Trevor. They were my only chance of getting rescued tomorrow, but I’d tried and failed to get the coordinates of the Thieves’ Faction to them. I might as well enjoy whatever fun Anna had in store for me.

I looped my arm in hers and allowed myself to be led away from the crowd gathered to see whether or not the rumors of the great and powerful queen of Alternate Realms being captured were true. Let them see. Let them chat. I was far more interested in the way Anna felt pressed against me than I was in in-game politics.

For the moment. That could wait until later. After whatever fun Anna had planned.

“Everyone’s looking at us,” Anna muttered under her breath as she pulled me into the camp.

“You’d better get used to it. There’s no such thing as anonymity for you anymore,” I said.

“This is going to make it a lot harder to surprise people, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Welcome to my world. You’re going to be all over the ARealms forum before the night is over.”

It was already starting all around us. People pulling out there phones and snapping pictures as we walked past. I’m sure most of those were going to wind up on the forums or on the gossip sites that covered news for the game. It wouldn’t be the first time I found myself on the front page of one of those gossip rags, though it would be the first time one of my dalliances at one of these Gatherings became more than whispers and unsubstantiated rumors.

At least I hoped to God, Thor, Superman, or any other higher powers that might be listening that this dalliance was going to become very substantiated when we got back to Anna’s tent. I assumed that’s where we were going. The whole camp ran together in a blur for me.

“Damn it,” she cursed when we reached a bonfire that maybe looked familiar from the night before.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Colin,” she said.

“Colin?”

I looked around and realized who she must be talking about. A guy standing in front of a tent that looked like it was the tent we were making for. A guy who didn’t look too happy about being out here in the camp, which seemed in line with what she’d told me about her buddy she got killed during that daring assault.

“Finally decide to come join the dead out here?” he asked, though he didn’t sound too pissed off.

“Colin, I’m so sorry,” she started.

He held up a hand. “Don’t mention it. Today was so much fun! So what if I got a little eager and got myself killed.”

Anna blinked. It was obvious that of all the ways she expected this conversation to go, this wasn’t it. “You’re not mad at me for getting you killed?”

“No! I was the one who charged a group of royal guards. Managed to take a couple of them out before they got me too! And I hear things went pretty well for you too, can’t wait for tomorrow!”

“Yeah,” Anna said. “About how well things were going.”

She jerked her head in my direction. This Colin guy looked at me and blinked. He obviously hadn’t even noticed me standing right there being, well, me. I was used to that reaction though.

“Holy crap. The queen!” he said.

“Yeah, about that,” Anna said. “I was kind of hoping to have some time to chat with the queen. Alone?”

He looked to the tent then back to the two of us. A huge grin split his face. “You dog!”

Anna blushed and looked away. Interesting. I was learning quite a bit by watching how these two interacted.

“Only problem is where am I going to stay? Or do you want me to just make myself scarce for a little while?”

“Well actually, I kind of need to make sure she doesn’t get to talk to anyone in her faction tonight so it was sort of going to be an overnight thing,” Anna said. That sent a chill running through me. The excuse sounded as flimsy to me as it did to this Colin judging by his knowing smile, but the point was she was expecting an overnight with me. Hell to the yeah!

It hit me like a lightning bolt out of the sky. I could solve the problem of getting rid of Anna’s friend so we could have some fun and get word back to Trevor and Danielle while gaining a bit of Anna’s trust all with the same action. Not daring to hope this might actually work after all, I rummaged in my pocket and tossed my key to Colin. He caught it and looked down, an eyebrow raised.

“What’s this?”

“Royal faction gets access to some trailers ARealms has on site for VIPs and their employees. You can use this key to get into my trailer. Tell Trevor and Danielle that Erin sent you and the password is flugelhorn. They’ll know what you’re talking about.”

My skin tingled. If they still remembered then they’d know what he’s talking about. They’d know to get a look at whatever he brought from me. God I hoped they remembered. It had been so long since we had to talk in code. So long since we’d grown complacent sitting on top of the Alternate Realms world.

Not that I minded being on top. I glanced at Anna again. I really hoped I’d be on top here in a few minutes if I actually managed to get rid of this Colin guy.

“Seriously?”

“Beats sleeping on the ground in a tent,” I said.

“Hell yeah it does!” Colin said. And then he was gone.

I turned to Anna and grinned. I was elated both because it looked like I’d get her all to myself for the evening and because I’d actually pulled a fast one on them and assured my rescue tomorrow. Maybe. “Is that what you were going for?”

I figured I would get a thank you or maybe a surprised look. Anything but what actually happened. She scowled at me and grabbed my arm. Pulled me towards her tent.

“I don’t recall asking you to speak, your majesty,” she said. “Now why don’t you join me in my tent?”

Oh yes I’d join her in her tent! This was amazing. Best. Role-playing. Ever!

 

 

 

 

 

 

13: Royal Passion

 

Fortune favors the bold.

At least that’s what I told myself over and over as I pulled Erin into the tent. As a thousand reasons why this wasn’t going to work cluttered up my brain and kept me from truly enjoying the moment. What if she wasn’t into role-playing like this? What if our flirting had been just that, flirting and nothing more? What if she wasn’t as into me as I was into her? What if the entire time she’d been acting interested as some sort of fucked up mind game she was using to try and break free the next day when everyone was back in play?

I hated how my traitorous mind could turn on me at times like this. I figured this sort of thing would get easier with time, but it seemed like every time I found myself in a situation where a girl seemed interested my brain came at me with all these doubts.

I wondered if this sort of thing happened to other people or if I was the only person blessed with crippling self-doubt like this.

Crippling self-doubt that I didn’t let stop me. I stepped into the role of the thief queen and that made it easier somehow. Weird how that worked. I pulled her into the tent and tossed her down to the ground, though it was less a toss and more helping her sit down and giving her a bit of a push that got me a smile.

I got down on my knees, not much standing room in here, and zipped up the tent. When I turned around she was right there. I blinked, but I suppose that was the green light I was looking for. She was close enough I could smell her. Close enough I could feel the heat from her body. Close enough I could taste her.

Yeah, that sounded like a good idea. So I wrapped my arms around her and pressed my lips against hers. Only this time I felt an urgency that wasn’t there when we were kissing out in the play area. There we had an audience. Here I could give into every desire I’d felt ever since I first saw a picture of the beautiful queen of Alternate Realms.

So I did. And good goddamn was it one hell of a makeout session! Easily up there in my top five. Maybe even my top three. When I pulled away my body was flushed and I was wobbly. It’s a good thing I was already on my knees, because otherwise I would’ve toppled over from the sheer power of that kiss.

“Damn,” she said.

Oh so she enjoyed that, did she? And boy did she enjoy it judging by how she was looking at me. Her breath was coming in ragged gasps. Her chest, always a distraction, was even more so now with the way it rose and fell rapidly. I wanted more of her. Needed more of her. And I had just the idea for easing into it.

“So I’m presented with a problem,” I said.

Erin blinked. It looked like she was expecting more kissing and less talking. All in good time.

“What’s the problem? Was it how I kissed?”

I giggled. “Nothing like that my dear. The problem is I can’t have you running off to your friends. It occurs to me that you know exactly where our camp is, and it wouldn’t do for you to go giving that information away to someone who might rescue you.”

She blinked and looked so surprised for a moment that I knew I was right. I thought I saw her glancing over her shoulder as we were leaving the woods, and it hadn’t occurred to me until it was too late that she’d be able to talk to people overnight and arrange a rescue. That sort of metagaming was discouraged, but it wasn’t exactly against the rules. The way she quickly schooled her face to a smile after that momentary surprise was all the confirmation I needed.

Oh yeah, she was good.

“I would never dream of doing something like that to my brave and bold thief queen,” she said, a touch of breathlessness coming to her voice. Yeah, she was very good.

“Mm,” I said, reaching out to trace a finger along her arm. I was rewarded with goose bumps popping up where my finger moved. “I could take you at your word, or…”

“Or?” Erin asked, cocking an eyebrow.

I grinned. I was going for something that was halfway between seductive and mischievous. I don’t know how good a job I was doing, but from the way Erin’s cheeks colored I figured it was good enough.

“Or I could keep you so busy tonight that you won’t have a chance to run off to your friends and arrange a rescue,” I said.

Fortune favors the bold. I lunged for Erin. For my queen. She let out a delighted giggle as we fell to the ground and rolled around in the sleeping bags. Oh yes. Keeping her occupied and away from any potential rescuers was going to be a lot of fun!

 

 

The next morning I woke up with one hell of a smile on my face. As soon as I opened my eyes to the world and saw sunlight streaming in through the open tent flap I was flooded with memories of all the incredible things Erin and I did the night before.

Maybe it was partly because it had been so long since I had an experience like that, but last night had been one of the most intense and mind blowing nights of sex I’d had since I got out of college. If I didn’t include college then it was definitely the single hottest experience I’d ever had.

Nothing was going to beat the night I was partying at a sorority and discovered that a couple of the pledges and their pledge leader were interested in a little walk on the wild side.

I blinked in the sunlight and rolled over to check my phone. I still had a good hour before we were expected to be out in the field. Plenty of time to hit one of the shower buildings ARealms had set up and get ready for the day. Maybe even enough time to have some more fun with Erin if she was willing to help me conserve some of ARealms’s water before we headed out into the field.

Erin. ARealms. Sunlight streaming into the tent.

I was hit with a sudden sense of panic that settled into my stomach like a block of ice just as thoroughly as fire had been raging there the night before when Erin did that little thing with her tongue that made me gasp loud enough I was sure everyone around us heard it. Keeping quiet with her had been hard, but it had also been part of the naughty fun of the moment.

And now she’d gotten around my attempt to keep her occupied all night long by getting up earlier than me. She could be in the middle of her friends in the Royal Faction right now telling them exactly where the Thieves’ Faction camp was. Damn it, damn it!

A shadow at the tent entrance. A couple of steaming cups of something, followed by Erin’s smiling face looking in at me. I wanted to smile right back at her, but I couldn’t help but regard her with just a bit of suspicion.

“Where did you disappear to?” I asked.

Erin placed a cup down next to me. I gave it a sniff. Coffee. I took a sip, thinking that if this were a real situation where I’d taken her captive instead of a silly video game scenario I might have to worry about what was in the coffee.

“Just went over to the closest breakfast stand to get some coffee. I figured you’d want a little wake up before we headed over for breakfast,” she said. Still with that happy smile. Was she happy to see me, or was she happy because she’d somehow managed to get word to her friends?

“Is that all you were up to?” I asked.

She opened her mouth but another shadow fell across the tent. Jessica leaned in with a smile of her own. Also a cup of coffee of her own. She looked like she’d already been to the showers and she was back in her costume and ready to face the day.

“No worries on that count boss,” Jessica said. “We posted a guard through the night in case your plan for keeping queeny here preoccupied didn’t work. I went with her to the breakfast tent and made sure she didn’t talk to anyone or look at them funny.”

I blushed as I realized the subtle but fucking obvious implication.

“You had someone stationed outside my tent all night long?” I asked.

Jessica shrugged, but if anything her grin grew wiser only confirming my embarrassed suspicions. “I can assure you everyone who was on guard duty was chosen for their discretion and ability to forget anything they heard.”

I felt short of breath. This was it. This was the big one. I was going to die from embarrassment. I mean I was glad they thought to post a guard to keep Erin from pulling any funny business, but to think someone had been out there all night and could’ve heard what we were up to even though I was trying to keep quiet!

“Oh and don’t worry too much,” Jessica said. “What you were doing was pretty obvious even out at the bonfire. It’s not like the people on guard duty heard any more than what everyone else did.”

I squeezed my eyes shut, though from the way Erin giggled she seemed to enjoy the idea of having an audience. I wanted to sink into the floor. Damn it!

When I opened my eyes Jessica was gone but Erin was still standing there grinning at me.

“What’s so funny?”

“For someone so confident you sure have an aversion to being in the public eye. That’s gonna be a problem if you keep on drawing attention to yourself like you have been,” she said.

I moved closer to her. Wrapped my arms around her waist and fixed her with what I hoped was my most fetching smile.

“Oh yeah? What would you say to drawing a little attention in the showers before we head out into the field for day two of my complete domination of this game?”

Erin frowned. Damn. A frown didn’t seem good. Why was she frowning?

“What’s wrong?”

Erin locked eyes with me. Her own darted back and forth as though she was looking for something.

“Last night was fun, and I like where this is going…”

“Seems like there’s a pretty big “but” in there somewhere,” I said.

She grinned. “Big enough to get Sir Mix-A-Lot’s attention. I just want you to know what what happened here and what happens out there aren’t the same. Once we’re out there in the field I’m the queen, and I’m going to do my best to escape you. Maybe even make you my captive.”

I leaned in and kissed her. It was supposed to be a quick brush of the lips, but it quickly turned to more than that. A few minutes later I came up for air.

“I totally understand. I like where this is going too, but once we’re out there I don’t expect you to pull any punches. We have to see who’s the best, after all.”

“I’m glad to hear you feel that way.”

“I wouldn’t expect anything less than your best! Now how about we head over to the showers and conserve some water?”

Erin giggled and followed me out into the sunlight. Several members of the Thieves’ Faction were waiting out there. It didn’t help that they all burst into applause when they saw the two of us coming out together. It really didn’t help that beyond them were more people snapping pictures.

It was going to be a different game today than it had been yesterday. No more anonymous attacks. But as I looked at Erin and knew that she was all mine, even if it was only for this moment, I didn’t really care. Like she said, I liked where this was going.

But first we had to face each other and determine who was the best player. I didn’t see this relationship, if a relationship is truly what it was, working for very long otherwise!

I took Erin’s hand and walked off to the shower, pointedly ignoring the camera phones clicking around us.

 

 

 

 

 

 

14: Morning Betrayal

 

I dried my hair and looked at Anna in the mirror. Smiled. Damn she was beautiful. I’d be content staring at her all day long and I’d never get bored exploring every curve of her body. She was the perfect combination of sexy and geeky. A rarity in this world despite the explosion of geek chic in recent years.

“Y’know for a minute there I didn’t think we were going to be able to squeeze into that shower stall,” I said.

Anna winked at me. “Well your solution was pretty novel.”

Yeah. Novel and a hell of a lot of fun. I opened my mouth to say something more but movement in the mirror stopped me. A girl walked out from the shower stalls in her clothes but with her hair still wet. She gave the two of us a dirty look, then her eyes went wide as she obviously recognized us. Recognized both of us. Not just me.

Word was traveling fast.

The girl turned and practically sprinted out of the room. I looked at Anna who had that cute blush on her face. Hell, I was blushing just a little myself. I hadn’t realized we weren’t alone when we squeezed into that shower stall. Oh the things that poor girl probably heard.

Too late to take it back now though. Anna was the first to smile. I was the first to giggle. In the space of a breath we were both laughing hysterically.

Oops.

Twenty minutes later we were back in our dresses and walking arm in arm towards the gates. Putting on the same dress as yesterday wasn’t ideal, but it was pretty common at these things. At least I had a chance to shower and change my undergarments. Not having a chance to do that was when things got really gross at these Gatherings.

I looked down at Anna’s hand in mind. Looked up to her looking around at the crowds pointing at her. Even being here with her was something that was way different from previous Gatherings. Usually when I had my fun with a girl I wasn’t still with her the next morning. It just wasn’t how I rolled. That this girl had intrigued me enough to keep my attention the day after said a lot!

“So are you looking forward to getting your butt kicked?” Anna asked.

I blinked. I’d been so lost in thought that I hadn’t even realized she was looking at me. I looked around us and saw that we were at the factions entrance, though there was none of the pomp and circumstance of yesterday. No, there was just a crowd of people gathered snapping pictures and looking very interested in what was going on.

I fixed her with my best half smile. A move I’d adopted from my favorite smuggler from a long time a go in a… well you know where I’m going with this.

“We’ll see who’s kicking whose butt by the end of the day,” I said.

“Oh yeah? How are you planning on doing that while you’re in my power?” Anna asked.

I suppose I could play it close to the chest, but there was something about the challenge in her voice that made me want to rise to it. So I decided to go with complete honesty.

“I’m going to have my people rescue me, take you captive, and then probably permanently kill everyone in your faction so they can’t come back to haunt me for the rest of the Gathering,” I said.

It was pretty close to the truth, though Anna didn’t seem to take it that way. She threw her head back and laughed. Meanwhile I looked past her and saw Trevor standing in the crowd. He didn’t say anything, but he did nod sending a thrill running through me that was very different from the thrills Anna had been giving me last night and today.

The meaning was clear enough. They got the message. What I just said to Anna wasn’t just a boast. Assuming everything went to plan.

“That’s really your plan,” Anna said when she stopped laughing. She wiped a tear from her eye and an idea occurred to me. Something that might keep the peace and mean we could spend the Gathering enjoying each other’s company in the game as well as out.

“Well it doesn’t have to be like that,” I said. I stopped. Anna took a few more steps before realizing I wasn’t moving with her. She turned and arched a curious eyebrow at me.

“Sure it doesn’t. Because I’m going to keep you captive and ransom you for the crown today,” she said.

“Or you could be my second in command,” I said.

Well now. That was something that was hard to say, but it made sense. I’d been looking for someone who was my equal in the game for a long time, after all, and Anna was all that and so much more.

“What are you talking about?”

“You know. Join me and together we can rule Alternate Realms as queen and consort! All that good stuff?”

“So you’re just going to give up half your power like that? Is there even a way to have co-queens in the game?”

“I don’t know if there is, but I’m sure the ARealms people could figure it out if I asked them nice enough.”

Anna moved in close. Put an arm around me and pulled me in close. Looked at me with a rakish grin that had more than a little of that aforementioned smuggler from long ago and far far away in it. “But then I wouldn’t have the fun of overthrowing you fair and square!”

“But we would have the fun of getting to hang around in the castle all day. The castle where they’re usually nice enough to put a cot for some privacy.”

Anna tapped her lip. It seemed she was really thinking about it, and for a surprise I found myself actually hoping she’d go for this rather than spending the day sniping at each other. I’d understand if she went that way, I could identify with her competitive streak after all, but I found myself wanting to enjoy my time with her more than I wanted to enjoy my time in the game.

Now there was one hell of a change.

“Tempting, but I’ve been doing pretty well for myself so far,” Anna said. “I’d like to keep going and see how far I can take this coup.”

I sighed. “Fair enough. I expected no less.”

So we stepped into the playing area just as the half hour countdown started. I noticed Anna took us into the woods pretty far from where the actual camp was.

“Worried about people following you back to your camp?” I asked.

She looked at me with a piercing glance. “My momma didn’t raise no fools. Last night taught me there are plenty of people watching us.”

“You have no idea,” I said. I glanced down at my screen but it was still grayed out. I could hope she’d forget to cast the spell that cut me off from my magic, but something told me she wasn’t going to miss that detail. I hadn’t even expected it yesterday. It was so high level that I never used it because it felt like cheating.

The detour meant the countdown timer was almost spent by the time we reached the clearing that served as home base for the Thieves’ Faction. My phone beeped as we stepped into a crowd of people who were staring at me with huge smiles on their faces. People who’d been taken out by my magic yesterday and might not be happy to see me.

“Looks like we’re live,” Anna said. “Time to turn off your magic. Wouldn’t want you causing any trouble while…”

A horn sounded nearby. I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a couple of choice curse words. They were supposed to be rescuing me. Sure a horn was all dramatic and everything, but it wasn’t exactly keeping a low profile which is exactly what Trevor and Danielle should be doing with someone as dangerous as Anna!

Yelling echoed through the forest. Anna turned to look at me and her expression was a mixture of betrayal and anger, though she shouldn’t have expected any less. I’d warned her that I was going to do exactly this. Apparently her overconfidence had gotten the best of her.

I just hoped this wasn’t going to affect our budding relationship.

Members of the Royal Faction burst into the clearing and all around us thieves’ phones started beeping. Though none of them were beeping with the death ditty. No, it seemed that most of them were being taken captive.

Anna watched the scene playing out with disbelief plain on her face. Trevor and Danielle burst into the clearing and that disbelief turned to annoyance. She held up her phone and her hands danced as she prepared to unleash something nasty on my rescuers.

The only problem with that plan? By focusing on Trevor and Danielle she’d forgotten about me for a moment. Knowing her it would probably only be for a moment, but that was all I needed.

My own fingers danced on my tablet. I pulled up the very same spell she’d used against me the day before. Lashed out with it just as she got ready to unleash her spell. Her finger pressed down on the launch button, a big satisfyingly red thing, and it turned gray just before she unleashed her digital magical fury on my friends.

Anna turned, astonishment written plain on her face as all around us members of the Royal Guard finished taking the thieves captive. I held my breath, worried that she was going to be very pissed off at me for pulling off this successful double cross. The astonishment turned to a grudging smile and she shook her head. I let that breath out as she moved over to me and pecked me on the lips.

“You win this round, my queen,” she said.

“I suppose I do,” I said, pulling her to me and doing a reversal of the kiss we’d shared on the battlefield, with me being the conquering hero this time around. It felt good. Combining this incredible girl with the most fun I’d had in the game in a good long while?

Fuck yeah!

I pulled away from the kiss and we both had to take a moment to catch our breath. If this is what the game was going to turn into with Anna in it then I could start enjoying these Gatherings more and more!

“So what do we do now?”

“I already told you,” I said. “I’m going to take you back to the palace, but you’ll be going there as my captive rather than my protege.”

“Please have mercy on me oh mighty queen!” Anna said, trying her best to look terrified and not doing a very good job of it. Ah well. She could work on her acting later. All I could think about was the back room ARealms usually set up at these gatherings and how much I needed another fix.

Danielle and Trevor came up. More surprising was that Anna’s friend Colin was also with them. Trevor held up the key and grinned. Had her friend gone turncoat?

“Genius idea hiding the GPS coordinates on this key,” he said.

Colin’s face went white. Okay, so he hadn’t gone turncoat. Maybe he was a captive like everyone else, though that didn’t explain why he had his arm around Danielle in a very familiar way. Curiouser and curiouser, as they say.

“You cheat!” Anna said as Trevor tossed my key and I snatched it midair.

“Not a cheat. Just resourceful,” I said. I looked at her and got serious for a moment. “I hope this isn’t going to affect anything between us? Stuff like this isn’t against the rules, you know.”

Anna smiled. A thin and dangerous smile. The sort of smile that promised nothing good for me.

“You warned me, so I’m going to do the same for you. You should just kill my character now. Otherwise you’re going to regret it.”

Well then. It seemed overconfidence was still the name of the game with Anna even when she was clearly beaten. Oh well. I could have fun proving to her just how thoroughly she’d lost the game before I offered to let her be my second in command again. She just had to know who was on top first. Wink and a nudge.

I leaned in to give her a quick kiss just to make sure it was clear there were no grudges being held here. It was all business.

I turned to Trevor and Danielle. “Okay. Round everyone up and let’s get going to the castle. I’m going to keep a personal guard on this one, because she’s dangerous.” I pulled Anna close. Of course I had other reasons for wanting to keep her close. Reasons at least a few of the thieves could guess at judging by their grins. They were really taking this whole being defeated thing really well.

It was a pity I was going to have to take them all out permanently when we got to the palace. Sure I might want people to attack me because it would make the game more interesting, but not making an example of those people who dared to attack the queen would be bad for business in the long term.

“We ready?”

The Royals around me nodded.

“Right. To the castle!”

I looped my arm in Anna’s as we headed out. She still had that mildly unsettling smile on her face, but I chalked it up to overconfidence. Besides, she had a pretty good reason for smiling even if she didn’t know it yet. I had some ideas for some fun role-playing once we got to the privacy of the central castle!

 

 

 

 

 

 

15: Royal Captive

 

I felt like I should be walking with my hands out in front of me or something like that. I’d all but been clapped in irons even if it was in a virtual reality sense rather than a reality sense. When I hit Erin with that anti-magic spell yesterday I figured she must not’ve had the thing in her arsenal. Otherwise she would’ve used it, right? I know I used everything at my disposal as soon as I could.

But no. She’d been pulling her punches yesterday. That must’ve been one hell of a surprise when she got hit too.

“So how far is it to this central keep whatsit anyways?” I asked. “Feels like we’ve been walking forever.”

“There’s a reason they gave me a caravan yesterday. This play area is relatively small, but that just means someone could walk from one end to the other in half a day if they were going at a brisk pace,” Erin said.

“Hard to walk at a brisk pace through woods in a dress,” I muttered. Whoever advertised that dress as being an all terrain affair deserved to be shoved in the thing and dropped in the middle of the Sahara desert. Now that I was seeing some actual mileage in the thing it was riding up in places I didn’t even know existed until this damned monstrosity found ways to really get up in there.

And believe me, picking a dress like this out of certain crevices was embarrassing enough without having an audience of players around us to witness my every move. An audience of players staring at my every move.

“Why are all your people staring at us anyways?” I asked.

“That’s easy. They all expect you to break free and kill them at any moment. Does wonders for the alert level with the troops,” Erin said.

I looked again. This time with fresh eyes. Tried to see this situation from their point of view. They were escorting a new player who’d taken out a good number of them and captured their queen for the first time ever. I walked a little taller after that. Glared at a couple of them until they looked away.

Yeah, I was a regular nightmare walking! Except I was a declawed nightmare without access to any of my spells. Almost. I suppose I still had my sword, but that was a surefire way to get myself killed so I resisted.

Besides, I figured it’d be a good idea to keep a few surprises up my sleeve.

“So how much longer…”

I stopped. Literally stopped. And stared with my jaw hanging open. At least until Erin helpfully reached out and closed it for me. I stuck my tongue out at her to let her know what I thought of that.

But damn.

“They built a real castle out here in the middle of nowhere,” I said.

“Yup. ARealms makes so much money off their game that they can splurge on nice things for their banner event,” Erin said.

The castle looked huge. I knew objectively it couldn’t be as big as a real castle, but there were walls and parapets and the whole damn thing.

“Also makes for great advertising when they’re pimping the game,” Erin said. She pointed to the doors. I squinted and laughed. There was a very anachronistic camera crew standing out front looking bored, though some of them were pointing at our party and picking up their equipment.

Not that a modern camera crew was any more anachronistic than the phones, tablets, and alternate reality glasses most of the people in our party wore.

“So what, this whole thing gets packaged in an advertising video or something?” I asked.

“Pretty much. Now let’s go. I’m sure the ARealms PR guys are waiting for the woman of the hour to get to the castle.”

I rolled my eyes and gave her a playful jab in the side with my elbow. “Pretty high opinion of yourself there.”

“Actually I was talking about you. Stranger comes out of nowhere and captures the queen on her first day at the Gathering? That’s the sort of thing that’s marketing gold for these guys. Like it or not you’re famous in this game no matter what happens from here on out.”

Huh. I guess I never thought of it that way. I’d been so preoccupied with everything going on in game and this delightful romance that seemed to be budding between me and Erin that I hadn’t stopped to think about how ridiculous this must seem to someone watching from the outside. I was going to have to start thinking that way if I was going to survive though. I looked over to Colin who seemed happy enough despite being taken captive, though the way he was chatting and laughing with Erin’s lady friend probably had a lot to do with his positive attitude.

Yeah, we were playing a whole different game now. A game I’d started when I took over a faction and started playing politics instead of relying on good old fashioned attacks.

“This is going to be ridiculous and over the top. Just roll with it,” Erin muttered as we got closer to the castle. A guy in a ridiculous medieval getup stepped out to greet us, but not before preening in front of the cameras for a moment. I was reminded of Mike aka Melvar from yesterday. Actually, where the heck was he? That guy had to be lurking out there somewhere.

“She comes!” the guy intoned in a voice that was probably supposed to sound deep and serious, but he couldn’t quite pull it off. “The queen of Alternate Realms! Mistress of all she surveys! Keeper of the peace! Welcome, majesty, to your humble home for the duration of the Gathering!”

He stepped forward carrying something gold and shiny in his hands. A crown, though it was more a circlet with a big insignia on the front. An insignia that looked a lot like the badge of office I’d stolen from Mike aka Melvar, only it looked like this one was made out of solid gold. Plus it had a different insignia, a crown as opposed to the bow and arrow on the badge I kept. The badge that definitely wasn’t made out of solid gold!

Surely ARealms wouldn’t fork over that kind of dough for what amounted to a glorified prop. Would they? They’d put together this castle in the name of verisimilitude, after all, and a gold crown had to be a fraction of that cost. Though now that I was closer I could see where some of the stone on the walls was actually foam or plaster or something along those lines painted to look like real stone.

“That thing real?” I asked.

“Yup. I told you they went a little crazy for this stuff,” Erin said with a blush. It was obvious she didn’t care for the trappings of office even if she played along.

I was very interested in that crown. Did it work the same way the other badges did, or was the queen somehow different? I could probably take her out even without magic, but I’d have about a hundred people painting a target on my back in an instant and that could get pretty messy really quick if it turns out I was wrong on inheriting her powers.

I really wished I’d paid more attention whenever Colin started droning on about the faction system instead of zoning out. That information would be nice right about now, but I couldn’t very well talk to him about it in front of everyone without arousing suspicion and probably getting my character killed for my trouble.

Damn it.

Next up was a guy dressed in the typical ARealms guard uniform. He stopped in front of Erin and saluted.

“Loyalty to the crown!”

“Right, right,” Erin said, sketching a sloppy salute of her own back at him. “Good to see you George. How are the kids?”

“Doing well mum,” he said.

“You don’t need to call me mum, George,” Erin said with a long suffering sigh that told me this wasn’t the first time they’d had this conversation. “You’re ten years older than me. We’re in the states!”

“I could go back to calling you ma’am, mum,” George said.

Erin sighed again as we brushed past him. “Huge anglophile. Can’t get him to drop all that nonsense.”

Finally we reached a group that was as interesting for how different they looked in their colorful costumes as anything else. A girl with pointed ears who was quite pretty. A man with a huge beard and broad shoulders wearing something that looked close to ancient Roman armor. Several more who all looked annoyed to be here.

“The leaders of the other factions,” Erin whispered as we approached.

A girl with a pinched face that wasn’t helped by the way her lips were puckered into a sneer stepped forward and sketched something that was barely a bow.

“Loyalty to the crown,” she said, though she didn’t look to happy about saying it. The others in their small crowd did the same. “Though it would have been nice if the crown could have been here on schedule yesterday…”

“Right,” the big guy with the broad shoulders said. “And believe you me we’re going to have words about you capturing the leader of a faction!”

“The leader of a faction who attacked me first,” Erin said. “Now if you’ll excuse me I have business to attend to in the castle.”

And she brushed past them as though they weren’t even there. Which earned her a few annoyed glances. Some of them nodded to me as though to an equal, which had me bristling just a bit. I’d done so much more than any of them ever had as leaders of their factions, but I returned the nods nonetheless. Now didn’t seem like a good time to be making enemies.

“Loyalty to the crown,” the guards at the entrance muttered, sketching quick salutes as we passed.

More and more interesting. Erin greeted everyone with that impersonal salute. It appeared that most of the guards were people who’d joined the Royal Faction and not her friends who had a personal loyalty to her. I thought back to the incident in the forest yesterday with Mike aka Melvar. Could it really be that easy?

I glanced down at my phone. My spells were still grayed out. Erin wasn’t taking any chances. Not that I could blame her. I looked over my shoulder and blinked Colin was gone, as were her friends and most of the people from the Thieves’ Faction. I figured they would’ve been brought into the castle as well for safekeeping.

“Where are my friends?” I asked.

“Oh they’re outside. Nothing to worry about for the moment,” Erin said. She pushed open a door that looked like something straight out of a dark ages castle, though as I got closer I could see it was a normal door like what could be found at any hardware store, only with a giant sticker across the whole thing to make it look more authentic.

I stepped into a small room that was lit by a single torch. Like an actual torch, though the “fire” was just a glowing orange light with fluttering orange cloth caught in its glow. Apparently the ARealms people took their castle seriously.

Erin closed the door behind her and smiled. I shivered. I’d seen that look last night and this morning when I offered to take a quick shower with her. That was a look that promised things. So when I opened my mouth to say something the breathless quality wasn’t exactly an act.

“So I’m at my lady queen’s mercy. What ever are you going to do with me now?”

I had a pretty good idea of exactly what she had in mind, but I still had to play the game. Besides, that was most of the fun! Erin smiled and advanced on me, and I stepped back like the good captive I was supposed to be.

Let the games begin.

 

 

 

 

 

 

16: Royal Concubine

 

“My dear Anna. I’ve got a few good ideas of what I’d like to do with you now that I have you in my power.”

Anna swallowed and kept backing away from me. Right against the back wall. It’s not like there was much room for maneuvering in this place to begin with. She looked to the wall then back to me with a grin.

Oh yes, she was enjoying this as much as I was. And why not? It was my experience that the geekier you were the kinkier you could get, and a little naughty role-playing was right up that alley.

“Were you maybe reconsidering that offer to make me your second in command?” Anna asked. “Because after seeing these digs I might reconsider if you asked nicely.”

I got in close to her. Pressed my body against hers. God I loved the feel of her body. Soft and hard in all the right places. And the way her breasts felt mashed against my own? Very nice. I moved my thigh up so it was pressing between her legs and she gasped. Just what I was going for. I pressed my hands against the wall on either side of her head to keep her from escaping.

“I’ve got a far more interesting role for you. I think royal concubine would suit you far better than second in command. Especially now that I have you completely at my mercy. What do you think of that my dear thief queen?”

Anna closed her eyes and took in a sharp breath that told me exactly what she thought of that idea. She opened her eyes. Locked with mine. God there was pure sex there and I wanted to take her, but I held back. Part of the fun of the moment was the anticipation. I subtly pressed my thigh in between her legs and was rewarded with another gasp. This had to be done just right or the whole moment would be ruined.

“What exactly would be involved in being the royal concubine?”

I leaned forward until my lips were almost, but not quite, brushing against hers. “I think you know exactly what I want from you Anna.”

To be honest I’d been intrigued by the whole concubine thing since the first time I read Dune as a little girl and had to look the word up. Of course the genders were all wrong for me, something I knew even back in middle school when the idea was still moderately terrifying, and I never thought I’d have an opportunity to bring that particular protofantasy to life since it’s not like I was going to become royalty or anything.

Only now here I was, sort of royalty. From a certain point of view.

And I had to admit that being the queen and playing up this whole being in charge thing was a hell of a lot of fun! I think on top of being challenged for the first time in-game and finding a girl who I could really see myself with I also might’ve discovered a delightful new distraction in the bedroom. All sorts of wonderful things were happening for me at this year’s Gathering!

One thing’s for sure, it was a good thing none of those documentary cameras followed us in here. The sort of video we were about to make definitely wasn’t the sort of thing ARealms could post on their homepage!

I was moving in for one hell of a thorough kiss when a knock at the door interrupted me. I squeezed my eyes shut and bit back a few choice curses that came to mind. Maybe if I waited they’d get tired and go away or something. The last thing I wanted right now was a distraction, damn it.

The knock came again. Double damn it.

“You going to get that?” Anna asked.

I squeezed my eyes shut. Count to ten. The knocking came again. I let out a frustrated growl that could probably be heard on the other side of the castle walls. They were pretty flimsy, for all they tried to make the thing look impressive. I looked over my shoulder to the door and tried to keep the frustrated growl out of my voice.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Everything’s ready for you, mum,” a voice said from the other side. George. Of course it was George. Not that I could stay mad at the guy. He was just doing his job, after all.

“Be right there!” I said.

I turned to Anna. Leaned in and gave her a thorough kiss. I was in a hurry and I was going to take what I could before I took care of some business. She responded in kind, her hands snaking all over my body and exploring some very naughty places that I was more than happy to have her exploring!

I pulled away and we were both breathing pretty heavily.

“You sure you can’t just skip whatever this is?” Anna asked.

I shook my head. “Not a chance. This is a special surprise just for you.”

“Just for me? What do you have going on out there?”

“Only the proof of who’s the better player, of course!”

Now it was Anna’s turn to shake her head. “In that case this is your last chance.”

“My last chance?”

She ran a finger down my arm and I shivered. God how I loved it when she touched me like that!

“Your last chance to surrender, of course. I won’t be so lenient on you if you keep this farce going.”

I rolled my eyes. There was overconfidence and then there was what she was pulling here. I wasn’t sure what to call it. Then again if I was her, coming into this and having the sort of success she’d enjoyed in just the space of a day, I might be feeling a little overconfident as well. But I’d been playing the game a lot longer than she had, and I knew a thing or two about staying on top even if things had been pretty boring lately.

So why did I still have a nagging voice in the back of my head telling me it might be a good idea to take her up on her offer? I shook my head to chase that thought away. Mama had business to attend to.

I threw open the door. Sure enough George was out there with a serious look on his face that was no doubt drawn from videos of guards outside the palace on the other side of the pond.

“Sorry mum. Were you in the middle of something?”

“Sort of, but it’s no matter,” I said. “Everything’s in order and ready to go?”

“Yes mum,” he said. “Everyone’s set up for the execution and we’ve got the permadeath weapons ready to go.”

“What was that?” Anna said.

“Nothing,” I said. “Just George telling me all about the surprise!”

“It sounded like he said execution,” Anna said, coming up next to me. “Did you say execution, George?”

“I have to be going,” he said, and turned to walk down the hall leaving me alone with Anna.

“What’s going on here?” Anna asked. “Why did he say execution? Are you planning on offing me after all? Because that’s a pretty lame way of proving you’re the better player.”

“I promise I have no plans to off you, Anna,” I said. What I did have planned was a way to make sure I had her all to myself while eliminating any help she might hope for during the rest of the Gathering. Something told me she wouldn’t be able to stay mad at me for long either. She definitely seemed like a “might makes right” kind of girl.

I looped my arm in hers and pulled her along. She followed, but she wasn’t as enthusiastic as she had been earlier in the day. Pity. I figured she of all people would be able to appreciate this move.

“Why don’t you just tell me what the big surprise is?” she asked.

“Well I don’t want to spoil too much, but let’s just say I’ve been thinking about some of my favorite movies and how they deal with thieves and rebellions.”

“They deal with thieves and rebellions with executions,” Anna said. “Seriously. If you’re planning something just tell me. I’m not going to be mad at you. It’s all in the game, after all.”

I sighed. She wasn’t going to let this go and let me have my fun.

“Fine. We’re almost there anyways,” I said, heading up a set of stairs to the second level of the castle and going through a door that led out onto the castle wall. “I’m eliminating the Thieves’ Faction with some permadeath weapons. I figure it’s the only way to be sure no one will try to do something stupid like rescue you.”

I almost hated that I had to do this. Almost. I knew in an academic corner of my mind that it was all part of the game. Hell, Anna had just agreed with me. That didn’t make it seem any less sleazy to take out an entire faction, though. Nothing like this had ever been done before.

Still. It wouldn’t do to have an entire group revolting against me with no consequence. I was walking a fine line between wanting people to be rebellious enough to make the game interesting but no so rebellious that I was in danger of losing my cushy position. I figured once word got out that the queen had gone soft it would be nothing but work trying to keep everything together.

“Impressive,” Anna said. “I take it you want to remind everyone who’s the boss?”

“Something like that,” I said. That guilt was still nagging at me. I almost called it off.

Anna was right about one thing. The field my guards had set up was damn impressive. They’d set up the entire Thieves’ Faction in rows with a guard beside every one of them. It would’ve been even more impressive if we had wooden stakes to tie them to or something like that, but it would’ve been overly dramatic and it’s not like there was time to get anything like that out there anyways.

Down below the camera crew was filming everything, but the guy running the crew looked nervous for a change. At least his usual irritatingly persistent smile wasn’t there. I wondered how they were going to spin a mass execution of players into a positive PR thing, but in the moment that wasn’t my problem. They were the ones who gave us a blank canvas with their game, after all.

Though I couldn’t shake the feeling there might be a rule against this sort of thing after I pulled it off.

“You even put Colin out there. Your friend isn’t going to be too happy about that,” Anna said.

“She’ll have plenty of time to see him in the camps after the gaming is done for the day.”

I glanced at Anna. I figured she’d be totally defeated, but instead she was smiling. No, she wasn’t just smiling. She was grinning from ear to ear. Definitely not the reaction I was expecting to my little demonstration of power. That nagging voice in the back of my head that was telling me there was danger was getting louder, but I viciously stomped down on it. There wasn’t any way I was in danger here. Not with her cut off from her spells.

“Shouldn’t you be frowning or something? Your faction is about to be eliminated. I’m about to win.”

“Says you.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

17: The Execution

 

I looked out at the people from the Thieves’ Faction. They were my people. I didn’t really want that responsibility, but I suppose I’d taken it on yesterday when this was all still fun and games and I took over their faction.

I mean it was still fun and games today. This was all part of the game and I’m sure some of them were stoked to be taking part in such a huge event even if it did potentially mean their time in the field was coming to an end, but still. I was the reason they were out there.

My eyes caught Colin’s, though he had a smile on his face. Probably looking forward to this evening and getting to see Erin’s friend. I wondered what happened in Erin’s trailer the night before that had him so happy about the idea of getting knocked out of the game, but that didn’t make me feel any less guilty.

I looked beyond the people in my faction. A crowd was gathering around the castle. The other faction leaders and their retinues, some huge and some pretty small. Based on how popular their faction was, no doubt. The people in that crowd were milling around and they didn’t look too thrilled about what Erin was about to do.

It was all very silly and dramatic at the same time. Which pretty much summed up the Alternate Realms experience. I’d have to mention that to one of their increasingly nervous looking PR guys down at the castle gates when this was all over.

“You’re seriously not going to admit defeat?” Erin asked. She looked incredulous, but also impressed. I’d expect nothing less from her.

I looked down at my phone. My magic spells were all grayed out. She was still running that spell that prevented me from using any of them. What she didn’t know was that I could swipe to the right and bring up a new panel. A list of very impressive physical attacks from my equally high level Assassin. Something I spent far too much time leveling up for a situation just like this.

I was glad I took that time now even if I had felt crazy at the time.

“This really is your last chance, Erin. I’m not going to let you hurt them.”

I hoped something in my look conveyed just how serious I was. She looked into my eyes and I shivered. I’d never get tired of the way she looked at me, even if she was pulling a melodramatic stunt in game. She hesitated. For the space of a breath it seemed like she actually might heed my warning.

Someone broke free from the crowd beyond. Came puffing in amongst the guards who looked between him and Erin with confusion. Clearly wondering if they were supposed to do something.

The rotund figure jogged right up to the castle wall and Erin looked down with an equal measure of confusion even as I stared down in shock. It was none other than Mike aka Melvar, former leader of the Thieves’ Faction. Had he come to defend his people? He certainly looked angry enough, his face multiple shades of red and purple, though I suppose that could just be from the exertion of jogging for more than ten feet.

His finger shot out towards me. “Why aren’t you killing her too? If anyone deserves a permadeath it’s the one who started this!”

I could see the hesitation draining from Erin’s face as he spoke. Damn it Mike aka Melvar. Why’d you have to be such an asshole?

“Don’t worry about the queen’s affairs,” she said. “I’ve already come up with a more than fitting punishment for the ringleader.”

“Fitting punishment? If she’s still in the game it’s not fitting!”

I was relieved to see that my people down there seemed more annoyed by Mike aka Melvar’s posturing than anything. Jessica rolled her eyes and Dave was shaking his head. Clearly being captured and having their characters put to death wasn’t enough to sway their loyalty back to their former leader. I wondered if that said more about his leadership style or the astounding success I’d enjoyed in the past twenty-four hours.

“I assure you that I will be keeping this rebel in personal bondage to the queen,” Erin said. “And that’s more information than a deposed faction leader deserves.”

I blushed. I had a pretty good idea what “personal bondage to the queen” meant, though hopefully she was being oblique enough that other people wouldn’t catch the double meaning in that statement.

That didn’t appear to be enough for Mike aka Melvar though. He pulled out his phone and his face went from reddish purple to completely purple. Spittle flew from his lips as he screamed at Erin.

“Fine! If you won’t do anything then I will! Thanks for disabling the bitch’s magic!”

Erin nodded to one of the guards. His thumb fell on his phone and Mike aka Melvar’s phone turned bright red and a completely different death notification rang out over the field. An ominous voice that shouted “death stalks you!” Mike aka Melvar looked down at his phone in disbelief.

“You killed me! You took me out! I paid good money for this week and you took me out!”

A couple of Royal Faction guards moved in on Mike aka Melvar, but he seemed to realize what was happening and he bolted. Well, it would be more fair to say that he walked off the playing field at a brisk pace. I didn’t think it was possible for a man that size to sprint for any appreciable length of time without suffering a coronary as his pumping blood smacked up against a solid wall of plaque built up from a lifetime of fast food.

“Behold the price for defying the queen!” Erin said, her voice sonorous. She turned to me and winked. Oh yeah, she was enjoying this. That moment of hesitation where I almost got her to stop was gone.

She raised her hand. Down below the guards arrayed next to my thieves pulled up their tablets. Erin held her hand in the air as the guards below held their thumbs over their phones and tablets, no doubt preparing to unleash one of the attacks that would permanently pull someone out of the game. Usually that sort of attack didn’t come out until closer to the end, ARealms didn’t want to ruin people’s fun in the first couple of days, but apparently the great and powerful queen had access to those weapons earlier than other people.

Erin used her other arm to pull me against her. She held me there like a conquering hero, looking down at me with a rakish smile that really was quite invigorating. It was certainly getting my blood pumping feeling her against me like this and watching her smile gleefully like that!

It was a pity I was going to have to put it all to an end.

“Let the world know the price for defying the queen!” she said, turning to shout out over the field. Loud enough that she could be heard even by the ever growing crowd beyond that was looking even more rebellious.

“Y’know this whole dark queen thing you have going for you is actually kinda hot. Almost makes me sorry I have to do this,” I said.

That distracted Erin just long enough. I couldn’t have her giving the order to take my people out, after all. She turned to me and smiled, and that’s when I swiped right and hit the attack for my most powerful assassination spell. Something that required me to be right next to the target.

How convenient that Erin pulled me right up against her in her moment of triumph.

The tablet turned red in Erin’s hand. A metallic “schwing!” sound erupted from my phone as her tablet let out a gurgling noise as though someone had just been stabbed by something very sharp and pointy. Erin looked down at her tablet in astonishment.

“How did you?”

“I told you that was your last chance,” I said.

Erin lowered her hand. I held my breath. None of the Royal Guard down below made a move to kill anyone in the Thieves’ Faction. They all stood down there watching. Waiting. I looked down at my phone. Swiped left to see that all my spells were back. And what’s more, there was a notification in the top right corner.

I looked up at Erin again. The disbelief was still there, but she was also smiling.

“Looks like we did figure out who was the better player. How the hell did you have a melee attack high enough to take me out in one shot like that?”

I shrugged. “Just because I’m good at magic doesn’t mean I can’t also be good with the swords.” It was an echo of a conversation I’d had with Colin a few days ago. I glanced down and he was grinning and giving me a thumbs up. I wondered if maybe the reason he didn’t seem so worried earlier was less because he was looking forward to spending time with his lady friend and more because he knew I wasn’t going to let him get killed off.

He had been on the receiving end of my devious plans often enough to know when one was in the works, after all.

“Well go on your majesty,” Erin said. “Click the notification. See what ARealms has in store for you.”

I felt giddy as I thumbed the notification in the top right corner of my screen. Partly I was giddy because after what happened with Mike aka Melvar the day before I had a pretty good idea what was about to happen. Mostly I was giddy because Erin wasn’t mad. She wasn’t going to let a little thing like me killing her character and deposing her get in the way of whatever was budding between the two of us.

The more I learned about this girl the more I thought I was falling for her. There was a four letter word that came to mind, but I was afraid to say it so soon.

The notification popped up. Something very official looking from ARealms with the header “The queen is dead! Long live the queen!” No sooner had I opened it than the program switched to a new panel that had all sorts of fun goodies that were only open to the queen of the realm. Only open to me. I was the queen of the realm.

Damn. I knew I’d been boasting about pulling something like this off, but somehow I never thought it would actually happen.

“Congratulations, your majesty,” Erin said. “Now could I get a resurrection spell?”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “That depends.”

“On?”

“Are you planning on committing some regicide as soon as I bring your character back to the land of the living?”

“Huh.”

“What?”

“Regicide. That just sounds weird. You’re a queen after all. I always think about that in terms of kings, I guess. Is there even a word for killing the queen?”

“Y’know I never really thought of it. Is there a word for killing the queen?”

Oddly enough it was that conversation more than anything else that clinched a resurrection for Erin’s character. The way we quickly devolved to chatting about vocabulary and definitions made me think there wasn’t anything devious on her mind. Sure it was entirely possible she was pulling some elaborate ruse to put me at ease, but there was only one way to find out. So I hit a resurrection spell and brought her character back to life. Though now she was just her character, just Erin, and not the queen.

That was more than enough for me! So I hit the spell and brought Erin’s character back to life. Her screen went from glowing red to the usual colors.

Most importantly she didn’t make any move to try and kill my character. No, she jerked her head out towards the field where the thieves and the Royal Guard were still standing. Well, the thieves were still standing. The guard were all down on one knee staring up at me as though waiting for something. Erin plucked the crown off her head and set it down on mine, then took my hand, something that still set my body aflame, and held it up.

“Long live the new queen!”

“Long live the queen!” the guards shouted back. Even some of the thieves joined in. Colin, Jessica, and Dave in particular.

Damn. I guess I really was the best player in the game. It was a good feeling, but that good feeling had nothing on how good it felt to be standing up here holding Erin’s hand.

 

 

 

 

 

 

18: Long Live the Queen

 

Huh. The Alternate Realms crown was sitting on another woman’s head. One hell of a beautiful woman’s head. I always figured when this moment came I’d be screaming and trying my best to get it back. Even though I griped about how boring the game got, I felt like I’d earned that crown fair and square.

Now I’d lost it through sneaky subterfuge and plain allowing myself to be outgamed by a master. It felt good. And so more than anything else I felt relief. Relief that I didn’t have all the responsibilities anymore. Relieved that the fun wasn’t going to be sucked out of the game anymore. Relieved that I wouldn’t have to worry about being the poster girl for Alternate Realms advertising.

Besides, if they wanted a hottie as their poster girl they’d have to search long and hard to find someone who equaled Anna. Seeing her in that crown made me want to fulfill that concubine fantasy from the other side of the equation. Fuck was she hot! And the hottest thing of all was how damn good she was in game.

Talk about the ultimate aphrodisiac!

“Huh. This feels weird,” Anna said.

I grinned. “Being top dog? You never really get used to it.”

“Well that too,” she said. “I was thinking more that it’s weird no one has tried to kill me in the five minutes I’ve been queen.”

“Oh don’t worry about that Anna. You’re going to have plenty of people gunning for you now that you’re the one in charge. Welcome to hell.”

“I’m going to regret doing this, aren’t I?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not. Besides, you’ll have one advantage that I didn’t have when I became queen.”

“What’s that?”

“A sexy adviser who’s willing to show you the ropes.”

“Adviser, huh? You think you’re going to get adviser after all the stuff you pulled?”

“Well what did you have in mind?”

Anna pulled me against her and grinned. It appeared it was her turn to play the rakish conquering hero, which was just fine with me. I allowed myself to be pulled into a kiss. A kiss that had some of the guards and thieves down below cheering for us which was kind of nice. The kiss was delicious, but far too short.

“It occurs to me that the royal concubine position recently opened up,” Anna said. “Besides, I need someone to show me how to use all these fun new toys.

I shivered at the obvious double meaning there as well as the new job offer I was definitely going to take. Concubine was definitely a role I could get behind! “I can be a concubine and show you the ropes.”

Anna turned to the gathered crowd and raised her hands. “As my first order as queen I demand that you release the thieves!”

Anna turned to me and muttered under her breath. “How do we handle that anyways? I’m head of the Thieves’ Faction and the Royal Faction now. Seems like that would be a conflict of interest or something.”

I blinked and thought about it. “Y’know I don’t think something like that has ever come up before. No one’s ever taken over two factions. You’re the first.”

“Huh. Guess that makes me a literal Thief Queen then,” she said. She turned out to address the crowd below. “Looks like the Thieves Faction and the Royal Faction are going to be under the same management for now too! I’ll be needing deputies to help me run things though. How about George for the royals and Jessica for the thieves?”

Huh. Deputizing people. I’d never thought of that, though it would’ve taken a lot of the work off my hands. And I knew George was more than capable. Already down below he was putting a knuckle to his head in a salute and saying something I couldn’t quite make out, but was probably something along the lines of “glad to be of service, mum.”

I was glad that someone else would be on the business end of his mumming. The other girl, Jessica I presume, gave another guy in the crowd a high five. Pretty sure that was her husband.

“So you’ve defeated the queen and won her heart. You’re the unquestioned queen of Alternate Realms. What are you going to do next?”

A funny look crossed Anna’s face and the enormity of what I’d just said hit me. We’d only been flirting with each other, doing a hell of a lot more than flirting for that matter, for a couple of days and I was mentioning her stealing my heart? I wondered if I’d just ruined everything by getting a little too eager with revealing my feelings.

Anna didn’t get a chance to respond, though. No, movement over her shoulder caught my attention. We should be the only two people up here. I peered around Anna and blinked. Danielle was right there tapping at her own tablet with a decidedly devious look on her face. A look that I didn’t like one little bit. Her eyes were on Anna who was still oblivious that there was anyone behind her. More particularly Danielle’s eyes were on the crown.

I suppose it made sense. Why wouldn’t she want to be the one in charge. She and Trevor had always been more about the trappings of power than about actually playing the game. It stood to reason that she’d try to seize power once I was out of the picture. I suppose I should be glad she waited until I was out of the picture rather than trying to take me out in one of the many opportunities she had. Or maybe she thought she was doing me a favor.

Either way her loyalty made what I was about to do that much more difficult. I tapped at my pad furiously. Anna looked down and frowned, then looked positively furious when she saw what I was doing. No time to explain, though. My minimap popped up and I could see Danielle moving in closer. An angry red dot waiting to unleash a melee attack that would probably kill Anna.

I sent off a fireball. I figured it was best to go with the tried and true mainstays of my arsenal. It streaked out past Anna who was just pulling up her own phone in time to see the fireball go past to hit the red dot that was Danielle behind her.

Danielle’s screen turned red. The fireball exploded and the sound piped out from her tablet’s speakers as the death notification sounded.

Anna looked at Danielle, then back to me.

“You just took out your friend!” she said.

“Yeah…”

“You took out your friend rather than letting them hit me? Seriously? She could’ve made you queen again!”

I blushed. Anna had a point, but I was in a state of mind where “Well yeah. I didn’t want her taking you out, after all.”

Once more I was pulled against Anna and into a very passionate kiss that I was more than happy to enjoy. Our tongues dueled and I wondered if things were about to get so hot and heavy that we might need to retire back to that room with the cot in the back of the castle. Fortunately, or unfortunately from my point of view, Anna regained some control and pulled back.

“I think I’m falling for you,” she said.

I grinned and felt a heat running through me that had everything to do with her word and less to do with that incredible kiss, though I was still feeling the aftershocks of that as well. “A good thing, too, considering you stole my heart my thief queen.”

I let out a yelp as I was pulled against her again. Pulled into another kiss.

A girl could get used to this!

I wanted this to be the perfect moment. It seemed like it should be the perfect capper to our whirlwind romance. We both got the girl. Anna was the unquestioned queen of Alternate Realms. I didn’t have to worry about being royalty anymore. Everything was wrapped up in a neat little bow.

Almost. There was the problem of the angry screaming. It was like a wall of sound that assaulted us up on the fake spray painted foam castle parapets. Once more I felt Anna pulling away from the kiss and I wanted to scream in frustration. Why couldn’t we just get down to the real fun, damn it? Wasn’t that what was supposed to happen now? We ride off into the sunset, or down to a hidden room in the back of the castle with a cot just big enough for two people.

The only problem? It seemed the other faction leaders had different ideas. They were an angry mass out beyond the execution field I’d set up, but it was an angry mass that seemed to be organizing. Coalescing. Moving on the castle.

“Shit,” I said. “I think the faction leaders might be in the mood to test the new queen.”

“Well then,” Anna said as the factions burst into a run. “Thieves and Royals to the castle! Defend the queen!”

I could hardly believe it. It was something I’d wanted for so many years. The factions finally working up enough balls to attack the castle. It figures they’d finally do it when they felt like they were in a better position to move in. Not that it was much of a better position considering the Royal Faction was still at full strength and we had the thieves to back us up. Not to mention that a glance at the mini map and the truly massive amount of angry red dots out there that would occasionally turn to skulls indicated some of the factions were taking the confusion as an opportunity to settle some grudges with each other.

“Welp. Looks like you’re finally going to get the war you always wanted,” Danielle said, coming up next to me. “Think one of you could resurrect me so I can help you win this one?”

“How do I know you won’t try to kill me again?” Anna asked, suspicion coming to her voice. Not that I could blame her for being suspicious considering what Danielle just pulled.

Danielle shrugged as she surveyed the angry mass of factions threatening to take down the castle. Already on the minimap I could see arrows falling towards us. I tossed up a shield spell that deflected them with no problem. Out in front of the castle the guards were doing a good job of holding their own as the doors closed and more thieves and guards took positions on the walls and started firing into the crowd, but I was worried. This many people attacking the castle at once could spell trouble.

“Erin killed my character to keep you alive,” she said. “The way I figure it if she’s loyal to you then I’m loyal to you.”

Anna smiled and hit a button to resurrect Danielle. I don’t know if I would’ve been as trusting, but Danielle got down on her knees and kissed Anna’s hand before sprinting down the wall. She turned and grinned at me before disappearing into one of the towers. She looked about how I felt. This was exhilarating. This had to be the most fun I’d had in the game in a good long while!

I turned to Anna. “Looks like the tide of battle could go either way at this point.”

“I’m not sure about that,” she said. “Looks like those bitches from the Mages’ Tower finally decided to join us.”

I blinked as I looked down at the mini map and saw a row of fireballs and ice spells lancing through the air towards us. They were impressive, but all of them were much lower level than anything Anna or I could put out. They tended to keep a tight rein on how quickly magic users leveled to ensure the higher ups in that faction weren’t outclassed by newbies. Still, it was enough to tear up the front line of guards defending the castle gates. It was also enough to take out the faction fighters down there, but there were more to take their place.

I looked off in the distance to where a group in robes were walking onto the battlefield. Other factions stepped out of their way. My eyes narrowed. Oh how I hated those assholes.

I turned to Anna and grinned. “It would seem we’re needed if we’re going to hold the castle.”

“Oh you have no idea how much I’ve looked forward to something like this,” she said.

“Me too,” I said.

I pulled up my tablet, Anna her phone, and got to work firing out spells. Fireballs landed in the middle of the crowd down below and great swathes of phones and tablets turned red as we annihilated a big chunk of the crowd with a couple of hits. Meanwhile we seemed to be thinking alike as we sent anti-magic spells flying out towards the mages entering the scene. Mages who looked around in confusion as they were suddenly cut off from their precious spells by a spell that was so high level that most of them probably didn’t even know it existed because of the tight hold they kept on every magic user in the game.

Every magic user but me and Anna.

I grinned. Keeping the crown for someone else wasn’t exactly what I had in mind when I imagined an all out faction war, but now that I was in the middle of it I was having a hell of a lot of fun defending the realm with my woman by my side!

Life didn’t get much better than this.

 

 

 

 

 

 

19: The New Consort

 

I reclined back on my throne and regarded the broad-shouldered bearded man kneeling before me. He looked up and licked his lips. Odd seeing a burly guy like this looking nervous because of me of all people.

“I did well, my queen?” he asked.

I paused for a moment. Partly because I was still having trouble getting used to the idea of people referring to me as the queen, but mostly because a little pause was a bit of advice from Erin. Make them think I was irritated even when I couldn’t be happier with the way Ulfric and the men from the Fighter Faction had performed during the attack. Ulfric wasn’t his real name, of course, but after the way he skillfully rallied one of the biggest, and most dangerous, factions to my banner I figured he deserved to be called by his chosen name rather than his given name.

“You’ve done very well Ulfric,” I said. “Have you rounded up the rest of the mages?”

“It’s as you commanded, highness,” he said.

“Very well. Your new queen is pleased with you this day. Go and attend to your business, and meet me tonight so that we can celebrate our great victory.”

Ulfric stood and saluted with a fist to his chest. Everyone around here seemed to have their own preferred way of saluting based on whatever their favorite science fiction or fantasy happened to be growing up. The only salute I hadn’t seen so far was the Nazi salute, thank goodness.

“You did pretty good there,” Erin said, coming around from behind the “throne” where she’d been listening in. I stood and stretched and my back popped in a couple of places. ARealms spared no expense in building a  throne that looked impressive right until you sat in the thing and realized it had been hastily spray painted. I was still feeling a little buzzed from the fumes. The thing definitely wasn’t worried about ergonomics beyond a pillow tossed on the seat.

“I figure it’s a good idea to keep the head of one of the more prominent factions happy,” I said.

“Yeah, but you’ll have to be careful with him. The mages always acted as a counterbalance to the fighters. Now that you’ve taken their leadership captive that balance is gone.”

I sighed. I’d only been queen for the better part of half a day, with half of that half a day taken up with the business of defending my new kingdom from a bunch of faction leaders who smelled blood in the water and decided my regicide was as good an opportunity as any for them to try and take over the whole shebang.

To say it had been a busy first day on the job would be the understatement of the century, but someone had to do it considering I’d deposed the former queen and the only other person who’d gotten close enough to take the title from me had been offed by the aforementioned former queen.

Quite the conundrum.

“So who’s up next?” I asked.

Erin smiled down at me in a way that I didn’t like. That was the way she looked at me earlier when she was planning something that was guaranteed to make me question whether or not I was going to come out on top in our friendly competition. Only that was behind us now, leaving me to both wonder and dread what she had in store for me that deserved that look.

“I’m not going to like this, am I?” I asked.

“Don’t worry your pretty little head too much,” Erin said, the grin getting even wider. “It’s just the faction leader of the Mage Tower. She’s always such a peach to deal with under normal circumstances. I’m sure she’ll be an absolute joy now that you’ve imprisoned her whole faction and threatened to forcibly depose her.”

I sighed. “You really did save the best for last, didn’t you?”

“You could always refuse to see her. Sure it would probably spark another battle tomorrow when they all come back ready to fight, but it might be worth it to avoid the headache today.”

“Oh yeah? And what could we do instead of listening to her gripe about how we weren’t playing fair?” I asked.

I didn’t give her a chance to answer. We both knew what the answer was. I pulled her into my arms and down onto the chair. Right on top of me straddling me on that uncomfortable wooden behemoth. Not that I noticed the discomfort while I was busy running my hands all over her body and I’m pretty sure the guards in the room watching us canoodling were doing their best to ignore the very public display of affection.

I pulled away and Erin gave me a playful slap on the shoulder. “That is fun, but you’re not going to get anything done today if we keep that up.”

I sighed. “You’re right. Much as I hate to admit it.” I looked over Erin’s shoulder to George who was politely looking away. Good man.

“Go ahead and send in the next faction leader George,” I said.

Erin tried to get off me, but I held her firmly in place. She tensed.

“You’re going to let her in here when we’re like this?”

“Why not? It’s just going to irritate her, right?”

“Well yeah. She’s not the type who likes it when people aren’t taking the game too seriously.”

“And that’s something we’re going to have work on changing. Way too many people are taking this game way too seriously and forgetting to have fun!”

Erin leaned down and kissed me. A quick peck on the lips. “Whatever you say. You’re the queen now, after all.”

“You’re damn right I am, and don’t you forget it! Go ahead and let her in George.”

He sketched his own personal salute, a knuckle to his temple, and swung open the doors letting in the leader of the Mage Tower. At least she was the current leader of the Mage Tower faction. Whether or not that continued being a thing would depend largely on how she acted here, though from the way she was scowling at me and Erin things didn’t look promising.

“You want to watch out for the classic tells with this one,” Erin whispered.

“What are you talking about?”

“If she starts rubbing at her ear that means she’s planning something. Usually an assassination attempt, though I’m having a hard time believing she’ll actually try anything like that in here when she’s the only one in the audience.”

“Right,” I muttered as she got close enough to overhear our conversation. “Nice safety tip. Thanks.” I then turned to the faction leader, I still hadn’t even gotten her name, and fixed her with what I hoped was my most ingratiating smile. From the way she scowled at me it didn’t seem like it was doing the job.

“How dare you attack my faction and take my people captive!” she stormed.

“I seem to recall you were the one who attacked me first,” I said. “By the way, nice to meet you too. I’m queen Anna. I sort of run things around here now.”

“For now,” she said. “We’ll see what happens tomorrow when everyone is reconstituted and we can take stock of where we want the leadership to go. It’s not like we were under great direction to begin with.”

“Is that a challenge Sarah?” Erin said.

“I can’t see that it’s much of a challenge considering it looks like someone has already challenged you and won the day,” the girl, Sarah, responded. She turned back to me. “I came here with hopes you might give the Mage Tower the respect that it deserves, but I see now that isn’t to be.”

And she started rubbing at her earlobe. I had such a difficult time believing she was actually doing it that it took me a moment to even react. Then it took Erin elbowing me in the side to kick my butt into gear. I figured I had a few moments to act before this Sarah girl tried bringing down a world of hurt.

Better to bring down that world of hurt on her first.

“Don’t worry Sarah,” I said. “I plan on showing the Mage Tower the same amount of respect I always have.”

That got her attention and pulled her finger away from her ear. “What are you…”

I tapped a couple of spells on my phone and this Sarah girl was cut off from her magical spells and her character was rooted in place. She could leave the room physically, but her character would remain in this spot on the map until I decided to release the spell or someone came along and freed her. Or until someone killed me, but with just me, Erin, George, and another guard I couldn’t name in the room that didn’t seem likely.

“Erin, would you please take care of her?”

Erin grinned. “With pleasure!”

She pulled out her own tablet. Tapped a couple of keys and a lightning spell flew out and hit this Sarah girl. On the mini map her icon went from red to a skull icon to indicate she’d been taken out. Meanwhile in the room in front of us her tablet let out a sizzling electric noise followed by the death ditty. She stared at us in astonishment.

“Oh look,” Erin said. “A notification from ARealms! Looks like I’m not queen anymore, but I do have a nice new faction to call my own!”

“You wouldn’t! You can’t!” Sarah said.

“Except she can and she did,” I said. “Now I believe you owe her something?”

Sarah grumbled, but she at least had the good grace not to try and keep the emblem of the Mage Tower faction leader away from Erin. It would’ve been in bad form considering Erin had just offed her and absorbed her powers.

“Nice talking to you,” I said. “I’ll see you tomorrow on the field, if you can find anyone who’s still willing to back you after the disaster you led them into today.”

“I still have my friends! We’ll see what happens!”

And with that she turned and stormed out of the room. Meanwhile I felt exhilarated. I never thought this politics stuff could be so much fun, but it really was interesting. Sure part of that was because I was playing the role of a despotic black queen ruling with an iron fist over a kingdom in rebellion, but still.

“I’m surprised you went that dark that fast,” Erin said once Sarah was out of the room.

“Well I knew you needed a new job and it didn’t seem like she was the type who was going to give up. I figured we might as well start reforming some of the problem factions from the inside.”

“You. Are. So. Fucking. Evil. And I love it!”

“Well I think I love you too, and fuck it being too early to say that!”

Erin wrapped her arms around mine and stared deep into my eyes. I loved how her eyes were deep pools I could get lost in for hours, if not days. I always thought people who talked like that were ridiculous, but that was before I met this lovely creature. She looked worried for a moment, but then she shook her head and smiled.

“Fuck it. I couldn’t agree more!”

Erin looked over her shoulder. “I know this isn’t exactly my place to be giving orders, but would you mind terribly clearing out for a few George?”

“Whatever you say, mum,” he said with a grin and a salute that earned him an eye roll from Erin. As he closed the doors he stopped and grinned. “I’ll be sure to stand guard on the other side. Make sure no one disturbs you while you’re in conference with the queen.”

“Perfect,” Erin said as she shimmied around in my lap and somehow managed to wrap her legs around me despite how impossible that seemed given how cramped and uncomfortable this chair was. Not that it stayed uncomfortable for long with her so up close and personal like that. “Y’know for once I’m not all that annoyed about him calling me mum.”

The door to the throne room clicked shut behind Erin, and she leaned in for a kiss that quickly became so much more.

 

 

 

 

 

 

20: Back to Camp

 

What a wild Gathering. I still couldn’t get over all the crazy stuff that happened over the course of the five day event. The first couple of days didn’t hold anything to the craziness that came after. Sarah getting upset about me taking over her faction and trying to organize a takeover courtesy of everyone who was pissed off about the change. A full on war blowing up between all the factions where old grudges that had been festering for the past five years finally came out in the open in one hell of a major way.

Yeah, it had been one hell of a Gathering. Far more interesting than anything I would’ve anticipated when we first arrived, though I suppose I should’ve known I was in for something crazy when I was attacked by some crazy on the first day before even arriving at the playing field.

I suppose it helped that the crazy who attacked me turned out to be insanely hot on top of the crazy, but then again wasn’t that how it always seemed to work out?

I looked over to Anna and then to everyone around us who was taking down their tents and getting ready to head away from Alternate Reality and back to boring old reality. Almost everyone had a smile on their face. It had been five days of crazy fighting, but it had also been the single most eventful gathering since the game launched. The only people who didn’t have a good time were the ones who were eliminated early on, and even they couldn’t complain too much. So many people had been getting offed in the crazy fights going down in the playing field that there was a nonstop party out in the campground too as people streamed back to get drunk and talk about all the crazy heroic things they’d managed to pull off before their character was offed.

Crazy but fun.

“What are you thinking about?” Anna asked.

I turned and favored her with a smile. I seemed to be smiling a lot ever since I met her. She just had that effect on me. Had ever since the first time I saw her in that diner just a few days ago, though it felt like an eternity now.

“Just thinking about all the crazy fun we’ve had over the past couple of days. And how sad I am that it’s over,” I said.

Anna leaned forward and ran a hand along my cheek. It was a familiar gesture and I leaned into her hand. Thought of all the things she’d done to me with those hands over the past couple of days. The game wasn’t the only thing that got a little crazy over the past five days, if you catch my drift. And as I stared at her and felt the hustle and bustle of everyone around us striking the massive camp and heading back to reality I was realizing that the fun was over. I wasn’t going to have that easy access anymore, damn it.

“It’s not all that bad,” Anna said. “You’re only about an hour away, after all. We’ll be able to hook up plenty.”

“I certainly hope so!” I said. “Because if you lose my phone number when you get back home you can bet your sexy ass I’m going to hunt you down at the next Gathering and make sure you’re not queen for more than a year!”

“Don’t worry. I wouldn’t want to endanger my crown, after all,” Anna said with a grin and a quick kiss that sent a fire raging through me because I knew it was one of the last kisses I was going to get to enjoy for a good while. At least until we both got home, settled in, and figured out how we could work out our work schedules.

“What are you two lovebirds talking about?” Danielle asked. She came up to us arm in arm with Anna’s friend Colin. Their budding relationship had been another surprise, though not an unpleasant one. Besides, it’s not like I had any room to talk about moving a little fast in the relationship department considering how fast things had gone between me and Anna!

“You’re one to talk about lovebirds,” Anna said, sticking her tongue out at Colin.

“Hey, this is strictly sexual,” Colin said. “I can’t help it if she wants my body.”

Now it was Danielle’s turn to roll her eyes and smack Colin. I saw the way they looked at each other. Sure there might be some sex going on there, she never had told me how she managed to get the keyring away from him on that first fateful night even though I had a few ideas, but there also seemed to be something deeper going on there. Something like what I was enjoying with Anna even though we hadn’t known each other for that long and it was more than a little crazy.

“So Colin and I were talking…” Danielle said.

I arched an eyebrow. She had that tone of voice she always used to use when she was trying to get me to come to an Alternate Realms event that I really didn’t want to attend. Back when I was bored with the whole queen routine. Not that there was any worry of boredom keeping me away from one of these events ever again!

“Yeah? What were you and Colin talking about?” Anna asked.

“Well Trevor’s pouting and getting a ride back to the city with someone from the fighter faction who got taken out on day two as well, so we were thinking maybe we could switch partners until we got back to your city? Then I’d drive the rest of the way with Erin, of course.”

I looked at Anna and grinned. I knew it was silly to say this sort of thing, but I really didn’t want to leave her yet. I didn’t want to leave her at all, for that matter. I’d grown accustomed to having her around and already I was dealing with some serious withdrawal and she was standing right here in front of me!

“Sounds like a fine idea to me. What d’you think Anna?”

She smiled and practically dragged me back towards her car. I guess that was all the answer I needed! We’d been on all sorts of crazy adventures together over the past couple of days, but I had a feeling that those would be nothing compared to the adventures we’d get up to as we headed off into the real world. Together.

I couldn’t wait! 
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1: Mysterious Stranger

 

The heavy wooden door to the inn slammed open and everybody turned to look. The human who stepped through the door stopped for a moment, his hands on his belt, and surveyed the room as though he owned the place. He exuded power and authority. He had the calm confidence of someone who was in his element, someone who knew nobody in this room would dare cross him.

This close to the city I’d say he had all the cocky swagger of an enforcer, though he wasn’t wearing their uniform. Perhaps he was an officer. Perhaps he was off duty. Perhaps he was simply working in secret and doing a terrible job of keeping that secret.

Whatever it was, everybody immediately paid attention to their drink. Paid attention to what they’d been eating. The conversation that had filled the large room was gone.

I sighed. Humans and their petty squabbles.

The man looked around the room one more time and then did a double take when his eyes ran across me. I fought the urge to smile. It wasn’t very often that my kind traveled in the human realms. It definitely wasn’t very often that my kind graced a simple tavern this close to the city.

Apparently my uniqueness was enough to draw his attention. I was immediately on guard. My fingers crackled with the energy of several magical surprises I’d worked up just in case it turned out he wasn’t a member of the enforcers. In this city somebody with that cocky swagger could just as easily be a member of a local criminal syndicate. Crime families seemed to spring up and disappear on an almost nightly basis in this place.

No matter what the circumstances, whether he was enforcer or criminal, I’d found it was always a good policy to be on guard when traveling through the human realms. Better to fireball first and ask questions later.

He moved over to the bar slowly which gave me plenty of time to give him a cursory inspection. He had a tunic that was made of fine materials, though not so fine that it would mark him as a member of one of the local human noble houses. Those also seemed to spring up and disappear on an almost nightly basis around here. Part of the turmoil in the human lands. He had a sword at his side and from the way he moved with a dangerous coiled grace like a cat about to spring it seemed that he knew how to use it. He was ruggedly handsome, though not too pretty. Nothing like the men from my homeland. He had a scar running along one cheek and a nose that looked like it had been broken on more than one occasion.

Yes, definitely an enforcer or a criminal. The question was, which one? I would just have to wait and see.

He leaned against the bar and it creaked under his massive weight. He really was enormous. Not fat, just big. Broad shoulders, heavy chest, a stomach that was perhaps a little larger than most in this area which once again made me think he was working for somebody with the means to provide a regular meal. That was a rare luxury in these lands since the Sundering. He definitely didn’t have the lean look of someone who spent their time out in the world adventuring.

He grinned down at me. One of his teeth was missing. His eyes openly ran up and down my body and I fought the urge to reach out and smack him. Reaching out and smacking him was the last thing I should do no matter how tempting that might be. With the magic that was just itching to be released from my fingertips I was just as likely to engulf him in a column of flame or disintegrate him where he stood as actually physically smack him.

Occupational hazard of working with powerful magic.

Stranger finished his inspection and chuckled. The inspection made it clear he was the kind of man who had to categorize everything as to whether or not it was a threat. The chuckle and the way he smiled at me made it clear I’d been dismissed as no threat at all. There was a time when that would’ve made me bristle with anger. There was a time when I was out to prove myself and my ability when I might have been tempted to teach him a lesson.

But that time passed while his great grandparents were probably still children. Experience taught me that having somebody dismiss you out of hand like that could be an advantage rather than a liability. Especially with meatheads like this who thought a sword at their side was the only thing they needed to make their way through the world.

He returned his attention to my eyes for a moment, then moved down to my chest. That was another move that would’ve made me bristle once upon a time. How dare a human look at me like that! Only now it was just one more thing I welcomed as a potential advantage, a potential weapon in my arsenal, and I have to admit that feeling his eyes on me like that did send a thrill running through me. A thrill that I’d never admit even to myself because that was definitely not the sort of thing I was looking for in these taverns. That was definitely not the sort of thing I would ever do with a barbarian human like this for that matter!

“I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before,” he said.

His voice was deep and gravelly. It promised danger. It promised quick death to anyone who crossed him. I had to fight the urge to giggle as he stood there trying to look imposing and threatening with no idea that I could disintegrate him with the flick of a finger if I wished it.

“I sometimes have reason to travel in human lands,” I said.

“Oh?” An elf is rare enough, but it’s even rarer that we see an elf maiden from the Elven Order traveling these lands.”

I bit back a curse. He wasn’t supposed to know that. Wasn’t supposed to know who I was, what I was, who I represented, and yet here he was saying it plain as day for everybody in the tavern to hear. Talk about bad manners! Poor form and bad manners!

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

There was still time to salvage this. Still time to hope he’d take the hint. This had been off to a promising start, and I didn’t want to be disappointed now. Of course it wouldn't be the first time I was disappointed by a guy who was probably doing all of his thinking with his dick. In-game or out.

“Of course you do, elf,” he said.

“Why would you think I was in the Order?”

He grinned. “I just have a way of knowing these things.”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. Of course he’d say something like that. Of course he wouldn’t have any good reason why he knew what he knew. He just expected me to take it at face value that he was some super genius fantasy Sherlock Holmes who could immediately tell everything about a person’s background from looking at them. Of course I knew he could tell everything from looking at my profile and the guild tag over my head, but he wasn’t supposed to bring that into our conversation. It was supposed to flow naturally. It was supposed to come out in the back and forth. Not for the first time I regretted ever using one of those role-playing profile plugins in the first place. They caused more trouble than that they helped in my experience.

“I think our conversation here is done,” I said.

That grin on his face grew even wider. It was definitely ruined by more missing teeth that became obvious as his mouth opened. Sometimes it felt as though humans had never heard of hygiene or its benefits.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about! So are we going out to the edge of the zone or what? Maybe a little fun?”

I pulled away from the keyboard let out a noise that was halfway between a frustrated angry cry and a strangled retching noise. I should have expected this. I leaned back in my chair and stared at the screen for a moment, tried to collect myself, tried to think about how I was going to respond to this asshole.

“Something wrong?” Megan asked.

I wheeled my computer chair around to face my roommate. She also had Tales of Elassa up, but her gaming experience looked way different from mine. She had a massive gaming rig set up on her desk that glowed with various LED lights. It seemed to positively hum as various fans turned on and off to make sure all the expensive widgets she’d put in the thing to make sure the game ran at maximum settings at all times worked.

I wasn’t really big into computers. As long as I could load the game and go to some of my favorite zones and role-play that was enough for me. She was a power gamer in every sense of the word though, and apparently that necessitated the kind of computer that looked like it could gain sentience at any moment and try to wipe the human race from the face of the earth in a desperate act of self-preservation.

Not that I could complain too much about Megan’s obsession with having the biggest and the best. Her constant pursuit of the biggest and the best meant she was always upgrading my computer with the castoffs from whatever she’d just picked up. She was in grad school just like me, but the big difference was she had rich parents and a trust fund to help her with her costs while I was going to school on scholarships and student loans.

Not that I could complain much about Megan’s trust fund either. The only reason I got to live in this awesome and huge off campus house as cheap as I did was because she'd rather have a friend and roommate to hang out with and play video games with than live all alone in this giant rental her parents bought her.

“What’s wrong?” Megan asked.

“I was having a promising session with some new guy at the inn and then he comes out and asks for it,” I groused.

I didn’t have to tell her what “it” was. The main reason Megan was on a role-playing server rather than some other server was because I happened to play on this one. That and she said the “care bears” on this server wouldn’t know decent raiding if it bit them in their prose spewing butts which made it easier for her to dominate the endgame. I knew those words meant something when she strung them together like that but I had no idea what the meaning was. 

She might as well be speaking a foreign language or some impenetrable code whenever she started going on about game mechanics. She seemed happy so I didn’t ever press. Her lectures on endgame content and theory could get pretty boring though. Probably as boring as when I started gushing about the importance of proper characterization and other stuff that made the role-playing experience go from mediocre to awesome, which was a rare enough experience even on a role-playing server.

Anyways, I’m getting away from what’s important. Nobody could play on this kind of server for any appreciable length of time and not know what “it” was. “It” was the thing that made these kinds of servers infamous, even though most people weren’t interested in that sort of thing.

There was role-playing. Building a story with other people. Developing a character. Coming up with pleasing prose and new ways to twist the language into pleasing forms within the confines of the clunky chat and emoting system the developers threw in as an afterthought in an early patch to placate an annoyed, small, but very vocal role-playing community.

And then there was “role-playing” where people got together with an avatar of the opposite sex, or the same sex depending on their preference, and went to a quiet corner of the zone or some private dungeon for some fun that amounted to little more than poorly written two player erotica improv.

Megan shrugged and grinned. “I don’t know what you expected, dressing yourself up in that ridiculous bikini outfit and going to a general role-playing area.”

I rolled my eyes. Maybe I was wearing the bikini armor, but I also had a sensible robe on over it. Or my character had a sensible robe on over it. Oftentimes I found the line between role-playing and reality blurring in my mind when I really got into the game and a session. The point I'm trying to make is that anybody looking at my character in the game would see the robe. They'd have to do a detailed inspect to see the chainmail bikini which was more a function of that being the only kind of decent armor for a character at the top level than any desire on my part to wear it.

Okay, so maybe I liked how my character looked wearing the bikinis. In private. Where no one else was looking. And certainly not for this asshole who was treating me as though it was a given I was going to go out there and rub my character against his until he got off and made a mess on his keyboard. The presumptuous prick.

“Is it too much to expect the people in the general role-playing population to have some integrity?”

Megan rolled her own eyes and laughed. “Amber, sometimes I think you wouldn’t be happy unless Kaitlyn Morgan herself walked through those inn doors and started having a one-on-one writing session with you.”

I giggled. “As if! Besides, Kaitlyn Morgan is probably way too busy actually writing books to ever get around to playing Tales of Elassa!”

“Isn’t she only supposed to be a few years older than us? She could totally be a gamer. Hell, you're the one always griping about how she won't write the next book in that series. Putting off work to play a game? That has an Elassa player written all over it.”

It was possible. Though I didn't exactly gripe about Kaitlyn not writing the next book in the series. It was more that I griped to Megan about people griping about the next book taking a long time. Not that Megan probably noticed the subtle difference since she was usually listening with one ear and focusing on playing the game with most of her brain.

I really didn't know much about Kaitlyn Morgan other than a name and a picture on the dust jackets of the Elassa books. I’d never bothered to look up anything about the woman who wrote the books I loved so much that spawned the media empire that led to the game Megan loved so much. Which, now that I thought about it, was a little odd considering the impact her books had on my life. I was always happy to read the books and play the game, though lately I didn’t even get to read the books since the great Ms. Morgan seemed to be having trouble getting the next one out.

The Tales of Elassa books were the reason I got into creative writing. They were the reason I was getting my MFA in Creative Writing. And of course they were also the reason why I started playing Tales of Elassa, which, ironically enough, could very well also be the reason why I ended up flunking out of my MFA program if I didn’t start spending more time actually writing for class and less time writing new storylines for my character in the game.

We lived in a world with the Internet though. I could just look up Kaitlyn Morgan with a couple of clicks and find out all about her including whether or not she was into video games. It was weird considering the impact her books had on my life that up until now she’d mostly been a name on a page and those dust jacket pictures where she was smiling out at the world inspiring more than a little stab of jealousy in me because she was only a few years older than me and it was so unfair that she was a damn billionaire from her writing while I was still languishing in a creative writing program with no hope of getting published any time soon. Not that I'd submitted anything for publication, but that's not important. I made a mental note to look up more about her, but later. After I’d put this particular digital asshole in his place.

I made a lot of mental notes to do things later since I started playing Tales of Elassa seriously. A part of me worried about that, but that worry wasn’t strong enough to overcome the dopamine portions of my brain that shot out plenty of fun and relaxing chemicals as soon as I put my hands back onto the keyboard and was transported back into that addictive world.

My eyebrows lowered and my face darkened as a storm cloud passed across it. I was amazed that this asshole couldn’t see the danger he’d just ignited. I reached my hand back and smacked him with all the force I could muster, sending him flying across the tavern with a very surprised look on his face as magical energy crackled around him. Everyone else in the room who was busy off in their own little world continued to not pay attention to the altercation. A few heads looked up, casually interested, but most weren’t concerned with our business. Especially when one of us was using magic and the other looked like an undercover enforcer.

He picked himself up from the shattered table he landed on and stalked towards me, a storm cloud on his own face. “What’s the big idea you bitch?”

I stood and stared up at him, held out my hand and allowed a fireball to dance between my fingers. He looked down and his eyes widened when he saw that. They widened even more when they heard what I had to say.

“If you’re going to god mode then I can do the same thing,” I said. “And if you’re going to treat a role-playing session with somebody as nothing more than an excuse to solicit them for a little fun then I’m going to break character! Now I suggest you get out of here before I report you to a game moderator and see what they think about your chat logs. You are aware that what you’re trying to do is against the rules, right? Very against the rules.”

The sort of role-playing that he was looking for was against the rules, to be sure, but it was also well known amongst the people who did that sort of role-playing that the game moderators never did anything about it unless they got a complaint. Of course once they got a complaint that could quickly lead to an account being temporarily suspended or permanently banned since a record of everything typed in the game was held back. I'm sure this guy was well aware just how much of a threat to his account that was. Even if he was pretty low level I knew there was a good chance he also kept his regular higher level character on the same account and he was putting all of that at risk by cruising an inn just outside the main city gates for a little two-person erotica.

He paused and looked at me and then to the rest of the room. More than a few people had turned towards us. I’m sure most of the people who were sitting in this room were sitting in here looking for the very same thing this guy was. Most of them were probably just as nervous as he was at the prospect of a game moderator being pulled into a fight. I rolled my eyes and let out another disgusted noise. This is what I got for coming to a general role-playing area.

The asshole faded away, no doubt logging out of the game rather than sticking around to risk more humiliation. Of course he was logging out of the game under the false assumption that if he wasn’t logged in then the moderators wouldn’t be able to do something about him. They could ban him just as easily if he was in game as if he was out. Not that I actually had any intention to report him. I was actually more mad at myself for losing control like that and breaking character in public chat. That was violating one of the biggest rules of being involved in the role-playing community.

I sat down at the bar and buried my head in my hands, despairing of ever finding somebody who was worth role-playing with in a public area like this. I needed to just logout for the night or send a private message to somebody on my list who was passably decent at writing who'd be a sure thing instead of hoping to find a nugget of gold amongst all the crap role-players to be found in the general population.

Only all the people I usually role-played storylines with were either offline or they were the kind of people who churned out the same repetitive crap every time. The last thing I wanted was to spend another night wasting time with someone like Cara who was always the mysterious elf princess who kept her identity hidden and then swears you to secrecy when she reveals who she truly is, or Mike who was always a stoic but goodhearted adventurer whose morals always overcame his desire for money by the end of whatever story we were working on.

Boring. Typical. Predictable. Not what I was looking for.

No, the game was starting to get stale. It was starting to get boring. I sighed at my keyboard and my character sighed in the game. It was starting to feel like there were no new worlds to conquer, no new scenarios to explore.

The door to the inn banged open. I looked over, but with nowhere near the hope I’d felt earlier when the asshole I'd just chased off walked in.

 

 

 

 

 

 

2: A More Mysterious Stranger

 

The human barbarian who walked through the door looked much the same as any other human barbarian in these parts. She wore a cloak that was tattered and torn in places, though she’d obviously taken care to repair it in other places. Perhaps she was just in from a long trip. Underneath the cloak she wore the once fine but now faded and threadbare clothes of a woman who had fallen on hard times.

As I looked her over I figured that no doubt she was a member of one noble family or another. They seemed to spring up constantly and fall just as quickly as they rose. Both because noble houses were a popular role-playing target for newbies who didn’t know what they were doing yet and because in the game lore there was the whole giant cataclysm that ripped the world asunder and sent humans scattering, nobles included.

I sighed. No, there definitely wasn’t anything promising about a low level human who looked much the same as every other low level human. She was pretty enough, to be sure, with striking green eyes that seemed to draw my attention long after everyone else in the room had gone back to whatever they were doing before she walked in. Green eyes that would've been striking if I was into that sort of thing on a girl, which I totally wasn't even though I found myself losing myself in that face once more for some reason and had to shake myself out of my strange mental funk. It didn't help that she was making her way directly towards me. I suppose it couldn’t be helped. I was the only elf in the room and that tended to draw attention.

It really was my fault for drawing the wrong type. I was something of an oddity. Most elf players tended to stay in elf zones. It was amazing how quickly the pseudo-racist undertones of a book series could translate into pseudo-racist undertones in an online role-playing game. Sometimes I thought the people who spouted nonsense about being superior to humans half believed their crap, even though it was probably a human on the other side of the computer doing the role-playing.

At least I was pretty sure elves hadn’t discovered computers and video games. Not yet.

That was one of the reasons I’d come to human lands. The Elven Order was ostensibly an elf guild with a few humans here and there. If I stayed where most of our official role-playing events were held, where my guild held the most influence, then I’d almost never make it to human zones.

So in a way I was adventuring here in the hopes I might find somebody who surprised me, though so far I’d found nothing to disabuse me of the commonly held belief that the people who hung out at this particular inn in the human territories were nothing but a bunch of shallow idiots who were more interested in getting their rocks off with a little bit of two way erotica improv than in constructing a genuine storyline and getting into real role-playing.

The human stepped up to the bar and turned to face me. She had a winning smile and I had to admit she was stunning under that bedraggled first impression. If you were interested in humans, which I most certainly was not. Well, which my character most certainly was not. Or if you were into women, which I most certainly was not. I wasn’t one of those crazies who didn’t make a distinction between the character I role-played and reality. There were plenty of them out there, believe me.

She leaned an elbow against the bar and immediately lost her balance. Immediately went flying and clattering to the floor sending several empty drinks that were waiting for the bartender to come and pick them up flying. I couldn’t help but giggle at this odd and novel approach to an opening move.

She stood and almost lost her footing again. It appeared that clumsiness was a trait with this one. I glanced to the sword by her side and wondered how she was able to use the thing without accidentally cutting her head off. Then again that was a sentence that could apply to humans and just about any piece of technology more advanced than fire. Oftentimes it could apply to the fire as well.

She finally managed to regain her footing and didn’t even bother sketching a bow. She just plopped her lithe and inviting frame down on a bar stool and took a deep breath. I took a deep breath too. Lithe and inviting frame? Where the hell had that thought come from?

“Well that definitely wasn’t a good way to make a first impression,” she muttered.

In the game, in character, she was probably right. Only speaking from a strictly out of character perspective it was a wonderful way to make a first impression. I pulled away from the keyboard and blinked. “Now that’s interesting…”

“What’s that?” Megan asked.

“Oh nothing,” I said. “Get back to your raid. I’m sure they’re counting on you to click your mouse at just the right moment or whatever it is you do.”

Megan stuck her tongue out at me. “It’s a little more complicated than that, O mighty queen of the role-playing wordsmiths!”

I stuck my tongue right back out at Megan. Then I turned my attention back to the game and raised an eyebrow. Looked at this strange avatar before me. Stumbling and causing a mess like that was definitely novel. It was definitely something I’d not seen before. Usually this inn was filled with people role-playing for the first, and they were almost universally the type whose characters were secret gods or half dragon or some other nonsense.

Which was pure poppycock. There were no dragons in Tales of Elassa. If there was one thing I hated more than people who used the game’s role-playing community as an excuse to do a little bit of one-handed two-person erotica improv, it was the people who brought in elements that were outside of the world's established lore.

That made me see red.

So this mysterious person standing before me with her striking green eyes that had that strange ability to hypnotize me was refreshing. Her character had a vulnerability. Her character wasn’t another stoic hero just returned from slaying thousands of her enemies. No, she was just a little clumsy. And that that was enough of a hook that I was intrigued. It was enough to make me want to know more about her. It was enough that she was already more promising than the first asshole I ran into and we hadn’t even started properly talking.

She looked at me again and my breath caught. This human really did have the most piercing green eyes. Piercing green eyes that were unlike anything I’d ever seen on a human before, though that might just be because I wasn’t looking rather than it not being a trait humans possessed. Obviously it was a trait humans possessed if she was looking at me with those gorgeous blinkers. I was getting scatterbrained. My thoughts were running away from me. I needed to get myself under control.

“So what brings you to human lands? That’s a dangerous journey for a young elf such as yourself,” she said.

I threw my head back and laughed, and yet secretly I was delighted. She called me young. A common misconception, but it also meant that if she was reading my character sheet, and she definitely could since I could see the same mod installed with an indicator over her head that led to an impressively detailed character history, she wasn’t bringing it into the conversation. That was so refreshing. That was such a change from what I was used to.

“I guarantee you I was probably fighting off scarier monsters than you could imagine before your great-grandfather even looked at your great-grandmother with a twinkle in his eye,” I said.

A hundred years ago I would have been able to show off my age to a human by referencing their kings, but that wasn’t the case anymore. The humans hadn’t had a unified kingdom in at least half a century. Just another way that their world kept changing while mine stayed the same. Except for the Sundering, of course. That affected everybody. Still, there was far more potential for intrigue with a good human player. Perhaps that was one reason why I was so drawn to humans. It allowed for a richer role-playing experience than sitting around whining about how much it sucked to be immortal which is what your typical elf role-playing scenario boiled down to.

Assuming you could find somebody good. I desperately hoped this gorgeous woman in front of me was good. Wait. Gorgeous? Where were these thoughts coming from? I needed to get control. I needed to stop losing myself on ridiculous tangents about how attractive this girl was, particularly considering her "attractiveness" boiled down to an avatar and the way she described herself in that character sheet. And yet there was something compelling about her writing, about that description and the way she hooked me initially, that had me shifting in my seat out in the real world.

“My apologies lady elf,” she said, seeming genuinely sincere. “But a pretty face on an old soul isn’t going to protect you from creatures with sharp teeth any more than my clumsiness would protect me.”

My character blushed in game and out of the game I felt a flush rising to my cheeks. A surprising flush rising to my cheeks. What was going on with me tonight that this girl was able to get that sort of reaction out of me with just words on a screen? 

Focus. Get back in the game.

I held up my fingers and allowed a flame to dance from finger to finger. She raised an eyebrow, but otherwise didn’t react. Obviously this was a woman who’d seen magic before. Or at least she’d heard of it. Either way she didn’t react with the wide-eyed surprise that usually accompanied that display. A slight disappointment, but behind my keyboard I was secretly jubilant. I was so sick of people who thought that wide-eyed surprise was the only way to react to magic, as though anybody who lived in a world where magic was a commonplace thing would be surprised by the damn stuff.

“Ah, I see,” she said. “A sorceress, I presume?”

I winced at the human word.

“If you want to reduce calling down the very forces that power this universe and bending it to my will “sorcery” then I suppose you could call me that,” I said.

“Impressive,” she said.

She dug into her pocket and pulled something out. I saw a flash of black and then the flames dancing on my fingers winked out. The tingling sensation that let me know I was drawing upon the magical forces that powered the universe disappeared at the same time. I blinked, looked at the object in her hand, and then my eyes widened in surprise. I hated that I reacted like that, but it was the only thing I could think to do in this situation. I did a quick inspect of her character just to be certain.

“Is that…”

An Elassa Shard,” she said. “It’s been passed down in my family, though I’ve never had occasion to show it off before. I figured this would be the perfect opportunity to show it off to someone who would actually appreciate it.”

The way she leaned against the barstool with a cocky smile on her face was only slightly ruined when she slipped in a puddle of something on the floor, no doubt left over from her spill a moment ago, and nearly sent the Elassa Shard flying across the room. I cried out and held my hand out trying to catch it, but she did a surprisingly nimble dance and snatched it out of the air before it went flying too far. It appeared being constantly clumsy has given this strange woman one hell of a set of reflexes.

And a good thing too. If that really was what she said it was then it was more valuable than the combined wealth of the entire city. They were so rare in the books that kingdoms rose and fell based on possessing one. I didn’t even know they were in the game.

I opened her character window and did a quick inspect. Sure enough equipped right there in her offhand was an item labeled as an Elassa Shard. Huh. I didn't realize they'd added them into the game. I closed out the character window and went back to the chat window.

“How did you get that?”

She blinked, cutting those delicious green eyes off from me for a moment. Her delicate jaw line worked for a moment and she fixed me with an expression that told me she was wondering if I was entirely right in the head.

“I told you,” she said slowly. “It’s been passed down in my family.”

I shook my head. “That’s not what I mean. How did you get that? I didn’t know Elassa Shards were even in the game! At least I’ve never seen one before…”

Of course that didn’t mean they weren’t in the game. It just meant I hadn’t seen them in the game before. I wasn’t really a big fan of the higher level dungeons, and they were always releasing new toys to entice people to go through that particular treadmill over and over. Megan was a perfect example of the type of personality that was perfectly willing to run the leveling treadmill as long as a shiny new in-game item was dangling tantalizingly just out of reach. It was entirely possible this was just some new bit of end game content I didn’t know about because I didn’t ever play end game content. It wouldn’t be the first time the developers took an all-powerful item from the books and reduced it to a trinket with a fun animation.

Of course if that was the case then how did a lower-level player get her hands on one? She wasn’t even halfway to the level cap and she was walking around with something that shouldn’t exist. Even if she had a higher level character and this was her role-playing alt there was no way to transfer items like that between characters. Color me intrigued.

She shook her head and now she really was looking at me as though I’d grown a second head. Or as though I’d sprouted fangs like some of the bloodsucking creatures that totally weren’t vampires even though they sucked and blahed like a duck lurking along the paths to human lands after dark.

“Game? What game are you speaking of? Are you quite all right my lady elf?”

I pulled away from my keyboard and shook my head. Damn! Here I was complaining about people breaking character, complaining about people pulling in information they’d have no idea about, and I’d been so surprised by this strangely compelling woman that I went and did it myself! I never did that. I never lost control. That never happened to me. What was going on here?

And yet I couldn’t deny the way I was feeling talking with this woman. There was something about her prose that went straight to my heart. There was something about her prose that went straight down to other areas in a way that few women ever had before. There was just something about her that was so compelling, so fascinating, so mysterious. And she was just some pixels on a screen with a particularly well written character sheet!

I put my hands back on my keyboard.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I forgot myself for a moment.”

She chuckled, a melodious rich sound that rolled over my body and sent a bolt of pleasure running through me as it hit my ears. “All is forgiven my lady elf.”

I sighed in contentment. There was something about the way that sounded. “My lady elf.” As though she was claiming me for her own. I blinked. What the hell was I thinking? Wanting someone to claim me? Wanting a woman in particular to claim me for her own? Now that was entirely out of character both in game and out! That was dangerously close to the sort of thoughts that led to the sort of role-playing the first asshole I'd threatened was into.

“I’m sorry to cut this short,” she said. “But I’m afraid I have some work to attend to.”

“Certainly,” I said. “It was nice making your acquaintance…”

I trailed off and hoped the question was obvious. Of course I knew her character's name because it was hovering right over her head, but there were points of role-playing etiquette to be observed and I was going to observe them to a fault considering how bad I'd just screwed up. She grinned and shifted, her enticingly lithe body moved this way and that and I found myself swaying back and forth hypnotized by the sight. “My lady elf may call me Kaira, if it pleases you.”

I grinned. So maybe there was a little bit of hubris to this one. Kaira was the name of the great human queen who unified all their kingdoms in antiquity and who forged treaties with the elves and other races. Of course it was also ironically enough Kaira's alliance that ended war long enough for scholar mages to turn their focus from fighting and delve too deeply and too greedily into arcane arts probably best left alone, but I’m sure she wasn’t thinking about giving some crazy mages enough breathing room to shatter the world a thousand years after her reign when she consolidated political power in this world. In my experience humans didn’t tend to think beyond their lifetime, though her reign was still within living memory for my people.

I arched a curious eyebrow at this intriguing woman and she looked me up and down as I did so. Normally I didn’t go for this sort of scene, but there was something about this girl that was making me enjoy this thoroughly. Far more thoroughly than I’d enjoyed a role-playing scenario in quite some time. I blushed and told myself it had nothing to do with the way my hair was standing on edge all over my body, the way my nipples were straining out, with that impossible delicious feeling between my legs that she was somehow able to elicit with just a few words despite my never having a particularly strong interest in the fairer sex before now. At least not that I'd admitted to myself, though I was starting to wonder after this brief interaction.

Not that any of that mattered. This would probably be the only time I met this woman. Assuming she was even a woman and not one of the many men who masqueraded as women in the game for various reasons. So many role-playing interactions were so many ships passing in the night never to see one another again, so why should this one be any different? So I figured I'd just enjoy myself and forget about any underlying existential crises that could potentially arise from how this woman was making me feel.

“Interesting name,” I said. “Hubris?”

Kaira fixed me with that easy-going grin. A deliciously sexy grin that made me want to kiss every inch of her lips even though that was completely out of character both in character and out of character, if you catch my meaning. And suddenly there was none of the clumsiness about her. Suddenly she was every bit the cocky role-player coming here for the first time, only with her it was somehow different. With her I got the feeling she could back it up.

“Not hubris,” she said. “Just the truth. Or a version of the truth. And it’s a family name.”

Well that was an answer and not an answer at the same time. Not sure what I was expecting. Either way I needed to know more about this mysterious stranger. I needed to know if this was a one-time thing or something more.

“Will I see you again?” I asked.

I bit back a curse as the words flew unbidden from my fingers to my keyboard and into the chat window. That wasn’t how this worked. If you liked role-playing with someone then you added them to your friend list. You kept an eye on their location and tried to engineer a “chance” meeting to avoid your one promising interaction fading into obscurity. After a couple good role-playing sessions you’d maybe start sending them out of character private messages. Maybe start working on a collaborative story. But at the beginning everything was supposed to feel organic. It was supposed to seem like you were stumbling into one another by accident even if it was nothing but.

At least those were the role-playing principles that my guild lived by. Those were role-playing principles I’d helped draft as the mistress of role-playing. And here I was throwing my own rules out the window because I was intrigued by a mysterious woman who wasn't even the gender I went for, who I didn’t know anything about, and who could very well be a dude for all I knew given the statistical breakdown of gender in this game!

And yet as I sat there at the keyboard, as I thought about this session, the mysterious object she held, and most of all her incredible skill with the written word, I realized I didn’t give a damn.

Fuck the rules. Some of them were stupid anyways.

She grinned one final time as she faded away. “Perhaps?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

3: Digital Sleuthing

 

I pulled back from my chair and concentrated on breathing. If I didn’t do that then I was worried I might actually forget to breathe. That I might pass out at my computer chair, and then that would worry Megan and pull her away from her raid which always made her cross.

I looked over my shoulder to Megan. Really looked at her in a way I hadn't before. At least I tried really looking at her in a way I hadn't before. I felt bad for using my roommate like that but she was the closest girl available.

Megan was pretty in a geeky sort of way. Behind those glasses was a pretty face with nice blue eyes. And I had to admit that she also looked pretty good in her tight fitting pajamas that were her usual uniform when she was raiding. I'd seen her in those outfits before and always thought she looked hot. I'd always thought objectively that she had a nice figure, but did that mean I was attracted to her? I mean it was one thing to look at someone and know objectively that they were attractive and another thing entirely to look at an objectively attractive person and be attracted to them.

Wasn't it? That chat session had me all sorts of confused.

As I looked at Megan I thought back to that chat session and it was as though something clicked. I was looking at her with new eyes. I didn't just know she was sexy. I thought she was sexy, if that makes any sense. I found myself staring at my roommate's lips and wondering what it would be like to run my own along their soft contours...

And I immediately shut down that line of thinking. For one this was Megan, my roommate, and that was an avenue I definitely didn't need to be traveling down any more than I'd allow myself to start fantasizing about a male roommate if I was in that sort of situation. Second, I was scared exactly what that line of thinking meant. Where it would lead. So I shut it down.

I needed something else to focus on. Like that Elassa Shard she'd been carrying. That was safe. That was something Megan could help me with. That was a distraction. I tore my eyes away from Megan to her screen and her raid. It looked like they were in a lull. I’d learned to read the patterns of those high-level raids even if they didn’t interest me at all, if for no other reason than so I could get a word in edgewise with my roommate.

“Hey Megan, quick question.”

Megan pulled her headphones down and laid them across her neck. Turned and smiled at me. That was a nice smile. I ignored that thought.

“Shoot,” she said.

“Did they add Elassa Shards as a high-level item or something?”

Her face scrunched up. “Elassa Shards?”

I rolled my eyes. Megan was so obsessed with Tales of Elassa that there were times I forgot she hadn’t ever bothered to read the book series that had taken the fantasy world by storm in the past five years and caused the game to be created in the first place. I ran into a lot of people like that. I even ran into people who were into the role-playing scene who hadn't cracked open the books and didn’t know anything about the world’s lore.

It was a point of mild personal shame that my own roommate hadn’t read the books despite trying time and again to get her to. Of course at the same time I’m sure it was a small point of personal shame for her that her roommate wasn’t a hardcore raider.

“They’re items from the books that negate all magical power. If anyone tries to throw a magical spell at someone carrying an Elassa Shard the spell disappears as though they’re in some sort of anti-magic bubble. And if you get near someone using magic then it stops them from casting whatever spell they were working on,” I explained.

Megan thought about that for a moment, tapping her finger against her lip. “Nope, nothing like that in the game.”

Huh. That was interesting. Megan knew everything about everything in game, and if she said an item wasn’t in the game then the item wasn’t in the game. And yet I couldn’t deny what I’d seen with my own two eyes. Kaira used that item and my character’s spell animation stopped immediately. As though I was being surrounded by some sort of anti-magic field. Although I suppose it was actually my character coming in contact with some ones and zeros that some clever programmer had put together to make the magic animation stop when that item got close to me. Whatever. I tried not to reduce the magic in game to its component programmable parts.

I’d even inspected her character. There was clearly an item equipped in her offhand labeled as an Elassa Shard. I wished I’d gotten a screenshot of the thing now, because I was starting to think I was going crazy. Or at the very least I was imagining things.

“Are you sure?”

“Pretty damn sure,” Megan said. She leaned back in her chair. “Something like that would be a game breaking item. Being able to interrupt any magic spell? The implications for dungeon runs, for PVP, would be incredible! Anyone who has something like that would be like a god in game!”

“You’re absolutely sure?”

“I’m absolutely sure,” Megan said. “Look, I’ll try pulling it up in the Elassa Item Database.”

She alt tabbed out of the game and pulled up the item database. There was a plug-in that worked in game, but she never used it because she claimed it affected performance. That was all stuff that was beyond me though.

I stood and moved over to her computer. Watched as she clearly typed in Elassa. Plenty of things came up. There were a lot of items in the Tales of Elassa database that had Elassa in the name.

Megan narrowed it down. Elassa Shards. Zero results. She modified the search so she was just looking for shard. There weren’t nearly as many results as what had come up when she typed in the name of the game, but there were also no combinations of the name of the game and the word shard.

I blinked. Was I really going crazy? Had I hallucinated that item?

“Nothing like that in the game,” Megan said. “Like I said, anyone who had something like that would be a major game breaker. They’re either a developer having some fun or a hacker doing one hell of a cheat that’s going to get them caught eventually.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“Why do you ask?”

I shook my head and blushed. The last thing I wanted right now was to explain my encounter with Kaira. The last thing I wanted was for her to think I might potentially be going insane thinking I saw items that didn’t exist. The last thing I wanted was to think my strange role-playing partner was actually some sort of cheater or hacker. Partly because something told me she wasn’t the type, and also because I didn’t want her to get banned from the game. I wanted to see her again.

Now there was an odd emotion. I wanted to see her again? She was just an avatar and some text on screen!

“Oh nothing,” I said. “Just some low-level role-player bragging about something I figured wasn’t true.”

Megan shrugged. “That’s what you get from people who think it’s more fun to spend time making up stories about the game than it is to actually play the game.”

I fixed her with a sour smile. That dig wasn’t lost on me, but I was too adult and too confused at the moment to give as good as I got. I went back to my computer and logged out of my own game.

“You’re logging out already?” Megan asked.

I jumped. I hadn’t realized she’d come up behind me.

“I have class early in the morning,” I said. “I figured I’d better turn in.”

Megan looked at me long and hard. “Are you sure you’re okay? You've had class every other day this entire semester and you’ve never gone to bed before 2 o’clock. I don’t know how you do it.”

“Well I need some sleep now,” I said as I got up and made my way towards my room.

To be perfectly honest I needed some time away from the game. I needed some time to think. I needed some time to process what had just happened and why I’d thrown every rule I had about meeting people in game out the window. I certainly needed time to think about this strange new attraction I was feeling towards other women. More than anything I needed time to think through why I couldn’t stop thinking about somebody that I only knew as a few words and a game avatar on screen.

I felt like I was going crazy, and it had absolutely nothing to do with an item that seemed to not exist.

 

 

 

 

 

 

4: Creative Writing

 

“Magic? Really?”

I blinked. I wanted to reach across the table and smack that smarmy look off of that bitch's face. I don’t know why I expected anything different from a critique from the great literary master Carrie Arnold, at least she was a great literary master in her own mind, but there it was.

“Do you have a problem with magic?” I asked.

“I have a problem with genre fiction,” Carrie said. “You’re getting an MFA in creative writing. Why are you wasting your time with this garbage?”

I balled up a piece of notebook paper in my hand and concentrated on crushing that rather than reaching out and trying to crush Carrie. Not for the first time I cursed the day she’d ever sat at the same table as me.

“I don’t know, I thought it was okay and that stuff seems to be really popular right now,” Devon said, though the way he hesitated, glanced down at the short story I’d presented for a critique, told me he was thinking the same things but he was too polite to say them out loud. It wasn’t exactly the best defense in the world.

“Just because something sells well doesn’t mean it’s worthwhile,” Carrie said. “And besides, we’re here to expand our writing ability. We’re here to learn new things about the craft. We’re not here to write about witches and wizards fighting goblins or whatever the hell this is about. It's not like you're going to be the next Kaitlyn Morgan or anything.”

I rolled my eyes. I was surprised this crazy bitch even knew who Kaitlyn Morgan was. I suppose it just went to show how deeply the Elassa series had insinuated itself in pop culture that someone who "hated" genre fiction knew about the series.

I couldn't believe Carrie was talking like this! Wizards fighting goblins? There wasn't a single mention of wizards or goblins in the piece I presented for critique! She hadn’t even bothered to read the damn thing! And to think I’d wasted valuable time I could’ve spent playing Tales of Elassa a couple of nights ago reading the crap she’d vomited out about some girl who dumped her a couple of years ago. I’m sure she thought it was all very literary and mysterious, but the only thing I could think the entire time I read those twenty pages of crap was boo-hoo, baby’s still upset that one of her girlfriends threw her to the curb and she hadn't gotten over it yet.

But I wasn’t going to be violent. I wasn’t going to rise to what she was trying to start here. I was going to be the better person.

“Do you actually have any constructive criticism?”

“Yeah, stop writing this fantasy crap,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. There wasn’t a chance I was going to stop writing this “fantasy crap” as she called it. For one it was my favorite kind of book. For two I was spending so much time playing Tales of Elassa these days that I’d started taking some of the role-playing scenarios I’d worked up and changed some of the names, reworked some of the settings, and presented them to my class as original works rather than stuff that was based on a videogame I happened to be spending way more time than was strictly healthy playing.

Genre fiction was already a four letter word in this class. Carrie wasn't alone in that opinion. They’d have kittens if they realized the stuff they were reading was fan fiction as well as genre fiction. Of course I still thought it was damn good even if it did start its life as role-playing scenarios for a video game.

“What’s your problem with this anyways? It seems like this goes a lot deeper than not liking what I wrote,” I said.

“You’re right,” Carrie said. “It does! I have to see this crap on TV, I have to see this stuff taking up space on bookstore shelves while real writing by real writers…”

She punctuated that sentence by smacking her own short story on the table in front of her. As though that emotionally stunted drivel was somehow real writing or something. Who wanted to read about leftover angst from a girl who was a couple of years out from the scarring life event that still seemed to dominate her writing? Not me, thank you very much. Give me the swords and the wizards and the goblins any day of the week.

“Real writing like this barely even gets a shelf at the bookstore. The public doesn’t even know what’s best for it! It’s ridiculous that crap like this sells so well and literary stuff barely gets a mention!”

“Well if they had a Nobel Prize in whining about literature then you’d certainly win it…” I muttered.

“What the hell was that?”

“What seems to be the problem here?”

Like a guardian angel professor Timms stepped in. She was an older woman with auburn hair that definitely looked like it came off of the shelf at Target or Walmart. Probably Walmart considering what the average college professor, even one with tenure, pulled these days. Not that I was judging or anything. I actually really liked her most of the time. She had a way of cutting through bullshit that only an older battle scarred prof who’d been through more than a few dances with undergrads could. Like right now as she stared down at us over her glasses.

She didn’t look happy.

“Carrie here seems to have a problem with genre fiction,” I said. “Such a big problem she can’t even follow the critique guidelines.”

Professor Timms looked down at Carrie and she actually looked down. One thing that could get her to shut up was a glance from professor Timms. Then again I had a feeling that a rampaging bull would probably stop and apologize if the good professor fixed it with that glare. She was just that kind of professor. Fair, but severe if she thought you were stepping out of line.

“Is this true Carrie?”

“She keeps writing genre crap,” she muttered.

Professor Timms arched an eyebrow. That was never a good sign. “Genre crap? Did you really just say that?”

Carrie looked up and some of the anger she’d directed towards me was directed towards professor Timms. Only that anger seemed to crash over her like a wave slamming into a mountain for all the effect it had on her. She stared down at Carrie, tapping an irritated finger against her arm, the only sign other than an arched eyebrow that showed she was irritated and a sure sign that whatever student she was talking to needed to shut the hell up if they knew what was good for them. She had the unflappable calm demeanor of a woman who’d been teaching creative writing to artistic types for decades, and she’d seen everything at this point.

Professor Timms turned to me. “And what do you think of this Amber?”

I was so angry. I was seeing red. I was starting to not care about consequences. I got that way when I got really angry. Like so angry that I saw stars dancing in front of my vision. Like how angry I was right now when I looked at Carrie's smarmy face.

I wasn’t going to launch myself across the table and smack her a couple of times like I wanted to, but I was going to lay into her.

“I think if Carrie has a problem with something then she should probably follow the guidelines we were given for critiques at the beginning of the semester instead of resorting to personal attacks,” I said.

A hint of a smile played across professor Timms’ face. “Such as?”

I picked up Carrie's story and flipped through it. I thought about looking at the notes I’d made. The red marks I’d jotted down while I was doing a proper critique. I noticed she had none of that on the stuff she printed out for my work.

“Well she could come after me on technical grounds if she had a problem with the way I wrote. For example if I were to say something to her about craft then I might tell her that commas and dashes aren’t an appropriate replacement for proper punctuation. Or I might tell her that tossing an adverb after every dialogue tag is something that she probably should’ve gotten out of her system back when she was in middle school. I’m surprised that grumpy old Mrs. Ericson, the teacher with gray hair who was divorced and not exactly happy about teaching English at her age, didn’t beat that out of poor Carrie back in the day.”

Carrie's mouth opened and moved, but she didn’t say anything. I glanced up to professor Timms and her smile was growing wider. The tapping on her arm stopped. I figured that was all the permission I was going to get, so I kept going. I held up Carrie's story and waved it in the air.

“Or if she was going to attack a story she could go after the substance. For example if I was to say something about her story then I might go on about how a story dripping with thinly concealed angst isn’t exactly deep nor is the prose particularly literary. Unless playing fast and loose with punctuation like we mentioned earlier is your idea of being literary.”

“Very good,” professor Timms said. “All valid critiques. All getting at the substance of the story without actually attacking the person who wrote the story or the genre the story’s written in.”

I was really on a roll now. And the support from professor Timms was egging me on. “Exactly! If I was going to be so low as to attack something just because of the genre it was in then I might say something about how a story about a girl being upset because she got dumped a few years back isn’t exactly original, nor would anybody care to read it even if it was well-written.”

That tapping started again and I knew I’d gone too far. Only it was so worth it. It was worth it to see the utterly pissed off look on Carrie's face. It was worth it to give as good as I’d gotten. Let the bitch stew for awhile. She'd been my nemesis since day one with that peculiar ax she had to grind against fantasy. The way she went on about it you'd think Kaitlyn Morgan herself had personally wronged her somehow just by existing.

Like I said. Crazy.

“An astute observation,” professor Timms said. “That last remark probably isn’t quite in keeping with our critique guidelines in this class, though it might be deserved considering what prompted this conversation. Carry on, and I trust we won’t have any more problems at this table.”

That last bit was said with a pointed glance at Carrie, but she also looked over to me and I blushed. Okay, so when I got angry maybe I got a little too angry. Maybe I got carried away. But she’d really pissed me off. She deserved it! Always flitting around the room like she was the bad girl of the creative writing program. Always flipping her shiny blonde hair and giggling to get guys' attention in class even though the sad breakup story she kept repackaging for each assignment made it pretty damn clear no guy was getting close to her. No, with that blonde hair and the girly-girl looks she definitely couldn't pull off the dark and mysterious vibe she tried to convey in her writing because she was still upset two years after the fact that she got dumped. If I had to read one more boring story…

“Bitch,” she muttered.

“Hack,” I whispered right back.

“Fine,” she said, low enough that she couldn’t be heard by anybody else. Not even by anyone else sitting at our table. “You want a critique? I’ll give you a critique. This stuff reads like trash. It reads like something somebody who’s trying to write a trashy pulp novel from the ‘50s might come up with. It reads like you’re doing some sort of cheap fan fiction or something. It reads like you're  trying to pull off a Kaitlyn Morgan novel and not doing a very good job of it. It’s no good, your writing is no good, and you’ll never amount to anything!”

I knew I shouldn’t let her get to me. I knew she was trying to get a rise out of me. And yet what she was saying hit so close to home that I couldn’t help it. The way she seemed able to pinpoint exactly where I got most of my ideas while also tapping into my fear that everything I wrote was derivative instead of new and creative stung. Was I really any better than her if I was repackaging fan fiction instead of repackaging a story about a particularly nasty breakup?

Every time she finished a sentence it felt as though she was stabbing straight into my heart. I felt moisture gather in my eyes, and I hated that I was letting her get to me like this.

“Oh yeah bitch?” I said as I stood.

I picked up my bag and threw it over my shoulder. I was reacting badly to this, I was really angry and about to do something very stupid, but I couldn’t help myself. It was as though I was in the middle of a wreck that I could stop before it really started, but I was going to see it through to its messy end. “Sorry I can’t be more “literary” like you. Maybe I’ll go down to the local gay bar so I can ask some girl to wine and dine me and dump my ass so I can be as great a writer as you are!”

I was yelling at the last part. I looked up and every eye in the room was on me. Professor Timms was looking at me and her finger was tapping furiously enough that it could've powered the city for a week if the Engineering School could find a way to hook her up to a power plant. I blushed and turned to run from the room. My only consolation was the look of shell shocked surprise on Carrie's face. Good. At least I’d finally got through to that bitch!

The waterworks finally came when I got out into the hall. I wiped the tears from my eyes, but I couldn’t help it. I was proud of my writing. I thought I did good stuff. I also wasn’t very good at dealing with harsh critiques like that. I knew she was just trying to get a rise out of me, I knew she was just pissed off about getting called out by our teacher in the middle of class like that, but there was a gnawing dark doubtful part of my soul that was whispering to me that she was right. That I was no good. That I would never amount to anything seeing as how I had trouble actually coming up with an original idea of my own and I was wasting my time in a creative writing program.

It was a dark part of me that I tried to ignore. It was a dark part of me that I chased away by playing Tales of Elassa and enjoying my time in there where I could get positive feedback. And yet that dark part of me always whispered that I was just running away from reality. That I was just seeking approval from people who were going to be nice to me no matter what because they were my friends.

Luckily I managed to get out of the English building before the waterworks really started. Then there was no stopping it. I’m sure I got a few weird glances from people watching the crazy girl walking down the sidewalk crying. I couldn't tell since it was hard to see through the tears. Not that it was entirely odd to see that sort of thing on campus, but I hated that I was the source of the spectacle.

I needed to get home. I needed some comfort.

 

 

 

 

 

 

5: Comfort

 

Comfort meant one thing. I felt that familiar rush of endorphins as I sat down at my computer and double clicked on the icon to log into Tales of Elassa. The familiar violin music washed over me and it felt as though I was immersing myself in a cold pool of water. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Typed in my username and password and then I was in.

I became Maia, high elf priestess of the Elven Order. A high elf priestess who was respected. A high elf priestess who was considered one of the best role-playing scenario writers on the server. Here was a place where my talent for genre fiction was definitely appreciated!

Fuck that bitch Carrie and her irrational hatred of genre fiction! And yet at the same time that voice was whispering that I was just trying to escape reality.

Whatever. I’d escape reality. Reality sucked right now.

A beep. A ding. I looked up in curiosity. My message icon was blinking on my UI. Now that was interesting. Most people who I knew in game didn’t play during the day. Sure the server was online twenty-four hours a day unless it was down for maintenance, but at the same time I tended to only have friends who played at night because that was when I was on. My understanding was the place was pretty sparsely populated during the day when most of the US population was at work or at school or doing other things that people with normal lives did.

The only people on right now were mostly the unemployed, kids who didn’t have to be at school for whatever reason, or crazy girls who’d decided to cut out of their creative writing seminar a half hour early because they were upset about a bad comment they got on one of their stories.

I clicked the icon and a message popped up. Immediately I felt my pulse race. Immediately I felt blood pump through my body, course behind my ears. I felt my nipples harden and strain out towards the computer which was definitely a surprising reaction considering I was just looking at some text on a screen. The hell?

Her. Kaira. She was on, and she just sent me a message.

“How’s it going?”

Three simple words, and yet I found myself racking my brain trying to think of a way to respond to them. I desperately tried to think of something that would make me seem witty, clever, a sophisticated woman of the online gaming world, and yet my words failed me. I found myself simply responding honestly.

“Pretty fucking terrible actually. How about you?”

“Sorry to hear that,” she said. “Want to talk about it?”

The words started flowing from my fingers before I had time to think about it. This was a complete stranger, and yet something about her concern touched me. Maybe it was because I was vulnerable in the moment, but I found myself explaining everything. My class. How they’d reacted to me. My insecurities about my writing.

All that poured out into the chat window. It was the first time I’d ever talked to anybody about any of this. It was the first time I’d gotten any of this off of my chest. Megan was usually the only person I had in-depth conversations with about these sorts of things, and that was typically talking about whatever guy we were dating that week. Well, whatever guy she was dating that week. I didn’t do a lot of dating what with my busy schedule of playing video games and going to class. At least I always told myself that was the reason I never seemed to find just the right guy or lost interest after a week or two when I did seem to find just the right guy.

I always told myself that, but recent developments suddenly had me seriously questioning whether or not disinterest and a busy schedule were the real reasons why I dropped guys so fast. Not that I was going to unpack that particular bundle of anxiety. Not with the girl who was the source of it in the first place!

The cursor blinked at me from the end of the chat window. There was a long pause. So long that I started to worry that maybe I’d said too much. Maybe I downloaded too much right at the get-go. I’d just met this girl after all. I didn’t really know her all that well, or at all, even if I did have the strange feeling that I could talk to her about anything.

Great. I meet a somewhat nice girl, a girl who could turn a phrase with the best of them, and already I’d chased her away venting about all my problems and insecurities. Good job Amber. Great fucking job!

“I know how you feel,” she said.

I blinked. “You do?”

“I don’t know if you can tell, but I do a little bit of writing myself,” she said.

I smiled. She didn’t know if I could tell? As though it wasn’t obvious she was good at this sort of thing from the way she spun that scenario last night. From the way she put words to the screen so effortlessly.

“Oh no, I had no idea!”

I made sure to put in an eye roll emoticon so she'd know I wasn’t being completely serious. Meaning and tone could be difficult to convey in text.

“I do a lot of writing actually,” she said. “A lot of it for my job, and I always worry that it’s never going to be good enough. Everyone tells me it’s great, but as I’m writing I always have this little voice in the back of my head telling me everything is crap. That everyone’s going to hate it this time. That this is going to be the one where everybody realizes I just got lucky with the other stuff.”

I blinked. “You write professionally? Like novels or something?”

“Probably nothing you’ve ever heard of,” she said. “Technical writing and that sort of stuff, but still. I have that gnawing doubt. Heck, for awhile now it’s been hard for me to write anything. I’ve been coasting for awhile. Trust me. I know exactly what you feel like, and I get paid to do this stuff!”

I smiled and felt warmth spreading through my body. Here was someone who understood me. Here was a girl who knew exactly what I was going through! And the admission that she was a writer, even if it was just technical writing which was something of a four letter word in creative writing circles even though most people I knew who graduated went on to do it because they quickly discovered they couldn’t pay the rent with their literary fiction.

“So you’re saying that feeling never goes away?” I asked.

“Nope. Never does in my experience. All you have to do is learn to take that voice and squash it. Listen to it from time to time to make sure you’re not actually turning out crap, but I figure if most people around you tell you that you’re doing a good job then that’s good enough,” she said.

“What about bad reviews?”

And then I realized I was probably being ridiculous. Like she would get a bad critique when she was doing technical writing!

“Everyone’s a critic,” she said. “You just have to learn how to let that roll off of you. I can get nine people out of ten telling me what a wonderful job I’m doing at my work, and still that number ten who had a problem is going to get more attention than the nine people who told me how great I was!”

I smiled and actually laughed. I was amazed at how easily she could put me at ease. I was amazed at how quickly all of my worries from class washed away. I was actually starting to feel kind of foolish for walking out of class like that, for getting so emotional. And yet at the same time I was glad I’d gotten so emotional because it meant I came home to Kaira and getting this pep talk to cheer me up.

“So you write fantasy stuff?” she asked.

I blushed again. “Mostly. Lately I’ve just been writing stuff in Elassa because that’s where I spend most of my time, but it’s always been my favorite genre. The Elassa books have been my favorite ever since the first one came out!”

“Oh? You’ve been reading them since the beginning?”

“Of course. I’m always on the lookout for a new good book, and as far as I’m concerned Kaitlyn Morgan has been a literary genius since the first word she put to paper. I'm so jealous that she hit it so big so early! Now if only she’d get out the next one...”

“It’s always nice to find someone who’s liked the books almost as long as I have! Sometimes I feel like I’m the only person who knew about them back at the beginning,” she said. “Besides, I’m sure she has a good reason for making us wait!”

“I thought it was a revelation when I read the first book, so I really don’t care if she takes her time. I’m not like those rabid fanboys that seem to think she owes us something. My love for the books is probably why I spend so much of my time playing Tales of Elassa. Sometimes I wish I could be in that world! Other times I just wish I could craft something as amazing and original!”

“You never know,” she said. “Just look at that chick with those kinky sex books, and that started out as a fanfiction didn’t it?”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, like something like that would happen to me!”

"You never know. Like you said, Kaitlyn Morgan hit it big early and look how far she's gone. It could happen to you too."

"I'm not going to hold my breath."

“So you’re a huge fan, does that mean you’re going to Elassa Con?”

I sighed. “I’d love to go to Elassa Con! I’ve been to a few regional cons, even have a stupid costume I wear to them, but I’m afraid Elassa Con is more than a poor grad student like me can afford.”

“Pity, I was thinking of going. We could meet up,” she said. “I’d love to see that costume. ;)”

“Yeah, well, maybe I’ll go someday if I get rich off of my writing,” I said.

“I’d like to read some of your stuff,” she said.

I pulled away from the keyboard. I blinked a couple of times. I stared at the chat window. At those words burned onto my flat panel. Sure I shared my stuff in the critiques every day, sure I shared my stuff with the people I role-played with online, but there was something about this that seemed different. I was suddenly self-conscious about sharing my work with this woman. Maybe it was the way she wrote. Maybe it was knowing she did this professionally. But for whatever reason, I was hesitant.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m sure it would be boring for you…”

“No! I’m definitely interested! If you’re half as good as what you write in game then I have a feeling I’m going to be pleasantly surprised!”

I blushed and had to stop. I had to count to ten. It was like this girl was pressing all the right buttons, and I didn’t even know her real name. I had no idea what she looked like or if she was even a she. For all I knew it could be some fifteen-year-old kid who was home from school today. For all I knew she could be some old man. And yet I didn't think that was really the case. I didn't want to think that was the case. I was drawn to her in a way I hadn't been drawn to a woman before, in a way that had been missing even from my interactions with men, and to discover that it was all a lie would be crushing.

Catfishing was an ever present danger online, but something was telling me I should take a chance.

“Fine, what’s your email address?”

“Kaira@elassa.com”

I arched an eyebrow at that. I was surprised she was actually able to get that email address. It’s not like Kaira was a super famous character in the series or anything, but she was a driving force in the narrative for anybody who bothered to pay attention to that sort of thing. It was the kingdom she created that led to the catastrophe that created the world I was running around in right now. The world I loved reading about so much. The world that had taken the real world by storm over the past five years with its explosive popularity. And I figured a name like that would’ve been snapped up immediately by someone who was way too into the lore like I was. Only here she was with that email.

Interesting. And it also made me respect her all the more. It was slightly cocky choosing that name, but at the same time it showed that she really knew her stuff. She really knew the story in-depth in a way that even a lot of people who'd read the books didn't because they didn't ever read any of the supplementary materials or appendices. A lot of people didn’t pay attention that deeply. They just enjoyed the action in the books or they enjoyed the boobs on the pay cable miniseries. No, that name told me this was a girl who really got the series. This was a girl who was definitely a fan.

And that made me both respect her more and want her more. Want her more? I thought about that for a moment. Thought about the strange feelings washing over me. Maybe it was just a bit of confusion in finding a kindred spirit, but I couldn't deny the heat and the rush I'd felt when I saw her sending me a message. I couldn't deny how I was feeling even if these new feelings terrified me. I might as well own up to it to myself even if I had no intention of telling Kaira and scaring her away forever.

It was ridiculous to fall for a girl over something silly like writing skills and the fact that she obviously was just as into my favorite books as I was, but there it was. People had fallen for sillier reasons than that, so why not an intense intellectual attraction? I was an intellectual woman first and foremost, and she was definitely able to stimulate my brain in a way most guys had never been able to, let alone a woman. That intrigued me. That turned me on if I was being perfectly honest, and I needed to start being perfectly honest with myself, damn it.

“Fine, I’ll send you something I worked up for class,” I said.

“No, I want your novel,” she said.

I blinked. “How did you know about that?”

“You said you’re in a creative writing program and you just got in a fight about liking genre fiction. I know you have a novel you’ve been working on. I want to see it.”

Now this really was asking too much! She was absolutely right, but I’d never share that with anyone. I even turned the screen away when Megan was in the room. Not that I’d actually worked on the thing in a while because I was so busy with the creative writing program and all the creative writing I’d been doing for the game. But still. Sharing something like that was so personal.

“Come on…” she said.

I sighed. “Fine. I’ll send you the first few chapters, but that’s it!”

“Glad to hear it.”

Damn. She was so cocky. So arrogant. So sure she’d get her way! I wondered what kind of woman she was in the real world, outside of the videogame, that she had that calm and confident demeanor. That she just assumed everyone was going to do what she asked.

I alt tabbed out of the game and opened up my email client. I had my own Elassa mail account. They called it Elassa mail, but really over the years it had morphed into a giant social network for fans of the series. I typed in her email and attached the file, but when I tried to send it at first it bounced back. I frowned. I clicked over to her profile but that was locked down too. Usually you didn't see that in the Elassa social network.

I tabbed back into the game. "Your account is locked down."

"Oh, right. Sorry." A moment passed and then the little icon that indicated she was typing popped up again. "Try now."

Again I alt tabbed out of the game. Again I drafted a mail and attached the file, but I held off on sending it for some reason. I stared at the screen, wondering if I really wanted to do this, and as I stared I realized that her whitelisting me for access to send her mail directly also allowed me to see her profile, though I wasn't going to tell her that. I figured if she was going to try and keep secrets then I was going to do the same in the name of revealing some of those secrets.

I got a good look at her profile picture. Not everybody bothered with the picture, but she had one. And I found myself staring, transfixed.

The character creator for the game meant you could pretty much write your own ticket in terms of looks. Most people chose a character who was muscular or slim in all the right places. Basically the perfect figure and the ultimate in wish fulfillment. What I’m trying to say is you didn’t see a lot of chubby characters walking around Tales of Elassa unless it was somebody who was doing it to make a point for a particular brand of role-playing.

Only as I looked at the picture attached to Kaira's profile, I wondered if she realized I was going to be able to see that picture when she gave me her email, I realized that in this case at least, assuming this was actually her and this wasn’t an elaborate catfishing expedition, there wasn’t much difference between the girl behind the computer and the beautiful character in game.

She wore a huge pair of sunglasses that obscured most of her face, but there was no obscuring the sexy contours of that face even if I wouldn't be able to pick her out of a crowd. She had the same pixie-cut short blonde hair as her character that looked unkempt but was so cute. And the rest of her. She was in a tight fitting tank top that showed off her smooth shoulders, slim arms, and what looked like a petite but incredible figure under that tight fitting tank top. I could see a strip of her stomach below and the hint of her belly button and I found myself leaning forward to stare in a way that I never had before with a girl, but I didn't care. I was all alone in the apartment and it's not like Megan was going to walk in on me by surprise. She looked like she was anywhere from five to ten years older than me and she looked absolutely delicious.

Not for the first time since I started interacting with this woman I found myself staring at the screen while my brain short circuited. What the hell was going on here? Could that really be her? That couldn’t possibly be her! There was no way that a girl who looked that good, a girl this compelling and nice, the first girl I ever found myself truly drawn to, a girl who seemed to know what I was thinking before I even thought it myself, could be that gorgeous! The universe just didn't work that way. I wasn't that lucky. Of course it was entirely possible that I could be that lucky and still I'd be unlucky in that she wasn't into girls that way. But who knew? A day ago I would've said I wasn't into girls that way and here I was salivating over Kaira's picture.

I instantly felt self-conscious as well. If I sent her an attachment through my account at Elassa.com then she’d see my profile picture. My mess of brown hair. A face that was definitely not anything to write home about even if I did have guys pestering me all the time in what I was pretty sure were clumsy attempts to get a date. And I had a petite frame that definitely didn’t bear much resemblance to my buxom character in game. Not that I even knew if she was into tits at all, buxom or otherwise, and it's not like I was going to ask her and scare her away. Hell, I was scared enough of these strange feelings without terrifying the object of those feelings!

I thought of my profile picture and groaned. I was staring into the camera with a goofy expression that definitely wasn’t very flattering making the hand symbol of the Bendai sisterhood which figured largely in the books. The juxtaposition between that very serious hand signal and the weird look on my face wouldn’t be lost on her, but I looked absolutely ridiculous.

I couldn’t send her an email right now. I couldn’t send an email when she’d see that picture of me!

I alt tabbed back into the game fully intending to make an excuse.

“I’m waiting…”

There she was again with that infuriating casually insistent confidence. As though she expected me to send her my manuscript right now. And I found myself blushing, moving out of the game client again, and hitting send. It was as though I was under some sort of spell. It was as though she was able to get me to do whatever she wanted. I didn’t even realize what I was doing until I’d sent it, and immediately my hand went from my mouse up to my mouth. I stared in wide-eyed shock.

Damn it!

I moved back to the game. I waited to see what the damage was.

“Got it.” she said.

There was a pause. A pause that stretched into eternity. A pause where I was sure she was looking at my picture, where she was sizing me up, where she was realizing that the sexy seductive elf priestess was nothing like the girl in my profile picture. She was probably looking me up and down and thinking how ridiculous she’d been to ever pay any attention to me. I’m sure she’d come back and say that she didn’t have time to read my manuscript.

“My my,” she said, adding a smiley face to the end. “You are a cutie my lady elf.”

Was that what I thought it was? I reread the sentence over and over trying to process it. That seemed downright flirtatious. Usually I was pretty oblivious about that sort of thing, but this was like a massive signal being projected onto the sky that even I couldn't miss. I felt my breathing catch as I read the sentence. I felt warmth settle into the pit of my stomach. I couldn't believe it.

Damn it. This girl kept blowing my expectations away! I blushed again. I blushed! And I felt a tingle at the tips of my fingers that I was pretty sure was from getting turned on and not an impending stroke as I started typing. At least I hoped it wasn't an impending stroke. That would be just my luck. I start falling for a girl. The girl seems interested in me. I have a stroke and I'm dead or incapacitated to the point that I can't explore this strange new romance. Only that didn't happen as I kept typing.

“You’re not so bad yourself.” I said with a wink emoticon. I was so nervous as I hit enter but I did it.

Was I really doing this? Was I really flirting with a girl over the Internet on the basis of a picture and a silly crush? This was ridiculous! I hadn’t done this sort of thing in at least five or six years. Not since I was a teenager using the Internet for the first time. Not since I’d first got involved in non-Elassa role-playing communities that were best forgotten all these years later.

And yet here I was, very much feeling like the giddy schoolgirl I’d been back then talking to a cute guy. Only now it was a cute girl I was talking to, and unlike with those early role-playing chats this time I had actual proof that she was a cute girl. At least I hoped she was a cute girl. I wasn’t completely naïve. I knew there was still a good eighty percent chance that picture was bullshit, but a girl could dream, right?

“That’s all?”

I blinked. Was she expecting more? Was she really that cocky? Did she really need me to validate her looks? I have to admit that it took some of the shine off of the moment.

“Was there supposed to be more?”

“No, nothing…”

She seemed surprised. She seemed to be avoiding telling me something. And yet I’d just met her. I was still so surprised that she looked like that, I was still so surprised that she was the complete package, that I decided I wasn’t going to dig any deeper. Not yet. If she wanted to have her little mystery then let her have her little mystery. It was enough that we had what we had for now.

“Think I’m going to log off and have a read of your story,” she said. “Talk to you later?”

“Sure. Looking forward to it!”

“Me too.” And she winked at me. Well, it was a wink emoticon, but I'd grown up online. To me it was as good as the real thing. The physiological reaction it provoked through my body was certainly the real thing!

It was amazing how punctuation could make me feel so amazing. It was really just a semicolon and a closed parenthesis, and yet that simple bit of punctuation was getting me worked up in a way that I hadn’t been in quite some time. Since the last guy I dated seriously. Where "seriously" is defined as going on a couple of dates but I didn't really feel much of a spark when he tried to get physical so I'd called things off.

Since then I didn’t really have time for dating what with my busy schedule. At least with what I told myself was my busy schedule, though it would probably look rather pathetic to anyone who actually had a busy schedule or real responsibility instead of a full plate of video game playing every night.

The chat window indicated she’d gone off-line. I paused for a moment, and then I added her to my watch list. She must’ve already done the same to me if she knew when I was online. That sent another thrill running through me. A girl that gorgeous, a girl who could write like that, a girl who could make me feel this way with just a few words on the screen, and she’d obviously been interested enough to talk to me first!

It was weird, but I was starting to feel very much like that giddy schoolgirl even when I wasn’t talking to her. Just the thought of her was enough to set me off. It was an odd feeling, it was strange thinking of another woman like that, but it wasn't unpleasant. I wasn’t sure exactly what was going on, I was still really confused, but I knew that I liked it. And really wasn't that enough to see where this was going?

I closed out the game. Without her on there really was nobody for me to talk to at this time of day. Most of my friends didn’t start coming online until after the work day was over. As the game closed a window popped up advertising Elassa Con which was coming up very soon. I sighed as I looked at the pictures streaming past. It looked like everybody was having a hell of a time. 

I’d been to a couple of local conventions, I even had a costume I put together that was slightly scandalous since it took a fashion cue from some of the more bikini oriented outfits that the sorceresses could wear in game, but I’d never been to the big convention. The one put on to showcase a combination of all the different component parts that made up the Elassa media empire.

People from the game were there. People from the TV miniseries were usually there. I even heard that Kaitlyn Morgan herself made appearances.

With a wistful sigh I closed out the advertisement. However nice it would’ve been to go to that convention there was no way a girl who made what I made, absolutely nothing aside from loans and a stipend, would be able to afford a ticket out to Indianapolis. There was definitely no way I was going to be able to afford the price to get into the convention, or the price of a hotel stay. I heard those got really ridiculous as the convention got closer, and there were even a special team of moderators on the forums to make sure scalpers didn’t go around trying to sell hotel rooms via official channels.

No, it was definitely out of my price range.

I needed to forget about that stuff though. I had more important things to concentrate on. Like the fact that I had to get to work. All that talk about my novel, all the anger I felt towards Carrie, all of the encouraging words I’d gotten from this mysterious woman, had put me in a mood to write. Really write. Not stuff for the game.

I opened up my novel and got to work on it for the first time in a couple of months at least. The muse was upon me, and I was going to take advantage of the moment since I didn’t have much else to do until later in the evening when it was time to log back into the game.

 

 

 

 

 

 

6: Waiting Game

 

I went absolutely crazy in more than one way over the next couple of days. I started working on my novel at a furious pace. Words flowed from my fingers into the computer. I hadn’t written this much on one of my own projects in ages, but I felt inspired. Maybe it was showing my book to someone. Maybe it was the inspiration I’d taken from her encouragement. Whatever it was, I was writing like a maniac and I was putting out thousands of words a day which was unprecedented even before I got sucked into Tales of Elassa and spent all of my writing energy on the game.

Kaira was driving me crazy in other ways too. Mainly by her absence. I’d only talked to her a couple of times and so it was totally weird that I’d miss her like this, and yet with each passing day that I didn’t see her on I grew more frustrated. Her profile said she hadn’t been on since the last time we spoke a couple of days ago, not that I was stalking her profile and obsessively refreshing it or anything.

It was driving me nuts. I was busy writing, but I also kept myself logged into the game on the off chance that she’d show up. I kept myself logged into the chat client for the game on my phone so that if she showed up while I was in class or at my job I’d be able to catch her.

And still days went by with absolutely nothing. Like I said, I was starting to go crazy.

Her absence was so pronounced that I started to wonder if there was something I’d done wrong. I was starting to wonder if she’d read through my story, realized that she absolutely hated what I did, and decided it would be easier to just never log onto that character again rather than disappoint me. It was amazing the lengths my mind went to coming up with a worst-case scenario, and yet I couldn’t help it.

So I was very surprised on Friday when I was sitting at my job, though I wouldn’t really call working as a receptionist for the history department much of a job at all since it mostly involved sitting at a desk that nobody came to unless one of the profs was trying to get into their physical mail.

Even that didn’t happen very often, which I thought was odd considering this was the history department and most of the profs who worked here looked old enough that they probably didn’t have the greatest grasp of technology or email. Not that I was going to knock it. The dean of the department was nice enough to let me do my own thing on the computer if we weren’t that busy, which was most of the time.

And so I was doing my own thing and working on my book when I saw an icon pop up in the bottom right-hand corner. My breath caught as I saw it. It was the Elassa chat icon. I’d installed the chat client on this computer ages ago and nobody had ever said anything about it even when the dean walked by and saw me chatting. So I figured it was okay. I never asked outright, but whatever. Easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission and all that.

I felt a thrill and apprehension as I saw that icon blinking. Every time that icon popped up in game, on a computer, or on my phone it set my heart to racing. Of course that racing heart was inevitably followed by disappointment when it turned out to be Megan or another one of my in-game friends and not her.

And so it was with a mixture of anticipation and resignation that I clicked on the icon and brought up the chat window. My breath caught and boy did my pulse really start racing in a major way.

“Hi.”

One word. One single word. And yet it was so weighted with significance because of the name it was attached to. Why was she only sending me one word? Where had she been? Why wasn’t she saying more? Did that mean she didn’t like what she read? Why was I such a pessimistic mess?

Deep breath. Get control of yourself Amber. Don’t overanalyze!

“Hi yourself.”

“Sorry I’ve been away,” she said. “I’ve been ridiculously busy at work. We’re getting ready for a big event here.”

“What kind of a big event?”

“Nothing special,” she said. “But it’s the biggest event we throw at my job, so it takes up a lot of my time. Haven’t had much time for anything other than work.”

My spirits fell. If she hadn’t had much time for anything other than work that meant she also hadn’t had much time for anything like reading.

“I understand,” I said. “You get busy at work sometimes!”

Of course it’s not like I really understood. I was self-aware enough to realize that I’d gotten a pretty cushy gig with my current job. I knew this was probably something I’d look back on with fondness when I was eventually forced into the real world. When I was eventually forced to get a job outside the university where they expected results.

“I did have a chance to read your story though,” she said.

Damn! If just the sight of her screen name showing up was enough to set my pulse racing, well her telling me that she’d read through my work was enough to make me feel lightheaded. It was enough to twist my stomach up into knots.

I imagined this gorgeous creature sitting back in a chair with a tablet in between doing stuff for her job, whatever that was, and thinking about me the entire time. It also sent a warm feeling coursing through me knowing she’d been thinking about me even if it was sort of indirectly as she read through my story. Knowing I’d been on her mind even if she hadn’t been able to hop on and talk to me all that much was nice.

“That’s cool,” I said. I was not going to fish for a reaction. Let her say what she was going to say.

“It was fucking amazing! I’m seriously blown away, and I don’t say that lightly,” she said.

“Really?”

“You’re just full of surprises Maia,” she said. “Brains, beauty, and talent. You really are the whole package. You’ve even inspired me to really get to writing again!”

I blushed. And glanced around the room to make sure nobody else was looking. Now that probably looked suspicious, the receptionist sitting at her computer typing away furtively, leaning close to the monitor, and then glancing around to make sure nobody was actually looking to see what I was doing.

If that didn’t get the dean interested in what I was doing on my work computer then I figured nothing would, but glancing in his office he wasn’t there anyways so whatever. There weren’t even any students or professors milling around in the hall outside.

I turned back to the chat window.

“You mean that?”

“Of course I mean that,” she said. “Why would I lie about something like that?”

“I don’t know what it is about you, but I feel like a giddy schoolgirl every time I talk you!” I said. I don't know why I said that. Here she was online and talking to me for the first time in days and I said something stupid that was bound to scare her away, flirtation aside.

And I was astonished I’d feel like that even as I said it. There was just something about this girl that short-circuited my brain. There was something about this girl that made me say the most ridiculously inappropriate things. There was something about this girl that made me type things that I was sure would lead to her getting scared and running away for good.

“I’m kind of glad to hear you say that, because I’ve been feeling the same way,” she said. “I’ve been so busy with work, but all I could think about was how much I wanted to sneak away and log into the game so I could talk with you!”

I didn’t think it was possible for me to blush any more than I already was, but somehow my cheeks found a reserve of bright red to color them. I was so entranced with the chat client that I jumped when somebody cleared their throat. I looked up and saw an undergrad staring down at me and looking over to the screen. I blushed even more furiously, wondering if he'd seen what I was talking about. I quickly minimized the window and put on my best smile, though it was difficult with the way I was turning bright red.

“Can I help you?” I asked.

“Um, I need the form for dropping a class…”

“You need to go down to the registrar’s office,” I said. “We don’t do that sort of thing in this office.”

The guy muttered something under his breath. I caught a bit about how it was bullshit that we didn’t have his form but did have time for Elassa chat and I blushed as I realized he knew exactly what I was doing even if he didn’t know exactly what I was talking about. That was bad enough. Only as soon as he was out of the room I immediately brought that window back up. It was blinking furiously.

“Still there? Was it something I said?”

“Sorry,” I said. “I’m using the chat client at work and I needed to help someone.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “Will you be on tonight? I made sure to clear a hole in my schedule.”

I blinked. What kind of work was she doing that she had to clear a hole in her schedule to play a video game at night? What kind of work was she doing that she was getting ready for the busiest event of the year with whatever the hell it was she did and yet she could just clear a hole in her schedule like that? This girl was definitely a mystery in more ways than one. A mystery that I fully intended to solve.

“I should be on later,” I said. “Why?”

“Well I want to take you out on a date,” she said. “Only I’m not sure if it qualifies as a date if we’re doing it in a videogame…”

My face broke into a huge grin and I felt butterflies dancing in my stomach even as it twisted into nervous knots at the thought of actually going out with a woman. A date! Sure it was in a videogame, but when you were separated geographically I suppose it was the best I could hope for. It was also crossing a line. If we went on a date, two women going out on a date even if it was in-game, then I was admitting something to myself that was a major change. Did I want to do that?

It really wasn't a question of whether or not I wanted to do that though. I had no choice. These feelings were insane, but they were also so damn strong. I couldn't deny how I was feeling, and I wanted nothing more than to enjoy a digital date with this woman.

Besides, it’s not like meeting someone online was too different from getting to know someone in person. It wasn’t all that weird these days. Sure, meeting someone online in the middle of a videogame and then going on a date with them in that videogame was probably a little weird even by modern standards, but whatever. Fuck anybody who judged me for that. And fuck anybody who judged me for going on a date with a girl. I was going to do this.

“Sounds like a plan,” I said.

“What time should I pick you up?”

“I get off work at 4:30 today. I should be online shortly after that, so whenever.”

“Sounds like a plan. Look forward to seeing you then!”

And then she was gone.

I was so giddy that I tapped my feet against the floor and let out a triumphant shriek. And then I quickly schooled myself to seriousness as an older professor stuck her head in, looked around the office for a moment, settled on me with a raised eyebrow and then a smile, then disappeared.

I blushed again, it seemed like that was going to become a common thing if I was going to be spending much time around this girl, but I didn’t care. A date! Sure a date in-game, sure a date with a woman which I was still a little unsure about despite all my bluster, but I’d take it. Pretty much all of my social life was taking place inside that game these days anyways, so why should my love life be any different? And why should I care if that love life was igniting again with a woman rather than a man?

If my in-game love life was bringing me a girl as incredible as this then I was all for it. I just hoped she really was what she said she was. That this wasn’t just some scam. That she wasn’t just playing me for her amusement.

Sometimes I really hated that the worst-case-scenario centers in my brain were so overactive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

7: Digital Date Night

 

A blinking light showed in the top right corner of my heads-up display. I felt butterflies running through my stomach. I felt my breath start to quicken. Hell, I felt my nipples start to harden and I even felt a tingle between my legs. A hell of a reaction to a chat notification.

And it might not even be her. I had that reaction every time I got a chat notification. That’s how powerful her hold on me was.

I glanced over my shoulder to where Megan sat bathed in the glowing light of her massive monitor engrossed in a raid or something. It looked like she was just clicking her mouse over and over, but I knew from the way she was staring at her screen with intense concentration, the way she was listening intently to whatever voice chat was happening over her ridiculously expensive gaming headphones, that the entire world, myself included, was shut out. She wouldn’t be paying attention to anything going on over on my screen.

Good. I still didn’t want her to know about this girl. That I was actually falling for a girl. In a video game. Not yet. Both because I didn’t want to deal with the inevitable barrage of questions and because I didn’t want to hear her not-so-expert opinion on the state of my love life, which was usually pretty dismal.

I turned back. I clicked that blinking icon, a thrill running through me as I did so, and it popped up with a message.

“Good evening my lady elf,” she said. “Ready for that date?”

Those butterflies in my stomach were fluttering around on overdrive. To the point that I thought I might actually get sick from how nervous I was. I’d been doing this for years and yet this girl was the only person who’d ever managed to get this sort of reaction out of me. I forced myself to control my breathing. Maybe it was a date, but it was also a role-playing session. I needed to get in the zone and I definitely wasn’t going to get there if I was acting like a silly girl with a crush even if that's exactly what I was!

“Mother fucker!”

Megan’s shout pulled me away from the chat window which I quickly minimized since that phrase coupled with the sound of her expensive headset being thrown against the wall usually meant she was back in the real world.

I looked over my shoulder. Megan looked over at me but there was a frown on her face. Obviously the raid hadn’t gone well, though at least she hadn’t launched her mouse across the room along with the headset this time.

“I take it the raid didn’t go well?”

“No, not really,” she groused. “We’re stuck on a boss because this idiot healer keeps fucking up and he’s trying to blame me for it! I can’t take this shit. I need to go get drunk. Wanna hit the bars?”

I blinked. This was definitely a development I hadn’t anticipated. It was an unfortunate development considering that I had date night planned with Kaira and it didn’t seem like she’d be available any time soon if I passed up on tonight. Damn it.

“I actually think I’m going to stay in tonight,” I said. “I’ve got a scene I’ve been working on for awhile and the person I’m doing it with is only available tonight.”

Megan grinned and I winced at my choice of words. Perhaps “doing it with” somebody wasn’t the best way to phrase that. Damn it.

“Oh really? Is this special person a dude?” Megan asked.

“No,” I said.

So maybe that wasn't entirely honest from a certain point of view. I knew exactly what she was asking when she asked if it was a dude. She was asking if this was a role-playing session with someone I had a romantic inclination towards. The answer to that question was a definite yes, but that wasn't the question she asked. She just asked if it was with a guy and I'd answered truthfully even if it wasn't quite the truth considering what she was really asking. I wasn’t going to reveal anything else unless she dragged it from me though. Not yet.

Megan walked over to stare at my screen and I quickly flicked it off. She crossed her arms and looked down at me with a huge grin splitting her face. A grin that made me blush as much as I would if I was talking with Kaira. I knew I was giving myself away, but what could I do?

“Keep your secrets for now Amber,” she said. “I’m going to go get drunk. Maybe head down to the bar if you get done with your new boyfriend.”

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I said. Now I was playing the pronoun game. Still, she hadn't used the right pronoun so I definitely wasn't giving that away. Using the right pronoun would cause it all to come out and that would ruin date night as I tried to pry Megan away from my monitor as she attempted to to learn more about this girl I was suddenly so into.

“So it is a guy!”

I rolled my eyes. Let her think what she was going to think. Let her think she was being crafty.

“Go have your drink Megan,” I said.

She took her sweet time getting ready. I waited until I heard the front door slam shut before I moved back to my own machine and clicked on the blinking chat icon. It felt like it’d been an eternity, I wondered if she’d even still be there, but when I looked at the screen I was surprised to see that only about five minutes had passed.

“I’m ready now,” I said.

“Glad to hear it. I was starting to wonder where you’d disappeared to my lady elf.”

I glanced over towards the front door one last time and then put my hands on the keyboard. I closed my eyes, opened them, and I was in the world of Elassa.

I stood at the entrance to the Pirate Caves of Aktor. This was one of my favorite dungeons in the game, even if it was one of the earlier dungeons that only new players tended to go to. New players and higher level players who were looking for a convenient spot for a quick role-playing session. Megan always laughed when she saw me exploring the place. She always acted like it was ridiculous that somebody with a character my level would bother with the place, but I loved it.

I rounded the corner towards the dungeon entrance and moved inside. My breath caught as the screen loaded up a private instance of a dungeon where no one but a game moderator could bother us, and it's not like they were going to be poking around one of these dungeon instances without being called down anyways. We were already in a party together and she was waiting for me in there. As soon as I stepped through, as soon as that loading bar finished, she was there. Looking me over with a very intense stare.

Or, rather, looking over my character. But it might as well be the same thing. It caused the same reaction sitting in the real world in my computer chair as it would have if I’d suddenly rounded a corner and saw a beautiful woman with striking green eyes staring at me in the real world.

This was ridiculous. I’d only seen that one picture of her before and I was drooling over just the thought of that delicious body. Assuming she actually was who she said she was, and I wasn’t just getting catfished.

I needed to stop that. I needed to just enjoy myself. More than anything I needed to avoid getting pulled out of the game like that!

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, put my fingers down on my keyboard, and when I opened them I was my character. I was Maia the high priestess of the Elven Order. I was a gorgeous high elf priestess going to meet a human adventurer in a forbidden rendezvous in a less than savory part of the world.

I eyed the human barbarian warily as I stepped into the cave leading to the pirate’s cove. I called her a barbarian, though to be perfectly honest that wasn’t an entirely accurate description of what she was. That assessment was a product of one of the unfortunate attitudes towards the lower races I’d picked up. I tried to be careful about those assumptions, but it was difficult after so many years of seeing humans prove themselves worthy of the barbarian name time and again.

Though this human probably wouldn’t have considered herself a barbarian. Not in the way they reckoned it. Muscular men in loincloths wielding giant swords and attacking one another with no care in the world aside from where their next meal or their next mating would come from.

This one, at least, had once fine boots and wore a tattered shirt and pants that looked like they were well cared for but a far cry from the finery they’d started as. She also wore a belt with a buckle on it that bore some house sigil. Not that I could determine which house it was just from looking at that sigil. There were so many minor human noble houses scattered by the Sundering that nobody could keep track of all of them. Not even the humans. Not that it stopped them from fighting incessantly with each other over those houses and the paltry territory they controlled.

I could guess her story from a simple look. She was the daughter of a minor noble house with a tomboy streak that served her well in this new world where might so often made right. The Sundering had hit her hard, had separated her from everything she once knew, and so now she wandered the world selling her sword for her next meal and probably holding herself to some outdated moral code that didn’t apply in the new realities of the world after the Sundering.

Still, it also meant I could probably trust her. To a point.

Still, trust could be dangerous and I wouldn’t throw caution completely out. I was well aware it was a dangerous place I was going. I was well aware that the world wasn’t the perfect place that the Order would like to believe, to be cataloged according to their view of things.

I was aware of all of those things, and so that’s why I was keenly aware of the incredible danger I could find myself in if this strange human I’d only met once in a tavern was hostile. If she decided to cause trouble.

I prepared several nasty magic spells that would catch her by surprise if she should choose to try and take a high priestess. If she tried anything then I would at least make her very sorry that she tried, if not kill her outright. Assuming she didn’t have that little toy that negated my magic spells.

“My lady elf,” she said, sketching a quick bow.

My eyes narrowed. There was a rakish grin that crossed her face as she made that bow that told me her supposed show of respect was anything but.

I raised an eyebrow. “Is that mockery?”

She moved up from her bow and that rakish grin was still on her face. I had to steel myself. Had to suddenly concentrate on my breathing so it didn’t start coming in quick gasps. This woman was beautiful, there was no denying it, even if she was just a lowly human from what looked to be a noble house fallen on hard times.

“Merely showing my lady elf the respect she deserves,” she said.

Her voice was melodious, hypnotic. It had me swaying and I had to blink. I had to shake my head and concentrate on the business at hand. I was here on the Order’s business, and I definitely didn’t have time to indulge in impossible fantasies about lowly human nobles.

I sniffed and turned to enter the caves that led to the hidden cove. “Very well human, we must be about our business.”

“Are you sure you want to do this? I wouldn’t go in there if I were you,” Kaira growled.

I turned and looked at her, once again trying and mostly failing to control myself. Trying to control my breathing. I was not some novice to go mooning over a girl of all things! Especially a human!

“And why is that?” I asked in a quiet voice. I wanted to laugh. She obviously hadn’t yet realized that I was easily one of the most dangerous women she was ever going to run into in the course of her travels.

“Lots of criminals, thugs, nasty people in there,” she said. “I’d hate for a pretty little elf such as yourself to get in trouble.”

This time my eyes lowered in a stormy expression. Who did she think she was? Pretty little elf? And yet even though I was indignant, even though I was angry, there was also a part of me that was undeniably flattered. My body was betraying me and a blush was rising to my cheeks. I felt a rush between my legs at her words. There was a part of me that was definitely interested in the promise that flirtatious smile offered, and the fact that this was a random girl I’d just met who I didn’t know much about didn’t seem to mean anything as I stared at her.

I pulled my hands away from the keyboard. I had to stop and catch my breath. This was so wrong. I was on the verge of going to a very dangerous place that I promised myself I’d avoid when I started in the role-playing community on this server. I shouldn’t be indulging in this fantasy.

I should go to a public role-playing location with her where I wouldn’t be tempted. I should be anywhere but where I was, continuing this role-playing session with a flirtatious girl who got my blood pumping with just words on a screen! And yet I'd already broken so many rules for this woman. I'd already crossed so many lines. What was one more? I paused in the quiet of the computer room. Made my decision. I reached my hands out, placed them back on the keyboard. Found myself transported back to the forbidden world.

I looked the human up and down, an appreciative glance that took in her slim muscular figure, her smooth shoulders, the way her armor molded to all of the above leaving nothing to the imagination. And yet I kept returning to that easy, cocky, rakish smile with her short hair above it all. There was no denying it. This woman was gorgeous. Not just for a human. She was one of the most gorgeous creatures I’d ever laid eyes on, and it was no surprise she was having such an effect on me.

Of course her attitude was infuriating. That ruined the other effects she was having on me slightly. But only just.

“What makes you think I can’t handle myself in a den of thieves such as this?” I asked. As I did I held my hand up and a small flame danced from finger to finger. Her eyes widened for a moment which disappointed me out in the real world since she'd been so good about not having that reaction earlier, but that was the only surprise that registered. Meanwhile back in the game world my character felt another stab of frustration. Usually when humans saw me working the elements like that it sent them running in terror, but not so with this woman. She was calm, confident, collected, and she still had that cocky grin plastered on her face. Then again if I had an ancient artifact that wasn’t supposed to even exist that negated magic I’d probably have that same delicious smile on my face.

This woman was as infuriating as she was beautiful!

“I’m not saying I don’t think you could turn any of those ragamuffins into a pillar of fire if you saw them coming at you,” she said.

I nodded and smiled in satisfaction at that admission. But that smile soured at her next words.

“Of course you have to be able to see someone coming at you to turn them into a pillar of fire. That won’t help you much in those pretty robes if someone comes up behind you with a knife.”

“Then what do you propose I do?”

The human stepped forward from where she’d been leaning against the cave wall and she stretched. She lifted her arms up above her head which gave me a clear view of how muscled she was even on her slim frame. I realized I was staring, captivated, with my mouth hanging wide open and quickly remedied that situation. I was not going to sit here and stare at this woman like some hormone addled novice, no matter how beautiful she was!

As she stepped forward she clearly eyed me up and down with something more than the professional interest of someone who’d been hired to act as a bodyguard. I blushed and looked away as she eyed me, then realized what I was doing and anger flashed through me.

I forced myself to meet her eyes, to ignore the thrill running through my stomach at that eye contact. I forced myself to channel some of the fury I was feeling at the casual way she was addressing her elven betters, though I felt a flush of embarrassment as the casual dismissal of "lesser" species that I hated so much from my own people drifted through my mind unbidden.

“I have no doubt what you’re interested in, human,” I spat out.

She looked me up and down once more, and there was hunger there. And there was something else. Amusement?

“I’m simply giving my lady elf the same consideration she’s been giving me ever since she first laid eyes on me.”

I blushed. So she’d caught me looking. Interesting. Very interesting. She was far more perceptive than I would have given a human credit for. There were hidden depths to this one, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

“Very well human, I am the one who has hired you but I assume you are about to present me with terms despite the fact that I am the one paying you to do my bidding?”

She sketched another bow. “My lady elf is quite perceptive.”

My lips turned to a frown, but I decided to let this particular dig slide. Maybe if I just ignored her referring to me as her “lady elf” she would tire of the jest and stop using it entirely. I could hope, at least.

I reached into the pouch at my side and pulled out a gold mark. I held it up in the fitful torchlight that illuminated the entrance to the pirate’s cove.

“This is one gold piece. I imagine that will be enough to feed you for a week if not longer. Maybe even get you some proper clothes. You get one of these at the beginning, and another when we are finished if you desist in this ridiculous insistence on dictating terms to your employer,” I said.

“No.”

I blinked. “Excuse me?”

She raised an eyebrow. “You really are a fool for all your finery. I’m not here for gold. I’m here because you intrigue me my lady elf. Besides, what’s to stop me from just killing you and taking all of your gold?”

I tried to control myself at that admission that she was here because I intrigued her. I tried not to read too much into that despite the way my mind was screaming and my body was consumed by a raging fire. I tried my best to bring both mind and body under control, but it was difficult.

“You won’t kill me. And not because I would kill you for it or because I intrigue you enough for you to keep me alive until it’s no longer convenient. No, you wouldn’t do it because it isn’t the right thing,” I said.

The human, Kaira, moved forward with lightning speed. So fast that I only had time to let out a yell of surprise. I didn’t know it was possible for humans to move that fast! One moment we were standing in the entrance, I was in control of the situation, and the next moment she was pressing me up against the cave wall. Her body pressed against mine and it felt so delicious. It would’ve been a welcome distraction if I wasn’t so terrified that my life was about to end. Her face was inches from mine and that hunger was back. She'd been so fast I hadn’t even had time to work up a spell, though I had plenty of time to prepare a fireball or some other nasty surprise now, but I didn’t. Something stopped me.

She'd pressed me against the wall, but she hadn’t actually made a move to slit my throat. A woman who moved like that could easily have done so. A woman who moved like that could have killed me and left me to be looted by whatever robbers followed her. And yet she hadn’t. She was just staring down at me with that smoldering hunger in her eyes. That burning lust barely contained. I wanted to reach up and kiss that beautiful face, and I had to pull my hands away from the keyboard at that thought.

What the hell? This was definitely getting hotter and heavier than I’d ever gotten before, and yet I couldn’t deny how it was making me feel. I was so turned on that I’d been pulled out of virtual reality and back into the real world. That hardly ever happened. And it was also having one hell of an effect on me back here in the real world. I worried there’d be a wet spot on my gaming chair when I got up, but no, that couldn’t possibly be the case.

Still, I was so fucking turned on. Moisture was definitely gathering in my pajama bottoms. I reached down and traced a finger lightly along the edges of my pussy lips as I imagined doing the same to another woman and I nearly jumped. Just running my fingers down there was enough to set off an electric shock that ran through my entire body. It was enough to cause me to let out a quiet gasp. A quiet moan that was an unmistakable moan of pleasure.

Good thing Megan decided to go to a bar down the street.

I had a choice to make. I could pull away from the computer. I could disconnect. All it would take is closing down the game client and then I’d be free of the immediate scenario, but I wouldn’t be free from my feelings. I’d be thinking about Kaira, thinking about this forbidden role-playing session that was quickly spiraling out of my control, all night long. It was clear this was going someplace I hadn’t ever gone before with someone I role-played with, or with another woman for that matter. It was clear that this particular role-playing session was becoming something more. It was becoming something deeper, hotter, far more passionate.

I made my decision. My hands moved back to the keyboard. I stared up into the eyes of this dangerous human who was staring at me, her muscular arms to either side of my head. My breath was coming in ragged gasps. My nipples were pressing out against my dress and my body was betraying me with its arousal.

I wanted to say that the reason I didn’t vaporize her was because I was worried my magic might blow back on me. The problem with setting things on fire is that it didn’t do much good if you were in close proximity to the fire that was being set. I wanted to say that the reason I didn’t turn her into a pillar of fire was because I didn’t believe in killing unless someone was obviously threatening my life. Of course this situation could almost call for that. I could even blame that little anti-magic surprise she carried if I wanted to.

But that was all bullshit. No, the real reason I didn’t incinerate her where she stood was because I was intrigued as well. I was excited. By a human of all things. By a woman, which was a surprise. If anything, that intrigued me even more. I wasn’t sure what the hell was going on, I wasn’t sure why my body was betraying me like this, but I couldn’t deny how I felt. I couldn’t deny how incredible this was.

I looked up at her and smiled. “Point taken.”

She grinned. She pulled back and I wanted to cry out in disappointment as her body moved away from mine.

“I’m glad we have an understanding,” she said. “You hired me to guard you and I’m going to do that. That means that you do what I say while we’re in there and follow my orders with no questions. The fact that you’re the one paying me means nothing if you get a knife in your back because you think some flashy magical fireworks will save you from a crafty pirate who’s used to working in close quarters.”

I nodded. I tried to ignore the thrill running through me at the way she was casually taking command. Casually ordering me around. I should be furious, but instead I was just incredibly excited.

Kaira gestured towards the entrance to the cove. Deeper into the cave. I glanced at the dark entrance, lit only by the fitful burning of torches, then back to her. Did I dare go in there with her? Did I dare descend into the darkness and all the potentially forbidden pleasures that it offered?

I moved forward and I could hear her following behind me. I smiled, wondering where this was going. Because this certainly was unlike any dungeon run I’d ever been on before.
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