
        
            
                
            
        

    
There is no name for who I am, or how I got here, but there is something about me. Something important, and powerful. I can feel it, and I let out a deep breath, my lungs filling, and I shout.

I am alive!

And my voice carries across the plains.

I have never felt like this. It is like the world is a gift, waiting for me, and I intend to enjoy it.

A wolf, the size of a large dog, appears. Its fur is the same shade of grey as the rocks, and its teeth are bared as it stares at me, the challenge in its yellow eyes.

This is what I am. A man, alone, fighting a world that is too big, too powerful, but I will not yield.

I charge the wolf, and it leaps forward. Its jaws snap shut around my arm, and my other hand punches the wolf in its neck. The force makes it let go, its teeth tearing my skin, but I will heal. The wolf staggers back, stunned, and I grab it by the throat, snapping its neck in one smooth motion, the muscles beneath my skin straining. The wolf lets out a yelp of pain, then I drop it to the ground.

Already, the bite on my arm is starting to mend, and I feel my pulse slowing to normal levels. I could fight three times the number of wolves without worry. The feeling is incredible, to be so in control. I will take care of others with my strength, and that thought brings joy to me.

I need to find people, but first, I will start a fire. When the sun dips below the horizon, they will smell the smoke, and seek me out.

There are two trees near to me, and the underbrush is rich with twigs and bark. Soon, I have a campfire burning, a ring of stones to protect the grass from flames. I cut off pieces of my clothing, wrapping my bleeding forearm. Wolves are not known for their hygiene, and their jaws can hold an infection. In the morning, I will have to search for water, or maybe a cave if the snow gets worse. I would like to find a town. I heard the singing woman talking about people in need, and that sounds like my tribe.

But she does not sing now.

That makes me sad for her, and myself, too.

The night stretches, and as the full moon rises high over the horizon, I think I hear music playing distantly, and I wonder how this music travels all the way across the plain to reach my ears.

I stand, taking stock of the food. I have some strips of raw meat from the wolf, along with the organs. They will keep, but my stomach rumbles. I do not know what food is safe, but I know some of these mushrooms are poisonous. Even though my blood smells better than any animal on these plains, I will wait until the morning to eat. I can already tell I am thirsty, and I should save what little water I have in my body for keeping warm during the night, where it can steam inside my mouth without me opening it.

This is what we learned in survival school, before my parents abandoned me in the mountains. I do not remember that time well, since I was so young, and the weather has always been hard on my skin, but this feels like a memory, as if I am recalling someone else's childhood instead of my own. My mind is filled with knowledge.

I look down at the fire, then pull off more of my clothing and wrap my feet, so they don't freeze overnight. Maybe I will sleep next to the flames, even though that is dangerous. Better to have dry feet, even if I'm risking death. If it snows tonight, I will need to wake up to put out the fire. It may be better to travel during the snowfall, even, but it will be safer to stay here for a bit longer. The warmth feels so good to my bones, and I think maybe I could fall asleep in front of the flames, despite knowing this is a bad idea.

That's what my head says, but my body yearns to drift off into slumber and wake in the morning, to have the sun rise over my hair, turning it golden. It would be nice to feel the sun, the one thing I haven't missed from my old life, warming my bare skin and waking me.

I have never been cold before, at least not this sort of chill. Even when I was abandoned by my tribe, I lived in a small hut with the other kids, sharing each other's body heat. Maybe it's because I was so young, or perhaps there was no time to grow into an adult. Or maybe it is just because it was spring, and this time of year is far more bitter than it ever was back home.

No, this is home, too, and I will find a way to survive. I won't get angry at my parents for abandoning me here. It is a punishment, but one I will endure. It is for the good of my people, and they will see the wisdom in my words and deeds one day, I am sure.

There is nothing wrong with me that I can't fix. It must just be the stress of the new, hostile environment. I don't have a tent, or even furs. I need to do better than this. Tomorrow, I'll go searching for supplies.

I shiver again, rubbing my arms and moving closer to the fire. There is little comfort as my muscles cramp up, my teeth chattering. It's all I can do to keep my breathing slow as the flames slowly burn down, their warm glow flickering in and out until they flicker no more.

Even now, I debate taking off my shoes, risking the cold for one final burst of warmth. The fire isn't much, though, and even if it burns the soles off my feet, it wouldn't be enough.

As the fire gets lower and the snow falls faster, I realize, truly realize, I am not prepared to handle the environment. This is no mild winter. It's barely autumn. Is it always this harsh up in the mountains?

What will I do when the true snows arrive? I will die, frozen to death. I cannot risk another fire in a clearing. The smoke billows around the trees. Tomorrow I will gather sticks and leaves and cover any trace that I was here, in case someone tracks me down. Perhaps I will build a small structure, as well. A lean-to may help keep me dry. I cannot hunt with an ice-covered bow and arrows. I may have to make an early trip into town and stock up.

But how will I survive, with no weapons? How will I kill animals?

I stare into the flame for some answer, and find nothing but black ash and cooling stone. I pull my knees tighter, resting my head against them, and close my eyes.

***

Wake up!

"Get up!"

I blink, and realize I'm awake. That voice... It comes from inside of my head. A man's deep voice. I remember the grey guy, in another time, a long time ago. I look around, but I'm alone in a vast expanse of nothingness. "Huh?" I ask, and my own voice is different, too. Smoother, deeper. Like I actually slept more than three hours last night.

How long have I been gone? What if—?

Something is wrong here. The voice seems familiar. It seems like my own voice. My lips never move. The words come directly into my mind, spoken, yet also not, like my consciousness is aware of something it normally isn't.

It sounds almost as if I'm having an internal monologue, or perhaps dreaming that I'm speaking to myself, which would just be weird. But if there was anything Lord William made sure of, it was that he didn't create a game that relied on the player thinking at the world, as if the user was the only one aware of what was happening. All the games in the old days needed you to do was walk over a certain square for a battle to start, or click a specific object in the screen.

That might be a little dated, but that was why the games were so immersive. That was why the game became a sort of other life. This isn't a dream, because dreams don't feel like reality.

But this does.

"You fell asleep," the voice says. "The fire burned out."

I gasp, looking around for a body of some kind. Am I being haunted by the previous character that died? Maybe all those players have stuck around as ghosts, floating in the background? "Is it...am I..." My voice doesn't sound like it does in real life. It's higher pitched, cracking, almost like I'm nervous about something.

This must be the first time I've spoken aloud in this game, though, if I can speak. Why do I sound different, though?

"It was a dream."

It was a dream.

"What?" I ask, startled. "Who's there?"

A laugh echoes inside of my mind, deep and throaty. I'm standing now, facing the nothingness, wondering what the hell is going on. Maybe I'm still sleeping. That has to be it. "If you fall asleep again, I'll die. I can't regenerate with your stamina depleted."

"I don't understand what's happening here, but if you're the last player before me, just tell me how to get out, okay?" I say, and I swear I can almost see him. I take a few steps forward, and he flickers in and out like a mirage, except this is a vision inside of my mind. The more I concentrate on it, the better it comes together, like it's not fully formed, and I'm filling in the details.

I reach out a hand to the smoky ghostly figure that floats in front of me and he flinches backwards, his image wavering.

"Don't," he says, and that same panic rushes through me that I felt when my ex put my hand on her belly. Something terrible is happening to my life, something I can't stop, and I just have to stand there and take it because if I don't, then I'm going to make everything worse. I drop my hand and look at the translucent character in front of me.

There are differences, subtle ones. His hair is longer than mine, almost down to his shoulders. His features are sharper than mine, more aristocratic, as if he came from a different culture. He has an upturned nose, and eyes that have the barest hint of Asian ancestry somewhere in the family history. His body is more slender than mine.

His shoulders slump slightly, as if under the weight of the world. I wonder what happened to him in this game, if it broke him, as games are rumored to be able to do sometimes, when people don't know how to log off properly.

If Lord William died before he could finish it. If he died in the middle of creating this heaven, and he left his character here forever.

He looks almost identical to me. I take a step back, staring, but it's too dark for me to really see much, besides his outline. Is that a trick of the light, or does he have a long, thin scar along his cheekbone?

I turn to look for the stats menu again, and he moves so fast he blurs. A transparent hand grasps my wrist, the contact sending a cold spike down my spine. How am I feeling if this isn't real? It has to be real, otherwise I wouldn't have been able to feel Lord William grabbing my arm as he fell off of a ladder.

The thought chills me. Maybe this was how his death began? The VR suit malfunctioning. This is why all the others have quit. They haven't just seen characters, NPCs dying—they've felt it. If this man died from whatever caused the accident, then his last sensation is going to be forever ingrained into my mind. Even more, is that person still lingering there, watching us move around? Do his thoughts and feelings come with me now, and are they what give me this uneasy, almost nauseating sensation?

The ghost flickers, then fades slightly.

"Don't," he says urgently again, but I pull back on my wrist. Instead of letting go, he yanks me closer. Now the ghost is holding onto my wrist, and I'm leaning against his ghostly body. "He doesn't know. He's trying to protect you, but it's too late."

For a moment, I forget who we're talking about. My roommate, William? My doctor? Then I remember he's warning me away from the main character, but at the same time, he's pulling me towards it. It makes no sense. It's like his programming has gotten corrupted.

If I leave, I can report this and let them close the game down, if they even care anymore. After all, if it killed the creator, the most brilliant mind of our generation, what would happen to some random kid playing video games all day and cleaning up their poop and vomit?

"Just give me a few hours," I tell him. "That should be long enough to figure out what's going on."

"There's no way to win here," he says in a desperate voice. I never expected to hear an AI using contractions. It sends chills down my spine. If AI are so smart that even Lord William couldn't predict how they'd evolve, maybe there's really more than one soul inside each character.

I wonder what the woman with the harp is going through, right at this moment.

A strange sensation runs over me. There's only supposed to be the one copy of me in the game. How many different souls can it take? What happens to the ones that have been here for days already? I wonder, briefly, what happened to William's soul, and if this thing is a manifestation of it. If ghosts were real, is this what they would be like? If we had another body of substance after our death, but could no longer be perceived by living things, just watched as the world moved on without us.

Even though he's not human, I feel sorry for him. For all of the characters stuck in this loop, where they get destroyed every few hours by me or someone else.

It's so much more vivid and painful than being alive. I want to help them, and they're warning me away. Maybe I can stop whatever loop is forcing them to re-die over and over again. But there's nothing I can do as a cleaner.

The only thing that can fix this, maybe, is being the character. Going into this place, feeling the breeze on my face, seeing what they're actually seeing when it isn't just a camera viewpoint. This ghost wants me to leave, but that doesn't mean leaving isn't the right call. The other way I can do it is by going in the game.

"It's not like I'm deleting any of the information," I tell the specter.

He lets go. "You're making a mistake."

I click on the 'Continue' option. "Maybe."

Everything disappears.

4.**

For a moment, I wonder where I am, then blink myself awake.

I'm warm. Very, very warm. In fact, the sun must be on me.

It takes me a few minutes to open my eyes. When I finally do, I look around, blinking at my unfamiliar surroundings. It must be early morning. The room looks like something out of a history book, complete with a fur rug—fur! From an animal? My dad showed me pictures of those—that I lay on the floor of, right near a stone fireplace, where cinders and embers slowly die.

There's no woodsmoke coming from the chimney, I notice with surprise. Instead of stoking it, like any sensible person would do when sleeping on a rug, I stare at it with disbelief and let it burn out.

The ceiling is low, and made of rough wood planks that aren't quite lined up properly. There's also a window, which lets me know exactly where I am: in some sort of cottage on a grassy, hilly plains. From what I can see from the slanted, cracked pane of glass, I'm on a small, rickety wooden fence, on the side of a dirt road, next to a river.

What the hell.

Where am I? Why am I in here?

The door swings open with a suddenness that makes me flinch, but it's only the most beautiful woman I've ever seen in my life. And I've seen thousands of women on screens. Her voice was the last thing I remember before blacking out, though I don't understand what she says.

"Um..." I begin.

She smiles at me as she walks in, carrying a bowl. "Oh good! You're finally awake!"

She's a few inches taller than me, and curvy like a porn star. She's wearing a tunic tied with a sash that hugs her body in all the right places and reveals an incredible amount of cleavage. What I can't see is completely amazing to look at, too. I try not to gawk at the shapely ass barely covered by the dress.

"Where am I? Who are you?"

Her eyes widen at the questions, and her lip quivers. Is she about to cry? Her shoulders slump downwards. "Why, I'm Tilly," she says quietly. "You don't remember me?"

Tilly. That name sounds vaguely familiar, but I can't place it.

But I can't tell her that. I'll look like an idiot if I say it.

I quickly scramble. "I mean, no. Sorry. I must have hit my head really hard or something. Are we near the mountain? I think... I think I got lost."

She nods slowly, and looks relieved. I'm surprised at how easy it is to lie, since it feels like the truth.

"Yes, there is a settlement up ahead, about half a day away. The village of Breen, named after an old hero of ours. But don't worry! They are friends and will welcome you. If it is the path to heaven you seek, this is the closest you could get by ship. Not everyone wants to go so far away."

There it is again. The path to heaven. It's just as weird hearing it from her pretty lips.

And what the hell did she mean by half a day by ship? It had taken two days on a bus and train to get here from the airport. Was she implying this wasn't on Earth anymore? Did William really build a fucking spaceship and upload his mind?

No, I'm on a spaceship, aren't I? I'm on the fucking generation ship. Holy shit! I never even thought it was possible, yet here I am! But why are the people down below speaking English, or something close enough to English I can understand? I'd thought if they'd made it to a new world, that would be different in every way possible, including language and culture.

Unless William designed it that way. Or maybe this part of the universe isn't that different than the rest of the cosmos, so their language remains close enough to be comprehended.

She moves over and pokes my bare arm. The simple touch sends a tingle down my spine. "You should not travel without proper attire. You've been gone for some time, and your muscles have atrophied. How do you feel?"

"What? Um, fine, I guess." I'm still hung up on being in a spaceship and all, but her comment about my muscles doesn't make sense until I remember the genetic maximum bit, and that my skinny self might be a little shocked when I emerge from the VR. What does atrophic mean? Is she saying I used to be jacked like the man in front of me but didn't work out or something?

She turns away from me, back towards the sea, and I'm distracted by the curve of her ass, her wide hips, and thick thighs. I'd almost forgotten the game has sexual content, something that hasn't interested me in years. Not since I got obsessed with my own life and stopped living it. Now, I feel a flutter in my stomach when she touches me and looks into my eyes. It's a sensation I'd forgotten, this spark of arousal, and my body responds to hers immediately.

A new text appears in front of me, translucent:

Lilith is sexually receptive. She is currently unclaimed by another warrior. Sexual intercourse is within social bounds. Increase intimacy to initiate coitus.

"The ship will take us to where we want to go." Lilith pauses as if listening to something. "But now it's just an idle threat. There is no other threat from pirates anymore. Our world has changed...or perhaps I should say that we are different."

She seems almost regretful as she stares out at the sea.

There's an opening between her thighs, her brown hair covering her sex. She's so damn beautiful. I reach out to touch her hip, needing to feel her warm flesh again, but when I move forward, the VR suit doesn't follow, so I just look stupid with one foot in the air, reaching for her. I have the insane urge to kiss her, as if kissing her will help everything make sense. It feels real, so why can't I touch her?

She gives me a strange look, and I pretend like I wasn't trying to grab her ass, looking at the ocean instead. I don't want her to think I'm some kind of creep.

The view is stunning. Waves lap gently against the hull, and past that, the sea stretches as far as the eye can see. It's like looking at the Mediterranean except for a hint of a metallic tint and that the water doesn't really seem to be moving. I glance around, and there's nothing beyond the waves. No sign of land at all. Is the world flat or something? That might fit with the setting. I step up to the rail and try to see further, but there's just sea and the same light overcast.

I wish I could touch the sea. My hand reaches, then pulls back before I touch it. I glance at Lilith. "This game is fucking amazing," I say.

It's not a game. You know that. It's another place, with AI so advanced, they don't know what to do without Lord William. Your only hope is to make them realize they're real.

Fuck. How am I supposed to do that? What happened to being a hero for the game? Being able to play the game in a way no one ever has before, even the developers themselves? The pressure is too intense. This isn't my fight. These are computer programs that somehow are so convincing that I can't tell what's fake. I can't save them, and if I tried, I wouldn't make any difference in the long run. Maybe that's why Lord William gave his life to this?

And yet.

That grey man in the woods. Was that real, or just something created for me to feel like I mattered? Even if he was just a character, would he suffer if I never returned, because this world somehow kept running and no one else logged in? Or maybe I'd be a hero, like in those books and games, where I somehow find the answer, the key, to saving a fictional world from itself.

I stare down at my arm, at the red blood slowly trickling from the holes in the VR suit. My vision blurs as a feeling of dread falls over me. If I stay here, I'm going to die in here.

What am I going to do?

I'm about to quit. There's no way I can do anything here. Maybe I can get a different job, go somewhere exotic, travel, even if it's only to forget. I'll leave all my games behind and learn to swim or surf, to meet people and live in a place where people don't lock themselves away. And maybe, eventually, I'll fall in love again. It won't be the same, but I can't be the only person who feels alone all the time.

If I can make it out of here, make it away from William and this world of suffering.

Then I'm quitting my job. For good this time, or at least until I get things straightened out in my mind.

I click on Continue, and my body disappears, replaced by floating words that make my heart pound.

I've done nothing but read in my adult life. Books and video games. Maybe I'm an idiot to try this. Maybe I'm not up for this type of challenge. What do I think I can accomplish here? My breath quickens, and I know I'll either quit now or throw myself into it fully, as if there's no tomorrow.

As if my life is at stake. Because I might as well be playing Russian roulette.

The text reads:

Lord William, you are dead. Do not log in to the system until your physical condition is better. Logging into system with serious health complications. Please take precautions to not experience disorientation, nausea, lack of focus, confusion, dizziness or other symptoms when using the system.

You will enter the world as you were at death. You have died at age 78 on earth, but in the world of Heaven and Hell, your avatar will be starting from level one at 20 years old. Stats will remain the same for your body except for Vitamin D deficiency. We recommend that you increase exercise while inside the game, to avoid the development of muscle atrophy in the real world.

Warning: Do not exit game unless emergency occurs!

Warning: Due to the risk of medical complications, the use of the system for more than five years is discouraged without outside support and/or therapy.

Warning: Do not attempt to exit game unless you are within three months of death or have a certified medic ready to support you!

Warning: A user attempting to force themselves out of the system will be met with strong resistance.

Do you accept these terms? Y/N?

Y

Game will start now. Good luck.

Everything disappears, and I stand at the top of the world, looking down into a sea of trees. The trees seem to be cut off, as if the whole world drops into an abyss past them, though that may just be from the angle. To my right is the grey man, who bows and disappears as he stands before me. He seems to fade as he bows, turning translucent then finally disappearing as a black-furred monkey with orange markings appears next to me in his place, perched on a tree branch. It looks exactly like the picture Lord William posted on his Instagram before the game went dark.

I can't help but stare at the forest below. How far do I fall, if I take a running jump and let the wind take me? How does dying work? Is it painless?

It occurs to me that I'm nude, though I know I have no actual body here. I need to cover up, and I need weapons. If I fall into the void, I need to climb back up somehow. I also need clothes, and shelter for the night, assuming they're a thing. The weather was clear, so I hope the rain won't come in. Though the temperature seemed mild and temperate, it would be best if I can build a shelter of some kind, just in case.

I'm surprised when a map blinks into my view, almost directly in front of me. In fact, I reach out and put my finger on the red dot, only it goes right through. It's a top-down map of the region, with several large dots clustered together that remind me of medieval cities, each surrounded by a small circle. Around it is an orange color, with a darker area to the west that I have to assume represents a massive swamp or lake or something.

I click it, trying to get it to show information, but nothing happens. Instead, I focus on it, and a tooltip shows up in front of the city:

<Downtown>

Population: 39,228

Guilds: 11

Allies: None

Enemy Guilds: <No information>

The other big towns are scattered farther apart, most having a thousand or two residents, though I can see four further away that seem isolated and are much smaller. One catches my eye, near the mountains, and I click on it, thinking it'll provide a bit of insight to the world around me, or even more detailed maps if I can get lucky.

The tooltip comes up instantly:

<Mossy Mountains>

Population: 201

Guilds: <no information>

Allies: None

Enemy Guilds: No enemies. Please travel north to make enemies.

There's more information, but it all has nothing to do with me right now. The map gives me an idea of where I'm going, which is good. That way is south, to the river. If there's a population this size down the way, I should find what I need there. There might be ships at the docks, and even if there aren't, I'll be able to scrounge around for tools. Tools mean civilization.

"Continue," I say, my voice sounding hollow, and the map disappears. I expect my naked barbarian doppelganger to disappear as well, but he doesn't. I'm standing next to him, both of us naked. "How do I get you to go away?"

He tilts his head at me, eyes blank, waiting for instructions.

"Alright... I guess I'm a mod then. Mod." Nothing. "Modus operandi. Moddykins."

Still nothing. "Ugh." I look around and see some grass, so I pull a few out, holding them in my hand like some sort of strange bouquet. I hold it out to him, trying not to laugh at what I'm about to do. "Mod? Take these. A present for the strong warrior who shall conquer the entire continent and become the King of Swords!" I wave a hand expansively.

Nothing.

"Oh, come on! Mod? Can you hear me?"

He reaches out his hand and touches the bouquet.

"I'm not touching you there. Take the bouquet," I growl, then laugh at the insanity of the situation. This time, he takes the grass, and the smile drops off my face as his mouth stretches into a maniacal grin, reminding me of the joker in Batman. "Nevermind! Mod, back to your station! Take a seat!"

At least it works. My barbarian counterpart vanishes, and I let out a sigh of relief.

"What the hell is going on here?"

I take a step forward, testing, and feel myself move, really move. It's different than being on a treadmill, or even a motion capture machine that allows you to walk around in a virtual space. This is real walking. Real steps. And they sound solid against the earth as I walk towards the forest.

And suddenly it hits me like a ton of bricks. I'm not in William's VR suite anymore.

Holy shit. This is real. This is actually happening.

William wanted a life.

For the first time since stepping into this world, I wonder if there's another player here. If there is, he—or she?—must know what's going on. They'll be able to tell me. Maybe...

Maybe they have answers.

I break into a run, heading down the path towards the south. It's only been a few days since the game launched, but I can already see the effects of whatever happened to cut everyone off from the sea. There are new boulders scattered haphazardly along the path, as if thrown there by a god's careless hands. I can feel my bare feet pounding into the soil. I've never played as a naked barbarian before, but I think it's just for effect. This world seems too real for that. The game has gone through too much effort for clothing to be optional.

There's no birdsong as I run. I'm not even tired after about ten minutes, which is unusual. Running is one of my best workouts because I can't do it for more than a few minutes.

The path leads me down a steep incline, and soon I'm staring at a huge valley. At the bottom of the hill, near a small creek, is a single home with a small yard. Smoke trails from the chimney, and there's a chicken coup. As I walk closer, I hear the happy chirping of a couple of birds. Chickens, I guess? I don't know that much about farm animals.

A shadow moves behind one of the curtains. Someone's home.

As I step inside the yard, the back door of the house flies open and a red-haired woman walks out. She's carrying a crossbow that's almost as big as she is.

"That's close enough," she says, her voice shaking slightly.

Her green eyes, so wide I can see white all around her iris, show a terror that's at odds with the rest of her posture. "You're the barbarian."

The barbarian?

What the hell?

"Yeah," I say slowly.

This isn't some kind of trap, right? I can get shot with one of those bolts and bleed out if it strikes an artery. What happens if I die here? Will I respawn, or am I stuck here? Is the game bugged? Did I walk into some glitch and just wander into a completely separate game? Or is there actually another player controlling her, moving her around?

She frowns at me, her finger tightening on the trigger. "Your class name is blinking above you in black. You can't hide from that. I know what you are."

What does she mean? I glance upwards, and sure enough, there's my class floating above me in black text. How did I miss this? I wonder how I can make it go away. It's clearly freaking her out.

Then again, she just pointed out she knows what it means, so maybe...

"You know that I'm the barbarian?" I ask.

"They come in the night for me and my sisters." The woman keeps the crossbow pointed at me. She must be able to see my name, but that doesn't calm her down. "They won't take us this time."

Sisters?

And what the hell does it mean they come for her at night? Is something bad happening, or did she just mean figuratively? What would happen in this game when night hits? And if Lord was planning on starting this over once the beta run ended, why program all of these horrible things? Did he change his mind later? He'd only been developing it a year before he died, according to the website. I wonder when he finished the programming.

I wish I could call up and ask him.

"Put the crossbow down, and I'll tell you my real name," I promise. I'm assuming she needs to know who I am before she calms down.

Is there a trick? A hidden code that will magically reveal itself, but only to me? If I can get this NPC to like me enough, will she give me access to secrets no one else knows about? Will I get a map where the legendary artifact is? I guess since I'm the main character, I might have a little bit of an edge.

Even though that was one of the rules, maybe there really are special advantages given to the main character? I've played a million games, and I'm familiar with how they work. Just because this game is different, doesn't mean I won't find something I recognize. I know more about gaming than even most professional gamers. I have a PhD in computer science, for fuck's sake.

The last thought I had before getting into this game is coming back. Was I making a huge mistake? Should I just try to leave now, or try to figure out how to beat the game?

I should leave, right? I mean, I need to stop worrying about other people all the time. I can't save everyone, I can't even help anyone, not myself or any NPC. Maybe they're happy where they are, oblivious to everything bad that happens. Maybe I don't know the first thing about them or their situation. And, honestly, isn't part of the reason I always stay inside because I have to interact with too many people?

I shouldn't feel guilty, I shouldn't try to save anyone.

But I still can't shake the feeling.

She takes in a deep breath and exhales loudly through her nose. "No."

"I can show you that I'm safe. I'll take off my weapons, okay?" I start unbuckling the belt at my hips, hoping against hope the woman isn't the type to shoot while I disarm myself. If the gun goes off, the only thing between her bolt and me is a flimsy piece of metal. The VR suit's probably designed to minimize the impact, but this still feels risky. I'm not supposed to remove any objects in-game, which means I shouldn't even be able to take anything in.

But there's a loophole, I noticed—a glitch. When I started the game, instead of taking away my things, the belt just disappeared as soon as I pressed confirm. I guess it's a small oversight, something they fixed after the game went live. Lord probably meant for us to leave our gear inside of it in case we tried to go in naked or something. Or he just left that bug there, to give me an edge over everyone else. Maybe there's even other things I'm able to do that the rest of the players can't.

The woman's face softens, and the fear drains out of her.

Wait, really? Did that actually work?

This is new.

My heart rate quickens, and I can't hold back my smile.

That was the most intense thing that's ever happened to me in a game. And we're only just beginning! I wish I could just stay with her for hours, but the sooner I get through the tutorial, the sooner I can return.

I finish pulling off my weapon's belt, then I set both the axe and crossbow on the floor with a clatter. "See? Safe." I spread my arms out and look at her expectantly.

Her chestnut brown eyes move to my axe and crossbow lying on the ground, before going to my empty hands. "I... I think you're good. Just try to avoid the forest for now, okay? We have rules here. One is that people don't attack each other. If someone bothers you, let me know, and I'll take care of it, but please just try not to anger anyone. It might seem like that's what this game is about, but..." She trails off, biting her bottom lip and looking away. Her cheeks are flush as she looks at the crossbow on the floor, but it wasn't anything to do with her embarrassment from moments ago.

It was guilt.

She must've known what would've happened if that weapon had hit me. And if she had just stood by and watched.

And that, to her, isn't okay.

Maybe William is watching, too.

She clears her throat and shakes her head as if trying to clear her thoughts. "You should get back to your friend." She steps out of the way and gestures for me to go out of the inn.

"Um, sure."

We share one last look as I walk past her, her stare intense enough to make my skin heat up. For some reason, the urge to look away rises inside me, and I bite my tongue to hold it back. When I reach the door, she calls out again.

"Hey, wait," she says, reaching for my arm.

Her hand stops midway through and drops back to her side. A hint of sadness shows in her gaze. What happened in the game that caused her to want to touch me, but feel unable to?

The urge to comfort her fills me. I can almost picture myself embracing her. My fingers twitch at my sides.

Why do I care so much about what happens to this NPC?

The thought makes me stop, and my brows furrow together. Maybe it's because she feels more like a person than any other NPC I've met in a game. But if there's one thing I've learned about William games, it's that no one is as they seem. The NPCs in his games always have hidden agendas, some greater power, or are working their own schemes in the background, especially the ones that seem most innocent.

But I don't have time to think about any of this now. First, I need to finish the tutorial as quickly as I can, so I can come back to her.

With that final thought, I step out onto the path.

My footsteps slow when I spot the two guys in front of the inn. It takes me a minute to figure out who they are. They were wearing heavy armor with masks before.

Without them, I easily recognize the one standing on the left as the player who used the crossbow on me. He has blond hair cut short and sharp eyes that land on me immediately.

It only takes him a second to figure out who I am, and he glances at his partner then walks over to me with purpose, a smug smile twisting his lips. His companion follows close behind.

I tense as he approaches, clenching my hands into fists as I prepare for whatever is about to happen next. He must sense the hostility radiating from me, and he stops a few paces away, raising his palms in front of him.

His friend hangs back a few feet, his gaze on the ground, as if waiting for his friend to command him to fight.

"Look," the first player says to me, keeping his distance. "This is an unfortunate misunderstanding. But it's best we let bygones be bygones, isn't it?"

He pauses, likely expecting me to respond, but I don't say anything. Letting him finish is far more interesting than responding with any of the several colorful things running through my mind.

After waiting another couple seconds, he goes on.

"I was just doing my job, like you. That man was a criminal. Did you know he was wanted by the magistrates? There's even a reward for his head."

It's clear the guy is full of shit. Not only because he didn't know I'd already accepted the bounty, but I can't believe that someone who was a wanted criminal would make a public scene like that at an inn. And it seems the other player doesn't believe him either. As much as I'd love to punch him in his smug face, I need to know more about what he knows and if he can still threaten me in any way.

If I get to kick his ass, all the better.

I keep my arms crossed over my chest and continue staring him down silently, waiting to see what else he'll try. I could attack him and gain a level in intimidation, but that doesn't guarantee me information. He might lie or keep his lips sealed.

The silence stretches out uncomfortably long. "Anyway," the guy finally says, breaking eye contact for the first time. "I hope we can put all this behind us. We'll leave you alone, and you do the same. What do you say?"

He extends his hand toward me. I almost take it out of instinct, then I recognize it as a shake, and I uncross my arms to clasp hands with him. His grip is firm but not overcompetitive.

We nod at each other before letting go, and then he walks back to his friend. A moment later, they disappear in a shimmering golden cloud. I look around, confused, until I realize it must be how players travel to other areas of the game, similar to how he warped me here when he brought me with him.

Once he's gone, I pull up the player menu, and click Exit Game. The world goes dark, and I find myself back in the real world, lying on the cold hard floor where the suit must have dropped me. I stand up immediately and stretch, trying to ease the soreness from my shoulders.

After I've had a chance to breathe and regain my bearings, I reach my hand into the suit to press the Exit Game button again, since there's no indication of what else might get me out. This time, the floor doesn't open up under me and throw me to the ground, so I step away. Then I remember something important. I'm naked. If anyone were to walk in and see me like this... well, not much would be left to the imagination, let's say.

Fortunately, after walking around the suit for a minute, I spot my clothes tucked against a side wall. I guess they got ejected when I logged out, which is really helpful. When I dress and have control of myself again, I decide to poke around more while I wait for the next player to show up.

There are no windows in the room, although light pours down from overhead like someone's shining a spotlight on me, which might explain why I couldn't figure out where the other player warped me to. Maybe that feature wasn't included because it might reveal sensitive details. Although what exactly those are, I have no idea.

On one side of the room are six screens showing footage that seems familiar to me: I think it's video from my VR game. I watch for a few moments and see the new barbarian character running up some steps in a stone fort. It looks like some kind of ancient military base. Maybe I saw it in a movie somewhere?

The door opens as I'm studying the images. I jump, startled, but it's just Smokey.

"You're alive!" he exclaims. "What happened to you? You disappeared, man, I thought you'd taken a dive or something."

"That player took me through one of the doors and warped me somewhere else. It was so disorienting that I had to exit the game."

"Wow, they pulled a warp on you. Those things aren't supposed to be possible until level 50. I've only done one a couple of times." He studies me closely. "I know how much you've been looking forward to trying this game out, but now you know it exists, it will always be there for you. Why don't we finish up what we came here to do?"

"Yeah, sure, if you'll just tell me where to get these suits cleaned..." I trail off, realizing he's not listening, already moving towards another of the strange, alien outfits.

But when he opens his, it's not as tall and angular. The metal bits jutting out at weird angles are shorter, flatter. This suit is more human, in some ways. There's still nothing there where a head should be, but the shoulders are lower, and the material doesn't look like black rubber but a fabric that shimmers when the light hits it just right. It's hard to tell, but I think the chest has small bumps like breasts would give it.

Smokey steps out of his jeans, leaving himself naked. I look away, embarrassed. I'm no prude, but I feel like I'm seeing something I shouldn't. He pulls on a pair of white briefs, then the white shirt he was wearing on top, followed by something tight, like long underwear, except all silvery. His clothing looks so dull compared to the suit, and yet there's a shimmer to him now too.

He steps into the suit as it opens, and he doesn't flinch when the dark material covers his mouth, eyes and neck. He's breathing in this strange world through some magical device, and it closes around him without him feeling any fear.

When he turns to face me, I can tell who he is with one glance. The avatar isn't a carbon copy of my best friend. Maybe that feature hasn't been included yet, because in some ways they look alike. His avatar is taller, with a stronger jaw. He stands straighter, and something about him just seems healthier, happier, confident.

Like I saw when I looked at the genetic maximum version of my character, Smokey has this energy in his posture, like he's ready to move into action at a moment's notice. The silver, shiny clothes look strange and out of place here, and yet there's something so right about them.

I look down at myself, standing there naked, and realize how pathetic I must appear by comparison. And I know what I have to do.

I step forward, ignoring the warnings flashing at the bottom of the screen that tell me my time in the VR suit is almost up. I reach out to touch the soft, alien material, but this time I press to change character. Not increase stats, or decrease stats. Just to make me the person I am, as well as the person I could be.

The game begins, and I'm standing in a strange room with two suits: one that feels like it will suck all the humanity from me, and one that holds all the hope for the future.

"M," the first grey man says, his voice monotone. "Main character, you have been chosen for the ultimate honor. Your sacrifice is greatly appreciated. Your work in this life has not gone unnoticed, even if your job pays very little. You may have missed out on the best years of your life, but that is over now, and you are on a grand adventure, as your mother told you when you were younger. It is time."

I look at the grey man with confusion as he reaches behind his back and pulls out a sword. As my character, M, I have a strong, animalistic body now, and yet the man in front of me seems to grow, becoming something much larger, almost threatening as the weapon gleams in his hands. "Take your blade, warrior. Take it, and enter your new life with all you have achieved in the past. You are no longer human. You are now a god."

And as my head spins from everything happening, all I can think of is Smokey, and what he'll say when I tell him. I hope he understands what this means. What it means to me. To us.

I step forward, reaching towards the gleaming blade.

For William and everyone else out there. Let us rise up.

Rise.

***
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(not logged in). Message to moderator: Is he okay?
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The other replies are basically the same, either people questioning me, or asking me to get help, or telling the mods to message me. Some of them tell me to go kill myself because my ideas are stupid. One says to send the game, even if it's not finished, if I actually do create it. There's even a few assholes saying I should commit murder-suicide, since I'm clearly unstable.

I log off. They won't know whether I'm really there or not, just like no one knew when Lord William went into his home one night, sat at the computer for hours, and never walked out again.

They'll know something is wrong, though, when I don't come back from cleaning.

So, let's say you were trapped in a hellish version of Lord William' Heaven. And you weren't the hero—you were one of the NPCs. A regular person, living day to day, with the possibility that the world could turn to ash in seconds if a catastrophic event happened.

No warning, no hope, no chance of survival.

Would you still do all the usual, normal things, waiting for your end? Would you stay up until four, because sleep only brings the nightmares closer, the darkness, the fires of the void that will come once again? Or would you spend your nights doing all those things you wanted to do, drinking in the fresh air, kissing under the moonlight, making love when the darkness comes?

How long would it take before you quit the cycle? How long before you started to truly live?

For some, it takes weeks. For others, a few hours.

And, for some...they never realize there are demons about to destroy it all, because they're too busy dancing.

I make my selection, and the body dissipates in front of me, fading to gray smoke in a swirl of mist, as if he's been unmade before my eyes, back to dust. The game starts as the suit closes around me, wrapping its arms around mine, covering my ears so all sound disappears, leaving nothing but my breathing, loud in my own head.

I'm pulled through a rush of motion, of stars spinning past, of blackness and light. I expect the sensation to hurt, or for it to be sickening, but it feels more like floating after holding your breath underwater too long, your mind going light, then dizzy. It stops quickly, like popping up to breathe when your lungs are on fire, and suddenly there's a rush of voices speaking over each other.

"Is it time yet?" a young girl asks.

"Not until the others are finished," a man replies in a thick accent, something European-sounding I don't recognize.

"How much longer?" another woman asks, this one with a faint Japanese accent. "The sun's starting to set."

A man laughs. "The ship will come, just like the last year. And the year before."

"I just can't help thinking this was a good idea," says the Japanese woman.

There are footsteps, the brush of sandaled feet against stone, and the man responds, "You're not from the island. I am. We used to be the great maritime people! And now we're trapped on this rock, waiting to die." His words make me shiver, and it makes me realize why I picked this point in the story. Why I made this choice when the option to start where the main character would start—right as he arrived on the boat, surrounded by strangers, thrown into an adventure with no understanding of anything he's going through—would have been less confusing.

Why I started in hell.

Because I want to know how to win this game before I play it. I'm here to do exactly what William is. To create my own version of heaven and defeat the evil lurking in the shadows, the demons and creatures that haunt the night, threatening to tear away everything, to wipe out the bright, colorful world Lord William created as if it were nothing.

The NPCs are suffering. I can hear it in their tones, sense their fear like static electricity hanging in the air. I understand the game now. What I need to do is solve the mystery and fix things in the village, restore the peace. That's the challenge.

The darkness fades as my eyes open. The game's not at max settings—it probably wouldn't be stable, for one. I can't tell what time of day it is, because the sky above me is dark, as if covered in thick storm clouds. There's the hint of movement, of shapes moving and darting, maybe bats flying across the moon. A small light to my right blinks with the faint outline of a torch flickering on top of a wooden post, like someone placed it there a century ago.

My muscles are stiff as I try to move them, my body cold, but the VR suit warms me slowly, almost enough to be pleasant. It's so much better than being in the gallery room, staring at my hands, that I smile despite the ache. I stretch out one leg, then the other, as a cool, damp wind blows against my face. I can taste salt and smell the earth on the ground around me, wet and decaying.

Something else hangs on the breeze, something rotting, foul.

There's a faint creak, something inhuman, like the groan of a building giving way during an earthquake. A shriek breaks the night, something between laughter and agony, and I jump as my heart pounds in my chest.

Shit, this isn't the fun type of horror! This is a full-on, balls-out nightmare. As I look around, I remember that I chose to start in the most dangerous area, the first place William put my main character. The worst spot in the game: The Shadow Woods.

But now that I'm here, and the world seems so much more alive than ever before, I remember what William said.

When he described the horrors he wanted to create, and why his games were art. Not just any game was a William game; they were a step into a world completely different from our own, where a small decision could change everything. I think I see what he meant now.

His voice echoed in my head: A world made solely of potential and hope, where each choice means everything.

I have to get the hell out of here before the monsters realize I'm here. I need a weapon or shelter. As I try to stand up, I'm reminded of another problem. I need to take a leak.

In most games, you piss automatically. Here, apparently, there are no shortcuts.

There's a second sound to the left of me, maybe fifty feet away. Something heavy shuffles through leaves.

I scramble up as a creature lurches into view, outlined in silver by the moon. It's not humanoid. At least, it doesn't look human. Instead, it has a massive torso with long arms ending with hands tipped with claws that glint in the moonlight. Its legs look more like those of a goat, bent backwards, and hooves thunk on the soft ground.

Its eyes glow yellow, not animalistic or innocent, but evil, hungry. It lifts its head and roars at the sky, a mix of a lion and bear. I'm frozen to the spot in fear, my body shaking, trying not to scream out loud and give away my position. If I die, what will happen? Will the suit eject me, leaving my physical body defenseless as whatever this thing is closes in?

The creature tilts its head to one side as if confused, then drops down on all fours and slowly creeps toward me. I try to move my arm, even though I'm unarmed, or look at my statistics and select the menu to increase my strength, anything. But I can't even raise a finger, and the terror in my throat keeps me from moving. The monster's huge mouth opens wide, showing rows of serrated teeth.

It pounces forward. I close my eyes, preparing for agony as its claws tear into me.

And find nothing.

After several seconds, I dare open my eyes and stare back down the forest road. The monster is gone. Vanished like a nightmare at dawn. Did it go to stalk some other unsuspecting victim? Was it after something else entirely and gave up when it found me cowering in fear?

There are two things I need right now: weapons, and a safe place to spend the night. After I relieve myself, I might add.

First, however, is the small problem of being utterly lost.

All around me are trees that seem to grow straight out of the hillside, blocking any chance of viewing the world past them. I guess there aren't many options. If I pick a direction and follow it, I either reach civilization or starve to death. Hopefully it's not the latter.

I glance back over my shoulder, then choose a random direction and start walking.

A few minutes later, I stop to inspect a plant that looks oddly similar to a pineapple with tiny yellow petals scattered all around it. I'm sure the game won't kill me right off, but it'd be nice to at least survive until morning without starving or getting poisoned. I'm just about to touch the fruit-like bulb when I hear something approaching and turn around.

What looks like an enormous spider walks up the path toward me, each leg thunking softly against the ground. As it gets closer, it stops, raises two forelegs in front of its body, and lets out a high-pitched squeak.

My breath catches in my throat. Should I run? Fight?

I wait, trying not to panic. Maybe it wants something from me? Or maybe it's just curious? Or maybe I'm dead wrong, and I'm going to get killed by a giant arachnid.

When the spider moves toward me again, its legs spread wide so I can see the dark fur covering its underbelly, I flinch instinctively. This causes the spider to halt abruptly, then backpedal as quickly as it came.

It scuttles away, leaving me alone once more.

"Oh," I say quietly, feeling relieved yet disappointed that it didn't stay longer. It looked rather friendly. Well, not exactly friendly, but not aggressive either. Just...curious, I suppose. Like one of those dogs who walk up to someone hoping to find out if they'll pet it or kick them away.

After waiting several moments to make sure there aren't any more surprises coming my way, I continue on towards whatever lies ahead.

I keep my head up while trying to pay attention to where my feet land and listen for sounds of others around me. When I reach a point where the trees begin to thin, I stop, unsure whether to proceed or not.

Something makes me hesitate, and I turn around.

"Hello?" I call, glancing between the trees. A figure steps out from behind a tree and into the open. It's another woman with red hair wearing brown trousers and a cream blouse beneath her cloak. She seems startled at seeing me standing here alone on the road, but doesn't seem afraid or concerned about anything else.

"Hello," she replies back to me, "can I help you?"

She looks very human, even if she does sound odd when talking.

"Sorry, I was just wondering if anyone lives nearby," I say awkwardly, shifting uncomfortably in my spot as I notice how closely she watches me. Her gaze flickers from my face downwards to my crotch. I feel heat rising into my cheeks as her stare lingers there much longer than necessary, though she eventually looks away.

I've seen this before with women players, especially newer ones—sometimes, when I play, female characters will check out guys before doing anything else. At first, it's kind of creepy. But later, I started to understand it's just because we're different than they are. We look similar, but everything about us feels alien. Even the thought of getting naked around them made my dick shrivel up until it looked like an ant crawling across my balls.

It was hard not to wonder what went on in their heads, whether their curiosity was scientific or sexual. But if my dick shriveled up the second a woman got an eyeful of him, well, that was no way to start an adventure.

"I... do not understand your question," the NPC replies hesitantly.

Well. That's new. Normally, the NPCs are so eager to show me whatever the hell William told them to that it feels more like being interviewed by a psychologist than being asked questions. This NPC, however...she actually seems genuinely confused.

"It's okay. Do you know where the nearest village is?" I try, hoping that makes more sense. The NPC continues to stare at me blankly for several seconds. I'm starting to wonder if Lord added a scripting problem to the game for some reason when she suddenly responds, "Yes. We are two days walk south."

Alright, that wasn't too bad. Now for my next question.

"Do you mind if I get some supplies from you?"

The NPC tilts her head curiously before shaking it slowly, "I don't understand. What do you mean by 'supplies'?"

I think over what she just said for a minute. Then it hits me. Maybe it isn't her who can't give me anything, it's me. I haven't done anything yet in this world. I have no skills, no magic, nothing but myself and a stupid suit of armor I'm not even wearing. She probably doesn't realize I need something in order to survive here. So if she won't just hand over a pile of gold and equipment for no reason whatsoever, I need to work for it, like any other player would.

My shoulders sag slightly. It'll be slower, but no matter. This world should give me enough time to save as many as possible before I'm forced out of the game by smoke or the lack of oxygen. If Lord really programmed this world to be truly alive, then maybe they have some way to stop themselves from dying without me having to intervene directly.

Maybe. But then again, maybe not.

"Forget it. Where is the nearest village? I'll be leaving immediately."

There's another long pause before the NPC responds, "Two days walk south."

Great. Two days' walk in a place where time is passing quickly means four months of game time will pass between me leaving this village and reaching another one. A lot could happen in that amount of time. So many NPCs will die that my chest feels tight when I imagine what kind of horrors these people might face once I leave. And yet I am completely powerless to save any of them.

Unless there is some way they can survive themselves. I need to figure out what that might be, how I could teach them how to escape or hide from danger before it comes calling. I also need supplies and equipment if I am going to make this trek through an unfamiliar forest in search of another village.

My best bet is this NPC standing before me. I look at her carefully again, trying to figure out what Lord would've put into his creation. Would she be able to protect herself if I left? Would she simply wait until something came along to eat her whole? Or did she have an ability to live off the land that I lacked right now, making it unnecessary for her to worry about being consumed by hunger or thirst? If so, I needed to find out what those things were, as soon as possible, so that I could continue on my journey with no regrets.

I stare intently at the woman before asking, "Do you have any food?"

Her mouth drops open and eyes widen slightly before closing as she takes another step backwards. I am sure she has never heard of a concept such as that, even though it seems to me to be the simplest question in the world. But she must have had some method of getting nourishment because it would surely be impossible for anyone living here to exist for very long without consuming something. Perhaps she found plants or animals nearby and ate them raw? I suppose I should take up hunting again, if nothing else. Then maybe I could start a small fire with dry leaves from underneath trees where they had fallen naturally onto the ground, using rocks brought into contact with each other, grinding stones like they would have used in caveman times, striking one against another until sparks fly until something catches flame. It sounds difficult, but worth attempting nonetheless. Especially if it meant my life was not in danger of ending prematurely.

She turns back towards me after a moment and raises one eyebrow, apparently not understanding why I would ask such a question.

But when she realizes that it means more than just asking her name, which she seems to think is "Yes." She looks down and shakes her head, saying, "I do not understand," then adds on a second later, "I cannot give you any."

She continues staring at me for several long minutes before finally sighing loudly and shrugging. Her eyes drift around, moving away from me completely. I am not sure what to make of this behavior from her because it does not seem natural in the slightest to me, although maybe it is just because we come from very different worlds. Still, though, if she had known anything about him at all then wouldn't she be offering help in any way possible? Wouldn't she want to make sure that I stayed safe and comfortable in this new environment?

If she does not have any supplies, however, there is little sense in staying here. Perhaps going south will lead me closer to food.

"What do you eat here?"

I try again to explain.

"I am not sure. This place... it is different. When I eat meat, there is not much left over afterward."

This makes her raise her eyebrows slightly again and tilt her head toward me before leaning forward ever so slightly with a smile. It is an expression of amusement rather than joy or happiness. It occurs to me that perhaps there are things about this place that might interest me too, things besides food which may provide an opportunity to learn more about where she comes from and where I am now. Maybe if I asked enough questions, eventually we would hit on something common between us that could bridge our differences so that communication becomes possible.

She looks over at the trees behind me, studying them intently before letting her gaze wander back to me again.

"You can't hunt," she says. "But maybe there's fish somewhere else in town..."

Her eyes search mine before moving past me as though searching the woods for something specific. I watch her face carefully, trying to guess what she is thinking about, but when I catch a glimpse of movement in my peripheral vision I turn my attention back towards the forest. There is nothing out there except birds flying from tree to tree in perfect formation.

There must be something out there that she finds fascinating enough to warrant a second glance. Is it possible that she knows exactly where we need to go and I just cannot see what it is? If so, why does she need my help to find it? She seems competent enough by herself so far, so what could make her unsure of herself around me now? Maybe I should just stay silent and keep following her lead, since it seems she knows what she is doing. After all, she has managed to survive this far.

The sun rises in the sky as we make our way deeper into the thicket of trees until the air becomes stuffy and humid from our close proximity.

So instead, I click on the flashing continue.

**

If you thought last generation of gaming was revolutionary, or that William took immersion to a new level, you have no idea how easy you had it.

William wanted his players to have the experience of true virtual reality, where you felt the elements, and there was the option to feel pain. The man was a fucking sadist. I can see it clear as day: he died suddenly, but was obsessed with games, with immersion, so he left instructions for his game to continue in this fashion, with the main character able to experience things from NPC perspectives. It wasn't just his legacy; it was the culmination of decades of work.

Even Lord William, with his billions and near obsession, could not bring death back to life.

But he didn't have to. He created the closest thing to heaven we have on Earth.

If you were wondering, yes. It hurts to hit yourself in the balls.

A bright red icon appears in front of me, then expands until the words float in the sky above me:

Due to the character not being genetically optimized, all statistics start at their natural minimum. Player stats reduced to genetic minimum.

This means it feels like two tons of metal slammed into me. I fly through the air and slam into a tree, crumpling against the bark. Something cracks. I gasp in agony, doubling over around my family jewels. Holy. Fucking. Hell. That hurt. How the hell can pain like this feel so real? The suit must have scanned my nerve endings at some point and figured out which part of the brain lights up when someone hits you in the nuts. Or slams an iron ball into you. I'm in so much pain, it takes me a second to figure out why I came here in the first place, why I should be doing anything but rocking back and forth in a fetal position.

As I roll around, grunting in agony, it comes to me. I came here to meet the girl.

I look at my stats, trying to pull them up, but nothing appears in the air. I touch my throat. "Stats." The words are muffled as if I'm speaking through a thick piece of fabric. No more instant menus, text appearing in the air. Now I need to yell out commands. At least it's better than having to memorize them and mashing a button on a controller.

There's nothing but a few floating grey icons, and even they seem to be disappearing, the last one fading as I touch it. I stand, slowly straightening. My body aches as I straighten, looking down at the red icon over my crotch. That seems bad.

The other words in the greyed out, translucent display say the same as the first time I loaded up: age, 28; height, 6'3. The rest are greyed out, with the words: stats hidden for immersion experience.

I get a glimpse of how strong I must be to rip a tree from the ground without much effort as my feet skim across the earth. There is nothing to compare myself too, but I move swiftly, and easily. I feel powerful, my legs flexing as I walk, and there's a lightness in my steps I'm not used to feeling, not outside of games. This is what a good night's sleep might feel like.

I take a step forward. It hurts so damn bad to move! My eyes tear up. But I grit my teeth and do my best hobble forward. What happened to my barbarian body, and the incredible vitality? Where's my health bar? I guess without magic or an NPC giving me directions, I can't call upon my powers, or view my status. As a man who never did sports, this is really shitty.

I'm naked, cold and confused. I need to find help. If my character isn't here, then I have to find a way to log out. In the meantime, I need a shirt, some pants and some answers.

So far, I don't have any of those.

"Stats!" I shout the word out, desperate for anything, but there's nothing. Maybe the whole 'stats not recommended' comment was more than just commentary? Either way, it doesn't matter, and it's frustrating. How am I supposed to know what skills I have if I don't even remember the stat screen? Fuck!

I'm alone and completely helpless, but if I stop moving, I'm going to die. I can feel it in my bones. Every second counts. I move as fast as I can, the grass under my feet giving way to a well-worn dirt path. My heart pounds against my chest as I take a few deep breaths, trying to ignore the pain. I'm starting to feel sick, the sweat building across my brow.

The village that Lord described is close, maybe a day's worth of travel by foot, though in reality it may take longer depending on what time it is, where the sun is, or even if the days are different. There's so much about the world that I don't know, that I haven't studied. I wasn't focused on what type of grass, trees or wildlife they used. If the water's safe. How many hours is a day—

I need to think straight. I stop, take a breath. The panic will get me killed. All I have to do is reach the village. Everything is fine. It's not the hardest thing to do.

That's when I hear a snap of wood, a branch breaking. I tense, turn in slow circles, trying to see if there is someone, something out there watching me, waiting for the right moment to strike.

My imagination runs away from me. I try to focus, to take deep breaths and calm down. I need to relax. It's nothing. But there's another snap, louder this time, like wood being broken in half. "Shit," I whisper to myself. I wish I had clothes, a sword, anything besides a few pebbles to throw at a potential attacker. I pick one up and hold it tight in my hand. Maybe if I fling it, I can catch my opponent off guard and create an opening. It's the only weapon I have.

Another snap. And another, but this time it sounds like something big. If there was ever any doubt whether whatever it is means me harm, it's gone now. Whatever it is wants to hurt me. Probably kill me. The thought has me trembling in fear. I won't go easily. No matter what happens, I'll fight until I can't anymore.

Something breaks through the trees ahead.

At first, I can only make out a tall, grey silhouette, its size and shape so familiar that my heart drops in disappointment.

It's another specter suit, like the one I put on, except for the two glowing red eyes. There's no time to move or think. My enemy—whatever it is—hurls a massive tree in my direction, sending splinters of wood everywhere and creating a deafening crash in my ears as it hits the ground. The shock of the impact rattles my teeth.

I can't hear over the ringing. There's so much dust and smoke, I can't breathe. Can't see. A scream escapes my throat, and I can barely hear it, but I can taste it. This thing is going to kill me. The realization slams into me, and I feel dizzy, unsure of how to keep fighting.

But if I don't, I'm dead anyway.

As soon as I see an opening, I start throwing my stones with every bit of strength I have, even aiming at the red eyes in the hopes that I can blind him long enough to do damage. I know they'll land ineffectively against his form, but I can hope I might be able to break the machine. Even though it will be temporary.

He doesn't pause or slow down, but continues walking towards me as he sends another tree crashing down around me. This time, it's close enough to clip my shoulder, knocking me to the ground. Pain radiates down my arm, and I let out another choked scream, scrambling away, but I know I can't keep running forever. I grab some rocks again, throw them as I scurry backwards.

"Stop!" I yell, but it's useless. "Please."

The figure is getting closer and closer, looming above me like a bad dream. This is it. I'm going to die. Tears roll down my cheeks. There's nowhere left for me to run, and no weapons left at my disposal. All I can do is raise my hands above my head and cower. Waiting. Praying for a quick death.

Before I can react, a hand reaches out and grabs my hair. "You're not supposed to be here," Lord William growls through the speakers inside the mask. I scream again, louder than before, struggling in his grip. I know I can't win, but I won't go down easily. With all my might, I slam my fist into the machine, then the other, over and over again. Again, and again. And again. Until blood pools on my knuckles, and I can barely hold my arms up. He doesn't budge, as if I'm an ant attacking a human, but I have to try. At least I made him bleed a little too.

William tightens his grip on my hair. He forces me onto my feet so I'm standing on tip toes, trying not to put any weight on the broken fingers. I stare at his glowing red eyes, my pulse pounding so hard, it almost feels like my chest is going to burst.

The machine looks at me, its unblinking red eyes seeming to evaluate me. I try to pull myself free, but he only tightens his grip on my locks and pulls so hard, that it's like he's trying to pull my skull clean off my shoulders. Another scream escapes my lips, which turns into a sob as he jerks my head to the side, forcing me to look down the path in front of me.

There are bodies strewn across the dirt, their chests cut open with precision, organs spilling out of them like freshly baked bread. One of them, a female, is pinned against a tree by her intestines, looking like an insect that has been mounted and hung on display. It makes me wonder how long these monsters have been hunting in this part of the woods. How many times they've done this and gotten away with it.

My mind is spinning. They've done this before, killed who knows how many villagers and dumped them here without a single person having noticed. My stomach churns. What would they do to me? Where could I run that he wouldn't find me? What do they do to people when they catch them? I'm going to throw up.

I hear the crunch of dirt behind us, and a familiar voice screams, "No!"

Lord William drops his iron grip and I fall to the ground, panting and sobbing, cradling my mangled fingers, knowing they'll probably never be the same again. There are shouts, a scuffle, and through my tears, I can see another machine grabbing Lord William' leg. Its claws are tearing away at the metal, trying to stop him from taking me anywhere. The one by the fire is there too, fighting alongside the smaller bot, doing what it can to help, but they are outmatched.

It's enough of a distraction for me to escape, though. Lord William releases me and I run. My heart is pumping too loudly for me to hear the sound of my footsteps, my breaths rasping in my ears. I don't know where I'm going. Anywhere but here.

I can still hear them behind me, yelling and banging and crashing through the branches and undergrowth. I stumble through a gap in the trees and land in a puddle of mud, rolling over and jumping back up immediately. I'm in an abandoned village. It was a quaint place once, with log houses and straw roofs, but now it looks like it hasn't been lived in for years.

My mind is numb with panic and pain and fear, but something at the edge of my vision catches my attention. A figure is moving on the far side of the town, dressed in dark red and black rags, and is headed towards a small tunnel. Is it a monster? A machine? If there were villagers still here, surely they wouldn't hide from someone in danger. It must be a trick, or maybe it's one of those creatures in disguise, but I'm desperate. I'll take my chances with it rather than waiting here for death.

The person must be aware of my presence because they break into a sprint, and I follow suit, hoping the machine isn't too close behind. It's not safe here. It'll never be safe. I have nowhere to go back to anymore, except a life of constantly hiding, waiting to be grabbed off the street. I can't live like that.

Just ahead of me, there's a gap between the buildings, and when I get closer, I realize it's not a gap. The houses here have collapsed from age and decay, blocking our only way through the village. There are only two choices: go through the narrow gap, or continue around to the other side of the village.

The person dives through the gap without hesitation. When I reach it, the rubble isn't as bad as I thought. Some of it can be moved, but the stones are thick and heavy and hard to move with my weak body and two ruined hands. Just then, I hear the mechanical footsteps thundering across the forest behind us. I jump down into the hole and grab hold of the wall. I don't care if it crushes me. If I stay out there, it will anyway.

I start to slide underneath, but it's already too late. Something grabs onto my ankle and yanks me out, pulling me away. I can't stop screaming now; no matter how much it hurts my throat. The pain is so intense I can barely think straight. I'm crying so hard that it's getting difficult to see what's happening around me. Everything feels surreal. But I know I have to get away from this thing. I have to get away, or I will die. So I kick and scream with all my might until, finally, it lets go.

The force of its release sends me flying backward through the air, and as soon as my body hits the ground, there's nothing left in me. No energy. No strength. I lay there in the dirt and leaves and twigs while my lungs heave in pain and the world goes black.

"Stop!"

A voice cuts through my mind like a knife, loud and angry and authoritative. Someone grabs my arms and lifts me off the ground, their grip painful and unyielding. For a second I almost want to thank them. If this is one of the monsters, at least I won't have to live another minute. The pain will be over quickly.

But there are no monsters here. Only a human man looking down on me with dark eyes. He doesn't say anything else. He just looks.

For a long time we stand together in silence. Finally, the fear passes and I calm down a bit. His hands loosen slightly, though they're still tight around me.

"Who are you?"

The man hesitates. "M... Malachai."

I wait for him to continue but he doesn't. What kind of name is Malachai? Does it matter? Right now I'm grateful to have anyone at all. Anyone who will keep me safe. Anyone who will let me live another hour. I'll call him whatever he wants.

"Hello, Malachai. Do you have a place where I can stay the night?"

He nods once. "Yes."

That's it? That's all he's going to offer me? "Where?" I demand.

"You shouldn't go outside alone." His voice sounds pained. "Not right now."

"I wasn't planning on it," I growl back at him. "Do you know something I don't? Or do you just enjoy making everything so fucking cryptic all the goddamn time?"

"Look around you! The village is dying." He gestures at the dead buildings. "The entire world is dying. This whole island has gone mad! And I cannot protect it alone!"

I stare up at him, speechless. What in the hell is wrong with this guy? "You can start by telling me why you thought it was necessary to sneak up on me like that."

Malachai sighs heavily. "I did not expect you to attack me, girl."

"Excuse me? I didn't attack you! You attacked me. And if you think for one second—"

The words die in my throat when he holds out his hand. "Let us make amends," he says softly. "Come with me. I can help."

I take one last look around. This village really is beautiful, I realize suddenly. The forest stretches forever in every direction. In the distance, snowcapped mountains rise into clouds above. Everything around us seems peaceful as could be. Just as long as we stay inside this little bubble and ignore what's happening beyond it.

But maybe that's exactly what we need to do right now. So I reach out and grasp Malachai's large fingers in my own small ones and let him lead me toward someplace else, somewhere far away from this nightmare world.

Maybe it isn't paradise here at all—maybe we are both damned beyond hope. But we'll survive together if it's the last thing I do. Because surviving is what I'm best at.

As we leave, I spot something moving out of the corner of my eye. "What is it?" Malachai asks when I hesitate. I glance over my shoulder at him, but whatever I saw is already gone. Whatever creature hid behind those trees and watched me leave is still there somewhere, lurking in the shadows. Watching. Waiting. For what? I can't even begin to imagine.

But something tells me we will meet again soon enough.

In the meantime... maybe Malachai can teach me how to defend myself against whatever else might try attacking us while we explore this strange new world together. If this island does end up being full of monsters like the others, I am determined not to let them defeat us without a fight. No matter what it takes.

I turn away, giving up searching for whatever creature lurks among the trees, and follow the strange man before me into an unknown future that promises to be more exciting than anything I've experienced before.

My heart pounds wildly within my chest. There may still be danger out there waiting for us, but it doesn't matter. Not when I finally feel alive for the first time in years. "Take me with you, Malachai."

He flashes me one last wicked grin before leading me through the undergrowth towards our destiny together... wherever that may be.

***

There's nothing I would rather do today than spend time exploring this island with Malachai. I can't remember the last time someone wanted to hang out with me on purpose. Especially a guy who looks like this one. His body is amazing, even though I can tell he tries to hide it with his loose-fitting clothing. I know his type well enough from living on the streets as long as I did. He thinks that by pretending he's not beautiful and powerful, nobody will bother him for sex or money. But I see past that front immediately. I see him as he truly is underneath it all—someone capable of love, kindness, compassion, friendship... and maybe even more. Someone like me who deserves love no matter who they are inside. I want to show him that I'm just as strong and valuable as he is, too.

A soft sigh escapes from my lips, drawing Malachai's gaze back to mine once again. How can anyone look that good? Especially when he hasn't even tried? There's something about him that makes my heart race whenever our eyes meet. Something that goes beyond mere attraction, but instead speaks directly to my soul itself. I wonder if he feels the same way? It's impossible not to notice how attractive he is after all.

But there's no way we could ever get together romantically. Not here. Not now. Not with everything else going on around us right now. Right?

His gaze lingers on me for a moment longer than necessary, before darting away again nervously. His face flushes slightly at being caught staring, which makes me smile despite myself.

"So, what's your name then?" I ask curiously, wanting to learn more about him so I can feel closer to this mysterious man who seems to be drawn to me just as much as I am to him. "I'm Eli, but most people call me Elijah."

"Malachai." His response comes out quieter than I expected. More hesitant.

We continue walking along the trail until it opens up into another clearing where the ground is flat. A small cottage sits nearby, looking abandoned but otherwise untouched by nature itself. Inside, it's decorated beautifully with wooden furniture carved with intricate designs, reminding me of ancient times gone by when people lived a simpler life with less technology available to them. Everything seems peaceful, almost serene almost except for the sound of birdsong in the background mixed with gentle waves crashing against rocks further off in the distance.

Eventually, I find my way back over towards him once again and sit beside Malachai without bothering to ask permission first. After all, there isn't anyone else around to see us anyway.

"Do you mind if I join you?" My question is met with silence initially. Then, finally, he shakes his head slowly. "Thanks."

"Sure." He replies awkwardly, shifting uncomfortably under my gaze before returning his attention back downwards towards the grass below where his hands are clasped tightly together between his knees. He doesn't seem overly fond of eye contact either, preferring instead to focus on anything other than meeting my own eyes directly. But still, I can't help smiling at seeing just how shy he actually appears compared with his outward appearance. Most men would revel in having such power over me already but here is Malachai blushing lightly under my scrutiny.

The thought brings a rush of heat through my body and my cheeks turn bright red before I quickly compose myself again. Now is not the time or place for that, especially when there might be more pressing matters at hand to attend to first instead. Besides which, it's doubtful he even feels anything similar for me, even though I want nothing more than for him to desire me just as much.

"So...uhhhmmmmm...how do I ask this?" My tongue darts out nervously as I chew on it absently whilst trying to figure out exactly how best word this question without making matters worse between us. "Are you really human, or just another one of those NPCs that everyone talks about?"

He stiffens slightly at my words and looks over at me again, frowning deeply. His eyes narrow slightly.

"What's an NPC?"

I blink rapidly at that question before remembering what I've heard others say regarding non-player characters which apparently aren't common knowledge among other players as well which probably explains why there is no mention of them within this game at all since most players believe them to only exist within fictional stories anyway rather than actual reality itself too. If so, then I shouldn't expect him to understand what they are without first explaining what they are first as well.

So I quickly proceed to do just that.

His expression turns into one of confusion after hearing my explanation, causing me worry. What if he reacts poorly to hearing about non-player characters? I couldn't bare having him dislike me because of something like this especially given our current predicament. Thankfully though, thankfully he merely nods slowly before answering once more.

"That's pretty interesting, actually...kinda reminds me of what happened back in real life with being stuck inside William' game itself without knowing why." He chuckles softly, running a hand through his long hair and tugging lightly upon it. I smile faintly at hearing his words; at least he doesn't seem upset by them, that's good. But his next comment immediately stops the small grin from forming any further than it has done already, however, as he says this: "Yeah, well...you're right though, I'm one hundred percent human just like you are even though I come from a different world entirely."

His response takes me back briefly and it leaves me stunned momentarily, unsure how to respond to that revelation but eventually manage to nod slightly anyways. "Wow..." I breathe out softly before turning my attention away from Malachai for the moment to gaze out at the wide open space around us.

Everything appears so real here too that if not for seeing Malachai talking just moments ago then I would think myself standing inside a giant movie theater watching scenes unfold live upon an enormous screen right before me which honestly makes this entire experience feel surreal to witness myself.

"Well...this is definitely more than I expected." I mumble under my breath while staring at the large village before us.

What did Malachai call them? The "Void". That sounds accurate considering how strange this place looks to be especially since it's located inside a giant void of nothingness itself where no sunlight nor stars shine at all here either. A void. Yes, that is indeed fitting word indeed for describing this location perfectly despite its vast size compared with anything else within sight at present.

Suddenly though, just as I begin thinking such thoughts however, Malachai suddenly raises his head high upwards towards the pitch black sky above him while closing both eyes tight shut. It confuses me until a brief moment later when loud booming noises ring out from far above us which causes me glance upwards quickly with widened eyes as well, curious what caused those sounds exactly too because they sounded somewhat familiar even though not quite recognizing what they might actually represent...but whatever they are, it certainly catches everyone's attention completely making me forget everything else besides whatever else happens next afterward anyway too.

My eyes are fixed on the skies.

There's an explosion up there!

What the hell is going on? My heart jumps. It's not clear where the blast originated, but the sky is full of explosions now. Bright bursts of light flicker between the clouds like fireworks. I can see fragments raining down over the ocean, too—it's as if someone's detonated bombs all around us.

Another boom goes off directly above my head. For one crazy instant I wonder whether Lord William has decided to bomb this place while we're inside his creation, but then a huge chunk of rubble crashes into the hillside just yards ahead and bounces past our feet in a spray of dirt and grass clods. The thing rolls right on past me with a deafening thud then disappears over the edge of our hill into darkness below.

The sound reverberates around me. My ears ring with the noise, still echoing even after it's gone silent again except for faint crackles as embers burn nearby and a dull rumbling like thunder far away.

Someone bumps into me from behind, pushing me forward so hard that I trip over my own toes and stumble forward awkwardly until I'm sprawled across the ground next to the remains of someone else's broken house. There are people running everywhere now shouting wildly and screaming in terror at the destruction around them but there's little I can do except stand still waiting helplessly while trying to regain my composure because all I really want right now is just to escape back home to safety where nothing can hurt me anymore...ever again.

There's another enormous boom. This time, it sounds like a missile's been fired overhead instead of dropping down onto us because there's no debris afterwards no matter how far or how fast it flew past without stopping ever since launching straight upwards high into the air. Then after few seconds pass I notice flames burning brightly somewhere behind us illuminating everything bright orange against a sea of pitch blackness all around me now making visibility easier allowing me see exactly where they were heading towards too...exactly where it would land finally once arriving at its destination too.

A ship explodes somewhere deep inside my heart as I watch in horror.

The vessel looks like it's breaking apart already because pieces start falling off from both sides making me wonder why they're splitting apart right now unless they'd somehow caught fire accidentally earlier without noticing anything being wrong beforehand yet again. Someone screams close by and there's nothing I can say because all I see is a mangled mass where our boat used to be before crashing down upon us sending shock waves through everything within its range killing nearly everyone instantly making sure nobody survives anymore.

"Are you okay?!" asks someone suddenly next to me, grabbing my arm tightly trying desperately not let go again never again ever again...only please let her stay alive longer than I did please gods let this end soon I don't know how long more I can keep going without giving up completely giving up giving up giving up.

"I'm fine," I assure her calmly trying not cry right now because if anyone else dies then won't survive alone either anyway because then nobody left anymore just me alone forever stuck here forever until somebody else comes back eventually maybe one day maybe.

As soon as those words leave my mouth I hear a low growl behind us followed closely by heavy footsteps coming closer slowly but steadily towards us from behind where our boats used to be sailing peacefully only minutes earlier before things went horribly wrong suddenly without warning whatsoever destroying everything without hesitation leaving no survivors except myself alone forever trapped inside hell itself. I spin around quickly facing whatever creature made that noise hoping that it's something normal I might recognize easily enough but instead find myself staring into glowing red eyes surrounded by black fur covered with blood dripping from sharp fangs shining brightly in torchlight beside it illuminating their entire body now showing exactly where they stand ready attack again whenever needed obviously ready strike out first instead waiting patiently any longer anymore.

This isn't just any regular monster attacking either. No this creature appears much larger than most others typically seen around town lately recently so far today too...much larger actually huge size enormous even especially compared against us humans living nearby making it easy spot wherever it wanders through our city wandering aimlessly until finding something worth hunting instead wasting time hunting something else pointless instead chasing shadows around blindly until catching prey eventually anyways after enough effort spent searching nearby searching endlessly searching ceaselessly never stopping searching relentlessly searching continuously constantly persistently forever searching always searching searching forever...until finally getting found finally getting caught finally getting killed finally dead forever finally finally finally finally forever.

This creature looks like nothing I've ever seen before anywhere else except maybe nightmares mostly though still definitely real though unfortunately probably unfortunately really truly real unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately... Unfortunately this time around. Unfortunately this time period unfortunately not some dream unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately unfortunately.

Unfortunately.

Unfortunately.

It stalks forward menacingly growling softly deep under its breath low pitched voice rumbling through chest sending vibrations all throughout torso including teeth rattling loudly loud enough make heads hurt ears hurting badly even though barely audible hardly audible quiet only barely almost not at all quiet still nearly completely silent only noticeable if looking closely looking carefully watching intently watching carefully listening attentively paying attention intently closely focusing intensely intently hard focusing focused entirely fixedly fixated totally concentrated solely entirely absolutely totally exclusively completely fully committed fully focused entirely devoted completely obsessed intensely focused solely completely entirely absolutely fully absorbed completely immersed wholly submerged utterly wrapped up entirely wrapped up completely absorbed entirely swallowed whole completely engulfed consumed completely devoured eaten alive eaten whole swallowed whole swallowed up completely absorbed entirely digested entirely ingested totally absorbed eaten heartily eaten happily devoured thoroughly enjoyed consumed greedily swallowed gulped down swallowed heartily gulped down joyously gobbled up cheerfully ingurgitated voraciously wolfed down gluttonously chewed upon ravenously relished guzzled down thirstily quaffed ravenously drank greedily guzzled merrily consumed enthusiastically slurped up joyously eaten with gusto hungrily gulped voraciously gobbled merrily munched upon voraciously chomped heartily gulped eagerly sucked down voraciously chowed vigorously gulped eagerly ingested ravenously chewed upon lustily chomped zealously munched happily slobbered down ravenously devoured voraciously swilled down joyously quaffed thirstily guzzled ecstatically gulped down exuberantly gluttonously glutted myself entirely upon entirely upon entirely thoroughly enjoyed completely savoring every moment wholeheartedly reveling totally basking fully appreciating heartily delighted joyously feasting hungrily gnawing happily chewing upon ravenously munching contentedly chowing down ravenously gorging myself upon ravenously ravenously glutting myself voraciously eating ravenously gulping down eagerly swallowing heartily guzzling merrily gulping voraciously consuming voraciously champing on ravenously relishing merrily consuming devouring heartily slobbering down voraciously sucking upon voraciously munching contentedly gnashing my teeth upon slavering hungrily munching away gluttonously masticating exultant ravenously guzzling lustily slaking my thirst exuberantly gulping down joyously guzzling ecstatically drinking my fill voraciously draining down ravenously guzzling thirstily chugging down avariciously gobbling down avariciously drinking exultant guzzling avidly champing down eagerly champing down avidly munching away cheerfully chewing hungrily wolfishly devouring eagerly glutting myself slurping down voraciously munching gleefully masticating ravenously glutting merrily munching exultantly masticating voraciously mouthing ravenously munchThat might sound sappy, but William games have never been just a battle with a final boss. They take hours and days to complete, and it feels like a real life when you live it. Maybe there won’t even be anyone trapped here. Just because I saw some woman get dragged off and an NPC was about to murder me doesn't mean all the other NPCs are suffering. Maybe I can log back in at some point and play for a couple hours a day to explore this incredible world.

But that body. I could be that guy. That man. I don’t have to be pathetic, shy, unable to ask a girl out, barely keeping my apartment from being taken away from me as I keep making just enough to scrape by and avoid losing everything. I could be powerful and confident like him, the one I was always supposed to be.

It looks so easy to change myself in the game, like I'm looking in the mirror at the idealized version of me, not just a man in a computer. But is there any risk? I might need to eat a healthy diet, but since I only order delivery anyway, it shouldn't be a huge difference.

It could give me the confidence to really put myself out there in the real world, to not care when people looked at my raccoon eyes or my baggy hoodie. Maybe that sounds crazy, to believe that having a perfect body in a game would translate to success in the real world, but William games aren’t just a distraction. They were made to alter people, to force them to step outside of what they think they are. And if I really look bad, isn't it more important to be successful in this life rather than being stuck as a loser?

I look again at the body in front of me, so similar but different at the same time. There was someone else I saw too, that girl standing on top of the pillar. That's what makes me finally click the button.

Continue (starts game)

And like that, he fades away and the VR suit shuts off. The suddenness of it catches me by surprise. For the last five years, my experience with VR has been on my couch, a headset barely worth writing home about. Maybe there's some sort of delay, so no one can sue the company when the person dies of thirst while playing.

There's a long hissing noise, and the front of the VR suit splits apart. I blink at the lights, which are harsh after being immersed in a natural lighting system for so long.

The game.

My heart leaps as I look around the room. Lord William must have left his personal assistant program running, since an android appears in the corner and turns towards me. "Would you like me to order you dinner?"

I shake my head. I already wasted the entire day in this damn VR, and apparently, it wasn't even playing yet? No wonder the poor NPCs had nothing better to do than die horribly. "Do you know how long it'll take for the game to finish setting up?"

"Yes."

Well? What are you waiting for? "How long?"

"Two hours, two minutes, and 46.32 seconds."

Holy fuck. How big is this world going to be?

The AI's mouth tilts up in a half smile, the first human expression I've seen on an android's face. It has to have a database of micro-expressions to understand what I'm saying. "That's not including setting up your character profile, nor finding the best starting village within the recommended guidelines. Would you like to create an online profile? You may also make a public announcement of your login."

I hesitate, and a hologram with the same text pops up above the android. I click yes to making an account, but don't want to post to the forum that I just wasted almost twelve hours and it's still not started. Besides, if anyone has to come into work on Christmas and discovers I went into a William game instead of cleaning, well, I'll need every bit of sleep I can get.

I leave the game at 1x speed because if the game will really go for hundreds of years without me in it, I might as well watch. Not like I have anything better to do. Besides, watching it like this would give me some hint as to how much time has passed. If the world was at a standstill, that's one thing, but the AI said the game continues while I watch. I wonder what the players in the game think. Do they see me and my real world self, or is my avatar the one from inside the game? Maybe I can change the speed once I start, but I'd feel odd if it only took one second out here for the world to progress a hundred years in-game.

At first, it's boring as hell. I watch the ocean slowly fill itself while I finish off all the ice cream that should have melted before it finally appears as a solid mass of white in the far, far distance. Then the waves appear as the snow starts melting, and it's sort of fascinating as I stare at the water lapping against the beach, moving faster and faster until the waves look real and not so jerky as the AI finishes developing them.

I don't mean to, but somehow I fall asleep in the chair, and when I wake up, I'm in my own bed, curled up and shivering under the covers. I sit up in shock, wondering for a long moment where I am, and how I got back here. I fell asleep? Did the VR shut off when I didn't move for too long? I check my phone—nothing. I have dozens of messages.

The time says 5:02 a.m. The gallery room is unlocked. What happened to Smokey? There's a single message from him, and I open it in surprise, half expecting a scathing reprimand. It's a single thumbs up emoji.

No one seems to have noticed my absence. No, that's not true. No one cared.

It's been six hours. I went through an entire day at 1x speed without noticing, which means the NPCs are living a lifetime. The game is starting to seem like more trouble than it's worth, as fascinating as the mechanics are.

There's something else about the message that bothers me, though. A little niggling sensation that something's different. I pull the sheet aside, letting my feet chill on the cold floor, and I stare at my phone.

It's right there on the edge of my mind, as if it's hovering just in front of me in midair, teasing me with what I don't remember. I don't notice it for a second, and then suddenly, I know what I've forgotten: my password. My usual security code for everything.

I used to use 1437 because that was a fun coincidence that the numbers matched the word love. Lately I switched it to 0907 because September seventh is my birthday. But I can't remember either of them now. I glance over at the computer, realizing the login for the main system must have auto-logged in. I'm not sure which ID I even used to run the games. I usually let my roommate pick one for me.

I stand up on shaky legs. My legs hurt from being curled up for so long, my neck and back ache, but the weird thing is I'm exhausted. The kind of tired a quick nap never fixes. I feel like I've just been out on a four a.m. binge, then tried to go to work, instead of spending most of the day in a bed.

Maybe sleeping while playing a William game isn't advised. It might be why so many of them end up dead. Maybe it messes with your mind somehow, so that the game feels so real you stay in it too long. Maybe it's designed so you have to constantly push through the fatigue so you can get to the next quest to find a clue how to help the village.

Then again, it could just be years of poor sleep catching up to me.

There are two possibilities. Either the system logged itself in with a security profile that's not mine, or there's an ID saved in the memory that wasn't erased. Both possibilities sound stupidly optimistic. The last time I touched a computer outside my house, it deleted all my bookmarks.

My hands hover above the keyboard in front of the computer screen.

"Open database," I try. Nothing happens, and I swallow. "Show logins."

Nada.

Maybe I need to do both, since I don't even know how William' system works. There are probably hundreds of things he coded that no one knows about, even after years of playing his games.

"Computer," I say, "open database, user, um..."

The problem is I'm not a hacker. I don't play around with programming. Hell, I can't even write code if my life depended on it. And if this system is anything like the normal stuff, I should be using a terminal. What am I going to do, google for William cheat codes?

I try several different combinations of commands to see if it'll spit out the names of past users, or previous log-ins, but I only succeed in putting up some annoying little screens for logging into the database.

If this were a William game, the way to get the answers would be to figure out who was last logged in and why they might want to stop me from knowing that information. The first guy, the old dude, he wouldn't have bothered to hide his IDs, since he doesn't even live in the building. The second man, though, what was the game?

I pause, thinking about that. In William games, everyone is someone, a character to defeat or help, whether they're in the party or not.

This is no different. There has to be a reason for a player to come to William's game twice, other than simply for immersive pleasure. He didn't just log in once to fuck, I don't think, because he seemed surprised by the game at first.

It's hard to imagine what the game will be. I wish I had something from that first time, some sort of clue. Then it clicks into place. Lord William's assistant. The woman that was on his lap when I met him, her tablet! He must have used it to start his profile. He could have even left his own account logged in, with no intention of playing himself.

But I didn't see her anywhere during my brief tour of the lab. If she isn't working, or just visiting the gallery, then I should be able to find her easily enough. That will have to be my next course of action.

In the meantime, I need to log myself into the computer system.

The game seems pretty self explanatory, but figuring out the rest of this place... maybe I need to get that security guard that escorted me. I stand, making sure everything is in order before I push the chair back and leave the room. As soon as I'm outside, the door swings shut behind me and there's a click of a lock.

There must be some sort of passcode. I don't think I'm allowed to just leave, so I go to the elevators and press the call button. There's a short pause, and then I hear the gears beginning to move above me, slowly lowering the car. It reaches my floor and the doors slide open to reveal an empty elevator.

"Going up?" A woman's voice asks politely.

"Yes," I reply. "Take me up to the gallery."

Another long pause follows my command. "Access denied."

I glance down the hallway, wondering if I'll run into a worker that can help me, but I can't imagine why one would be on this floor right now. There are only three rooms on this entire level.

"Are you going up or down?" She asks after another moment.

I frown at the empty box. It looks just like a regular elevator, except that it's completely bare. There's no control panel at all. I try one more time, in case that changes things.

"Go down. Ground Floor. Level Zero," I instruct.

"Thank you," the polite voice replies.

It starts moving, descending rapidly. I can't understand why she wouldn't let me go to the gallery until I'm stepping into the entry way at ground level. To my right, the huge glass windows show the front steps. The two stone lions look just as they had the day I arrived here. I glance around the foyer, not understanding how this helps me until I notice a light flickering from the hallway opposite me. It leads towards the security guard's office, so I hurry in that direction.

"Hello? Is anyone there?" I ask loudly.

My voice echoes around the room without receiving a response. There's a single light on in the main office, where I'd been searched and escorted earlier, but there's no sign of the guard anywhere. Just in case he's on break or something, I try knocking. Again, I'm left waiting in silence.

"Where is the security guard?" I finally ask, frustrated.

A long pause answers me. "One moment. Please wait for the system update to be complete."

What update? I turn on the spot, staring around the room and wondering how much of the information Lord William put in place before his death remains active.

After a minute, the voice returns. "Mr. Stanton will return shortly. I'll be happy to assist you in any way that I can."

That gives me a jolt, hearing his name, because it wasn't even a thought to ask her if she was programmed to respond to commands, or if she's sentient. I'm trying not to think about it. "I was looking for directions to get out."

"Would you like to be teleported outside?" She asks, sounding genuinely curious.

I stare upwards, though I know there is nothing to see. "Is the teleporter still working?" I ask her cautiously.

"Yes, Mr. Harlow. What location would you like?"

I can't help but laugh softly. This would be so helpful. I'd only have to wait in line to get the VR suit scanned in and be done with all this shit. I'd be able to go home and sleep comfortably in my own bed, where it smells like the air freshener my roommates put on a timer rather than the musty, mold-rotting stench of Lord's apartment.

It's so easy, but it can't possibly be. I can't just get everything I want so easily.

"Anywhere but here," I reply without thinking.

She pauses again. "Please define your selection."

That's not something I thought she could say. I'm starting to feel as if maybe Lord has gone through all this effort just to give me exactly what I ask for. If he did, then I should be more careful with my phrasing.

I choose the words deliberately. "Get me as close to the forest near the steppes as you can."

"Would you like to continue in the William Universe? It may take awhile to teleport in your current location."

My current location is hell, but that sounds an awful lot like William might be listening to me after all, which also means I'll have to keep moving. I don't have any choice but to do the things I originally set out to accomplish before he finds me. I wish it were different, that this place would have shown me some miracle escape. The only option I can really rely on now is the teleportation, and that won't help me much unless I can hide.

"Yes," I agree, resigned.

The blackness returns.

I blink and find myself in a small village at the edge of a field. It's so startlingly real it's hard to remember that the scene before me isn't actually there.

A short woman stands in front of me, clad in long robes like the ones I saw on the man on the mountain, and unlike any I've ever seen in games. She raises an eyebrow, staring down at my waist. I glance down and realize my cock is standing half-at attention, and my first instinct is to blush. She tilts her head in confusion.

"Sorry," I mutter, trying to get him to soften. I know there's no reason for embarrassment, and if anything, I should be glad to be attracted to a beautiful woman in a game world. Even so, the awkwardness stays with me, and the only thing that works to bring my erection under control is realizing how silly it looks standing around with a dick pointing up to my navel.

"We thought we heard a voice outside," the woman says. "It is good to see you, Barbarian."

It takes a moment for me to figure out she's addressing me. I guess it does make sense; the suit scanned me into the game, and so did the computer system, which must mean I'm appearing to these people as a barbarian.

As if she notices my confusion, she offers a warm smile. "It's good to see you after so long, Gideon."

Even though she's smiling, she seems sad. She turns away from me, and walks over to the counter at the back of her kitchen, which has a window to the outside. She picks up a knife, and starts to prepare the vegetables that are scattered on the wooden tabletop.

I feel awkward just standing there while she's doing something important, but it also feels kind of odd to walk over, even if I'm here to help her. This whole thing is different from any other game I've played before.

This isn't a game. It never was.

"I saw another barbarian in the mountains," I say, watching her.

"Gideon..."

The way she says it makes me uneasy.

"Yes?"

She glances back up at me. There's fear in her eyes, but also kindness. It doesn't fit quite right. I'm used to NPCs being... well, they aren't real, but they do things that seem normal. It's strange to think about now, given my life is basically eating, playing video games, and occasionally sleeping, but I'm not sure I know what it means to be truly real anymore. If this woman in front of me isn't just code, then my concept of humanity needs to be expanded.

"That was... You saw him?"

She's putting things in her soup bowl and mixing them. Her fingers are stained green. "He's one of the ones who got lost."

"Lost?"

Her smile dims a bit. She's trying to keep her face neutral, but it looks forced. I wish I knew a better word to describe it. She's trying so hard to hide the sadness. But it's obvious. Or maybe not obvious. The only reason I'm paying such close attention is because my job is to play people, to interact with them on a deep level. I can tell she wants to hold something in. Is it sadness? Or anger? Is there even a difference?

"What do you mean 'lost'?" I ask.

She's silent for a moment. Finally, she puts her hands on the counter, palms down. Some green juice oozes out between her fingers, onto the wood, but she doesn't seem to notice. I wonder what the soup smells like.

"He's just lost, okay?"

There's another flash of emotion on her face. Fear. Then it's gone as she looks away from me.

I don't like the answer. It tells me nothing. Just like an NPC in a game would act. What happened to the man in the mountains? How did he get that way? Did something kill him? Was he just injured or something? Lost implies he wandered off a path and couldn't find his way back, but the way she said it makes me feel like there's more than that. And lost could have multiple meanings.

But that isn't why I came here. I didn't come here for this. I don't know this woman, not really. She's just one of many villagers in the game, and she has been for almost five years now. I guess...

I guess I need to start thinking of her as someone else entirely.

Which makes sense, because I think about how all of them might not be what they seem. I haven't thought about any of them this deeply in the game before. It's not what William wrote them for. They're to be played, to give me items, to help me in some way or other, to give me direction on where to go and what to do next. But what if they were never meant to be that? What if they weren't even made for this? For this world?

Maybe I'm overthinking it, but I can't help it. Now that I know, I don't think I can ignore it. I've never been good at ignoring things.

Or maybe she's right, and we're all just a little lost in our own ways. That would certainly make my life easier. Then I could just focus on my goals in the game and ignore everything else. And who knows what my purpose is yet? Maybe when I reach the end of the game, the final boss battle or whatever is waiting for me will tell me my true quest. The main one I'm supposed to be following. I mean, it's possible. I don't remember having one up until now. But my main goal has just been getting stronger, killing things, and surviving. Nothing more than that. Which reminds me, I still haven't eaten since getting to this new place.

But the woman is talking again, her voice distracting me from my thoughts. "You said you wanted to see what was in here? We keep food stored in these containers." She turns toward one of the shelves with jars lining it. One shelf is filled with what appears to be a clear liquid with tiny fish swimming around inside it. Another jar has a brownish-looking substance with something moving inside.

I wonder what they eat.

I move over to where she's standing and grab one of the smaller containers, opening it up.

The smell wafts up towards me, making my mouth water instantly. I recognize the scent as pork chops cooked with apples. My favorite dish. How'd they get such an accurate replica of that here? I'm pretty sure it wasn't available back home.

"How did you cook these?"

She shrugs. "We make food as we always have."

I stare down at my meal suspiciously. Do NPCs here eat their virtual creations? If so, that's a lot weirder than it sounded when she said it out loud.

But no matter how hard I try not to think about the fact that this woman looks identical to real life, it's hard not to notice it. She stands in front of me with legs spread slightly apart like she's ready for a fight. Her breasts hang heavy beneath her clothing, which barely covers much besides her shoulders.

Her hair falls around her face in loose curls, giving off the impression of being disheveled despite its neatness. She wears makeup that accentuates her cheekbones, eyeshadow that brings out their blue depths and lipstick that shines red. All things combined together make me realize that whoever created this game had one goal in mind: to make these NPCs attractive beyond belief.

It wouldn't surprise me if she started stripping right in front of me and asked to give me a lapdance while she did it.

I shove the food into my mouth, devouring it, letting out small sighs of pleasure as the flavor washes over me. Once I'm finished, I put the container back onto the shelf where I found it before turning back to look at the woman again.

She watches me silently. "Are you finished?"

"Yes...thank you," I reply hesitantly. Then my curiosity takes over. "Is everyone else like you?"

The corners of her lips twitch upward. "Like me? What do you mean?"

I blush. "I mean, you know..." I glance down at her chest, then away quickly when she raises an eyebrow at my obvious staring. "Beautiful."

She laughs softly. "Everyone has beauty within them." She comes closer to stand directly in front of me until only inches separate us. I inhale sharply at how close she is to me. It feels too intimate somehow. And dangerous. My heart begins beating faster, thumping wildly against my chest like it wants to break free from its cage and escape. She smells sweet, like freshly baked bread mixed with cinnamon and vanilla. "And you?" She whispers seductively. "What kind of beauty do you have, Kade?"

A sharp intake of breath escapes me as she places one hand over my rapidly beating heart. "M-me?" I stammer. "Oh, I don't think there's anything special about me."

She smiles gently. "Everyone thinks themselves unworthy until someone sees the true light inside them." Her fingers move upwards slowly until she reaches my chin, tilting my face so that we stare directly into each other's eyes. My mouth goes dry instantly at her nearness. I try swallowing hard but find that I cannot speak. All thoughts vanish from my head except those involving her. Her touch. The softness of her skin against mine. The sweet smell coming from her hair. Everything seems to melt away into nothingness, leaving us alone in the world together.

This feels realer than anything I've experienced before, more intense, almost alive, and I let out a shuddering sigh as she runs her fingers over my cheekbones lightly. My eyelids flutter closed of their own accord as she leans forward to press a kiss against my temple, warm and gentle. A spark shoots through me. It fills me with heat, making me gasp loudly while she breathes heavily. A soft moan escapes her lips when our lips touch again briefly before pulling away again. "Now." Her voice breaks through the silence surrounding us. "Who are you?"

Her eyes bore deeply into mine until they appear bottomless pits of darkness threatening to swallow me whole if I let go. My breathing becomes ragged and my heartbeat increases rapidly as I struggle against her gaze. I feel as though my life hangs upon what I say next because I cannot lie. I must not. This person standing before me deserves nothing less than the truth.

That's what makes me speak truthfully instead of lying, though my mind screams at me otherwise. My fear of rejection is still very strong within me; however, I force myself to push it away. If she can look into my heart, then why shouldn't I be allowed to know her secrets? If there's no truth between us, then where would our love be?

"I am Kade," I say weakly.

It feels like a dream come true, like something beyond reality. I don't want this moment to end. I want her forever.

Her eyes widen for an instant before returning to normal size. She smiles tenderly at me. "You are not afraid?" She asks softly.

I shake my head firmly. "No, not anymore."

She takes both of my hands into hers. Our fingers intertwine perfectly like pieces of a puzzle fitting together perfectly, completing each other completely. It feels right. She's beautiful and I'm drawn to her, unable to resist her pull. I lean forward and capture her lips with mine, kissing her deeply. At first, she doesn't react at all, but then she reciprocates, opening her mouth to me. Her tongue dances against mine for a few seconds before pulling back slightly. We stare intensely at one another, drinking in the sight of each other as though seeing each other truly for the very first time.

It feels like nothing I have ever felt before. It feels natural, right, complete. The urge to continue is strong, yet there's still some hesitation holding me back. I don't want to scare her off either, so I hesitate. She sees the conflict within me and pulls away just enough to see my face better. "I will give myself to you fully tonight," she whispers quietly into my ear as if sensing my thoughts. I don't think there was much point in trying to hide them from her anyway since she always seemed able to read my thoughts so well, but hearing the words spoken aloud is comforting regardless.

"Are you sure? Because it's okay if we wait until after we get married too, I mean—" I blurt out before I realize it. A blush creeps across her cheeks causing me to stop short, embarrassed.

I take the opportunity to kiss her once more. When our lips touch, time stands still.

My head swims pleasantly.

She moans against my mouth before pulling away reluctantly again. "I can't," she breathes raggedly. "If I do, then I fear I will never be able to let you go."

I chuckle softly in response. "You don't have to worry about that happening because I wouldn't want to go even if I could."

She seems to relax a bit more. "Good." She says simply with an adorable smile lighting up her features. I grin stupidly back at her, feeling like a young boy again as my heart flutters uncontrollably within my chest. Her eyes sparkle brightly while she continues to stare into mine. I get lost in their depth, drowning happily within their depths.

We continue kissing passionately without speaking or stopping until both of us are panting heavily. My erection is painfully hard by now and straining against my pants uncomfortably. There's no way she doesn't know that it is poking at her, but she ignores it completely. The lack of attention causes my desire to grow even stronger than before.

My body tingles excitedly every time her soft skin brushes against mine accidentally sending waves of pleasure crashing throughout my body. It's difficult keeping my hands where they belong as opposed to touching her everywhere like I want to, especially when I feel her nipples poking through her shirt begging me to stroke them. Her fingers dance lightly down my arm until she reaches the edge of my sleeve where she stops.

The sensation makes me shiver involuntarily. My cock twitches hungrily under my clothing making me moan aloud loudly. Her gaze snaps back up towards mine immediately as if concerned for my well-being. Our eyes meet briefly before I quickly glance down towards my aroused state trying desperately to hide the bulge hidden beneath my pants, but failing miserably in doing so. She follows suit glancing downwards too.

When she notices the size of my erection, her cheeks turn crimson red with embarrassment which makes her even prettier in my opinion. Her blush makes me think naughty thoughts causing the muscles of my lower stomach to clench tightly around themselves. I can barely control my breathing anymore; it becomes ragged and uneven. Her tongue peeks out between her lips tentatively licking them moist. My eyes widen slightly at this action while images flash through my mind.

I lick my lips imagining what hers taste like, how wet and slippery they probably are right now. Without realizing what I'm doing, my own tongue flicks out to do likewise tasting the inside of my mouth. Our eyes lock once more. She gives me a sultry look and leans forward, bringing her lips dangerously close to mine again. As her sweet breath wafts over my face sending goosebumps erupting across every inch of my skin I notice there is a slight hint of mint within her saliva from earlier. The fragrance excites me immensely adding fuel to the raging inferno burning fiercely between my legs.

My member swells up again with excitement straining against my clothing making it extremely hard to concentrate. If I move even the slightest amount it feels like the material might rip apart under the strain of tension building up within my pants.

"You okay? You look like you're hurting," she asks worriedly while staring intently into my eyes. I realize I haven't spoken at all since we started kissing because I didn't want to ruin our moment together yet alone embarrass myself further than I already have today. Her eyes travel slowly down along my figure until they focus upon the tightness at the front of my pants. I follow her line of sight towards where her gaze rests and see what she sees; a very large bulge has formed between my legs creating a noticeable lump sticking straight up from the crotch of my jeans. "Is it because you are..." her voice trails off unsure of exactly what words would suffice properly. I know what she means though because I am just as embarrassed as she is about having an erection in public. I don't want to admit it to either one of us let alone anyone else around us so I merely nod silently instead.

It isn't until I catch myself staring at her boobs does she decide to move on from her train of thought entirely. She grabs the hemline of her shirt slowly pulling upwards revealing inch after inch of creamy white flesh inch by inch until finally exposing the black bra covering her breasts completely leaving nothing but tantalizing hints for me to admire from afar. My eyes remain locked firmly upon those perfect globes while my penis twitches excitedly below. I swallow hard unable to tear my gaze away from her beautiful curves even as she removes the shirt from her torso entirely tossing it aside onto a nearby chair.

In addition to removing my t-shirt, she also takes off her shoes leaving me with only two articles of clothing left covering my body. I can feel each time she touches me even through my pants sending waves upon waves of pleasure rushing through me. After a few more minutes pass, she pulls away giving me a mischievous smile before reaching for my zipper pulling it down quickly yanking my jeans apart forcefully tugging them past my hips leaving just enough space to allow her hand access between my boxers and body. Her fingers find their way along my shaft until they rest against its tip causing me to shudder slightly from her gentle touch as her fingertips press against my tip.

"I have this weird feeling whenever I get near your thingy," she explains in a hushed voice making me blush profusely at her choice of words. It feels like she's rubbing herself against my body even though we aren't actually touching anymore. She continues, "it's like we're supposed to be something... special." She finishes pulling away abruptly looking down shyly averting my gaze. I can see the disappointment written plainly across her face knowing she probably just ruined our romantic moment together permanently by opening her big fat mouth. "What if you're the one?" She asks nervously fidgeting with the hemline of her shorts as she speaks softly glancing back up at me nervously biting her lower lip awaiting a response from me anxiously. I stare at her in shock unsure of how to answer honestly fearing her reaction might not be pleasant considering her behavior earlier. But still, something about her seems different than when we first met outside on the street earlier today.

This was going to happen one day or another, and now is better than later. As much as I hate it, I will have to lose my virginity. There is no escaping it, there are only a couple of girls I feel I could do this with, and one of them doesn't return my feelings. This girl however...

"Mmm," I groan into our kiss feeling my entire body stiffen as if something were holding me down. A warm sensation begins to radiate throughout me as her hands travel around my body groping everywhere imaginable. After several seconds pass by, I feel something warm and wet against my neck causing me to gasp suddenly jerking back only to realize it was her tongue licking up my saliva mixed with sweat after getting heated up during our lovemaking session. It doesn't take long before she pushes against my chest pinning me down beneath her before positioning herself above me hovering just inches from my penis waiting impatiently to feel the sensation once again inside of her. She takes a moment leaning forward capturing my lips in hers kissing me deeply pressing her body firmly against mine allowing both our bodies heat to exchange between us while we enjoy this moment together lying side-by-side making out passionately with each other enjoying every second passing. Once again she breaks from the kiss staring deep into my eyes with lust. Then slowly lowering herself slowly towards my erect member before wrapping her lips around the tip teasing me slightly sucking hard upon it causing me immense pleasure causing me to whimper uncontrollably arching upward slightly wanting nothing more than to feel her insides upon me again. "Fuck" I moan loudly grabbing hold tightly onto her hips bringing myself deeper within her walls. As soon as I feel myself penetrate deeper, she begins rocking back forth fucking herself upon my shaft riding me harder than ever before feeling my length throb violently within her folds as we both climax simultaneously cumming together screaming in unison ecstatic beyond belief experiencing euphoria beyond anything imaginable making me believe for an instance we're destined together forever always connected together always staying side by side forever united as one united eternally forever joined together soulbound for eternity...

The game will continue at 1x speed until quit (not recommended)

I look at the words that float in front of me, a ghost of a menu I could open, and I hesitate. My hand hovers over it, knowing I should quit, but what if...what if I don't? What if I live, for once in my life? What if I make Lord William happy and finish his world, and then quit, knowing that I was a hero, if only for an instant.

What if I finally make him proud of me, proud of his own son, just once.

My finger hovers, hesitating, indecisive, but I know which button I will choose.

Continue (starts game. Exit now, or when you wish!)

The moment I select continue, I black out, and all hell breaks loose.
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or the first time in what feels like years, I wake up in peace. Not surrounded by the cold embrace of my apartment, nor by a dark abyss as the game loaded. Instead, there's the warm glow of sunlight filtering through my eyelids, and an airy feeling, as if I'm on vacation in some faraway place.

For an instant, the blissful oblivion of sleep and dreams lasts. The softness of a mattress under my back, the plump of pillows and covers around me. Then I start remembering, and I blink open my eyes.

The ceiling is a rich cream color, smooth stone instead of pockmarked, dirty grey concrete. It reminds me of my roommate Dre's parents house, and how they have that home decorators style of just enough rustic chic mixed with high quality and clean lines. That must mean this is real, and I really am awake.

No, I was asleep, but not here. This isn't my bed, it's too comfortable. There were no covers in the hellscape William designed either. I look down the length of my body and see the white silk blanket, with embroidery that resembles leaves and vines on each corner. If I got my head in shape, I'd recognize it instantly, but I'm too groggy to think of where.

I can still taste the coppery tang of blood on my tongue, so I guess the VR suit drew a little too much blood after all, and the game took longer than I expected. I slept all night. It was still dark when I selected continue, wasn't it? I check my watch, but it's dead. Guess even digital watches can stop working after an eternity in a game.

I rub the sand from my eyes and push away the cover, stretching luxuriously. I need to get up and get a drink. After a long night of cleaning, that always helps. Maybe it'll wash out the metallic taste in my mouth, and my aching feet will feel better. As I swing them over the edge, I freeze.

I'm not wearing my boots or jeans. Or anything. Instead, the soft, pale skin of my legs gleams in the early morning sun. They're toned like my chest. A sudden surge of panic wells up inside me. Did someone undress me? I'm completely naked, standing on the cool marble floors, looking out of the bay window.

Wait. I've been here before. The bed, the covers, and the massive window overlooking the beach are all part of the game. I can't be here. I never went beyond the forest of the start screen, and the last time I saw this view was from the ship before I quit.

I remember falling backwards as I logged out, and then blackness, but no log out screen appeared. How did I get here? What does this mean? Is this some new feature? I wish I would have taken time to read the William gaming forums. They're full of his rabid fans who try to piece together lore for his games. Maybe I missed something? I don't know what this means. I must be dreaming. That's the only way I can explain it. If I can wake up on a soft bed instead of on the hard floor, that means this has to be a dream.

That, or I fell down into another hellscape William world and somehow ended up in a mansion.

The room looks exactly as it was when I walked through it. The desk made out of a rough wood stands across from the bed. The closet doors are open, and inside, I can see a variety of garments hanging on racks. If I touch it, I'm sure it would feel real. Even the smells seem realistic. The salt on the wind wafts in from the sea air and there's a hint of perfume or lotion near the bed. There's even a small vase of flowers that were definitely not there when I left. It must be from when the maid came in to clean.

Why didn't she wake me up? Or is the room rented by the hour or something? Maybe this is part of the game, and I got to skip over it. But nothing has told me to advance. Everything just feels so real, the breeze brushing against my bare thighs, the feel of the cool marble under my feet. Why isn't there a menu?

"There's water by the bedside for you."

I freeze. It's the woman who helped me onto the boat. I would recognize her voice anywhere. It's deep, sweet like honey and soothing, and makes me relax despite myself. The tension flows from my shoulders and chest. My fingers unclench as I look around.

She's not in the room. How is her voice getting here?

Then I see it. A wooden table with an ornate carafe filled with water rests beside the bed. There are two silver goblets with it. Did she pour water for me? Maybe I did sleepwalk after I fell asleep in the game, although that seems a little farfetched. More likely, this is part of the game. I step closer, and a menu flashes on the other side of the table.

Drink (opens up the drink menu)

Refresh (no options needed, opens up the health menu)

The text doesn't look like any other game menu. There's no way I'm opening up my stats while trying to figure out how this works. What kind of weird ass menu is this? Drinking and then refreshing are pretty easy though, especially since I'm thirsty from working on a cleaning job all morning. I sit on the bed and pick up the mug. The water feels cool and sweet when I sip at it. I can almost taste the minerals, like there was a waterfall nearby before it got into the carafe. It's crisp and refreshing, and I want more. I pour another goblet, but the water goes from cold and delicious to lukewarm and slightly salty after the first sip. Interesting.

Refresh brings up a list of everything I need for optimum health. This can't be a William game. They never include health stats. That must mean he created the world on the back of his last game, and put the game aside. His wife died, and there's been nothing released for years, even before he passed away.

The water has done me good. I feel rejuvenated, stronger, better than I have in years. Not only that, but when I raise my arm above my head, I can touch the ceiling without jumping.

I could get used to that.

I open up the game and hit continue.

I've stepped into a completely different world, and the air is thick with the scent of the ocean. This feels like the real deal. Every detail is meticulously thought out. I walk outside of the hut to see white sand and blue waves. I reach down and feel the granules, rough under my fingers. When I lift up my hand, they cascade like little bits of glass to the beach. I smell the sea salt, hear the gulls overhead. It's incredible.

The villagers, with their strange accents, look at me like I'm from another world.

The only place that looks the same is the steppes, where the dark-skinned people and the woman stand behind a circle of torches and chant as one of their men falls to the ground.

There's one option available at the bottom.

Save game progress, or reload last saved slot?

It doesn't ask me if I want to leave, like a regular game would. There aren't even cheat codes or mods. No way to get unlimited lives or strength. If my theory about William is right, he made this to be as immersive as possible. So if he wanted to kill me, he'd just let me die.

No load games or save states. I have a gut instinct this isn't a William game anymore.

A shiver runs over my body, my nipples hardening into small nubs. I'm standing here naked, except for the VR suit that still has my clothes trapped in it somewhere. I try not to think too hard about where it stowed them. Instead, I focus on what's ahead of me. It's like I'm here, but not here. Like the game was built based on William' own personal worldview. Even if he's dead, there's no doubt he'd view it as real. I can almost taste the ocean, feel the sand on my feet, smell the strange flowers by the hut. This is something other people wouldn't understand. I'm sure the only reason Smokey did was because he worked with the games so much. To everyone else, the world is simple: work, live, survive, maybe procreate if you're lucky enough. In some ways, the village is more honest and real than anything I've experienced. It doesn't make sense to think of things like that in terms of being "real," but it feels real, more real than real life, as fucked up as that sounds.

It's a hellscape, but I can't leave now. Especially not with that woman in pain. Not with her singing so sweetly. Not with the way the sound goes through my body and shakes me.

My hands shake as I go toward her, to that world, to that woman.

The blacksmith offers to teach me smithing. I accept. My first few hammers swing wildly, but eventually, after weeks of hard training and repetitive motions, my swings are accurate and strong, hitting with a precise amount of force and speed. The rhythm is comforting, like the woman's voice and song, as the metal changes under my hammer.

A woman appears next to me, a villager and smelter who works with me. She helps me put in new pieces of metal into the forge, bringing over ingots of copper. We chat between our work, and she tells me how to find copper veins in the nearby hills, and how to break the rocks apart with a pickaxe. I spend two weeks in the mines, swinging my axe over and over, until the vein is tapped out, which turns out to be about five days worth of mining. By the time I'm done, I've managed to build up quite an impressive stack of ingots.

With the copper ore, iron ore, and my hard work at the forge, I get enough experience points to craft a sword. My first sword is ugly. I try making different kinds, but every one comes out the same: a hunk of metal sharpened on one side and rounded on the other, with a long handle to wield. But it works, and I take to adventuring in the countryside near the village. I start to find some loot, including more minerals I can bring back to the village for the villagers to use or sell.

Most of the other villagers come and watch, fascinated, as I swing my blade against a tree trunk. One day, a girl named Trixie approaches me shyly.

"May I learn?"

I grin, giving the sword a twirl before handing it over. "Of course!"

I try to hold the weapon steady while she uses both hands to grip it. My body thrills. Something about holding her close makes me blush. The sun is low on the horizon, the sky purple and red, and soon we're the only two left on the training area as all the others head back home to their beds.

"Do you think the monsters will ever come back?" She asks softly, looking up at me with worry in her eyes. Her hair is braided down to her shoulders, the tips curling slightly. It's beautiful, a mix of reddish blonde that reminds me of honey and sunshine.

I look away. This isn't just a game. These people are as real as any human I'd meet on the street. There's no script they follow, no programming. They make their own decisions, even if that decision is what food to eat for breakfast. The monsters coming back are real threats, so I answer honestly. "Maybe someday."

Trixie sighs, a little huff of air, and she leans closer, pressing herself into me. When her breasts push against my chest, she giggles at the shocked look on my face and tiptoes up to kiss my cheek.


Her lips are as soft and plush as petals, and when she pulls away, her cheeks are red, her mouth open slightly. It's obvious, even to me, and there's no reason not to say anything. No reason to stop this. I cup her jaw with one hand, then bend down to press my mouth against hers, our breaths mingling together as her arms come around my neck, the sword forgotten on the grass beneath us.

I lean her onto the ground and our kisses become more intense. Her hips move against me and the sensation of her skin and warm body pressed against mine feels amazing, sending sparks straight down through my cock, leaving it straining against the material of my loincloth. The material is so thin that I know she can feel it. Our tongues slide against one another until we're breathless and she breaks away, gasping for air. Her eyes are glazed, lips puffy and swollen from my kisses. I've never felt so powerful.

"Are you going to fuck me, hero?" Her voice is sweet, like candy, and she reaches a hand down between us to rub the hardness she finds there.

I moan into the skin of her neck, sucking at her pulse point gently. "That depends..." She raises an eyebrow at me, so I continue: "...on how much you beg."

She throws her head back and laughs at the challenge. Then those blue eyes become serious and she bites her bottom lip, looking up at me. "Please," she says, and there's a whine in her tone that goes straight to my groin. My entire body reacts, wanting nothing more than to bury my length inside of her. "Pretty please, fuck me?"

I growl, nipping her throat.

My dick is so hard it aches. If I didn't know any better, I'd think it was about to break off at the tip. Trixie wraps her hands around the straps that crisscross over my chest and pulls me down against her softness. Our mouths meet in another heated kiss and her legs twine with mine. We fit together perfectly.

I pull at her clothes. There's a lot more buttons and fabric than I'm used to with dresses, but finally I get it off her. She lies on her side with her arms folded underneath her chin, facing away from me, wearing only small shorts and her bra. As I run my hand down her side, my fingers leave goosebumps on her flesh.

Leaning forward, I suck on her earlobe then whisper: "If you could have anything right now, anything at all, what would it be?"

Her eyes drift shut. I watch her tongue dart out, wetting her lips. "You inside of me, hero. I want you to be my first. My first real lover."

The words go right to my dick and it throbs painfully. The knowledge that I would get to be the first man to ever claim her is nearly too much. A low sound rumbles from my throat. "Your wish is my command."

We undress each other with fumbling hands, and our lips and tongues move over every newly bared expanse of skin, exploring, learning. Her body is a landscape that I've longed to discover. When I've got her totally bare, I sit back on my knees, looking over her nude form. She is the most beautiful sight I've ever seen.

I let my gaze roam over her; from the silky blonde hair that fans out on the blanket underneath her head to the full breasts with rosy pink nipples, over the dip of her waist and the curve of her hips. The light patch of curly hairs above her sex looks like a halo around the pink center of her body, and the musky scent of her arousal makes my mouth water. I've never wanted to bury my face between a woman's legs as much as I do at this moment.

With one hand, I cup her breast and tease her nipple until it tightens beneath my ministrations. She gasps, arching up against my hand. With the other, I run two fingers along her slit, parting the folds of skin and testing how wet she is for me. Very wet, judging by the slickness that greets my fingers. She sucks in a breath as I rub slow circles around her clit, but when I dip my fingers lower and sink them deep into the hot tunnel of her channel, her legs fall open wide and her head presses back into the blankets.

"More," she pleads in a breathy tone. I'm only too happy to oblige.

I stretch out behind her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders so I can continue to stroke and tease her nipple, and curl my other arm around her thigh to hold her open while I pump my fingers in and out of her. She's dripping now. Her breath comes faster, punctuated by little gasps and soft moans that drive me insane. Her hips rock in time with my thrusts. I grind my hard length against her hip while I kiss a line from her shoulder to her neck, tasting her delicate skin and sucking on the sensitive spot where her neck meets her shoulder. Her breathing picks up until she's panting, pushing herself onto my hand hard.

My palm slips around on the bare skin of her leg, slippery with her desire for me. And then, my fingertips graze the puckered flesh around her rear entrance and I can't keep my focus, can't control my hips rocking against her.

When her eyes open again, she looks into mine, biting her bottom lip as she moves against my hand.

I don't remember closing my eyes or pressing the Continue button. The next thing I know, I'm standing in front of a tree, naked, and a notification appears in front of me.

A new location has been unlocked: William' home.

If I wanted to get out of the game now, I'd have to travel through the entire village to find Smokey.

I think, at this point, I'm more comfortable exploring this place. A lot more comfortable.

Besides, it's not like there's anyone watching. Right?

What happens in the virtual world stays in the virtual world.

I close the notice and stare around myself at the woods. There are trees, moss, and grass, and what I'm pretty sure is poison ivy. Nothing really stands out about the setting, so I walk north and east towards the forest. My skin prickles as I move—not from the slight chill in the air, but because my body feels so fucking good. I feel alive.

My steps are fast and sure, unlike how I normally stumble. My body reacts how it was supposed to. I should have taken care of it a long time ago. Then, I might have noticed sooner how much energy I could have, and would still be having if I was actually eating food that didn't come from a microwave.

I glance around as I head down a game trail. This isn't exactly like the earlier games. If I don't find anything in a few minutes, I'll just follow the trail south to see where it leads. I'm not worried about getting lost. There's no reason to. It's not like people would be walking past my door, wondering where I am, if the same rules of reality apply in here.

I reach my arms over my head, stretching back, flexing all my muscles until I'm satisfied I haven't missed any, then I relax and start jogging down the path, enjoying the coolness of the air and the way my cock bounces against my thigh as I run. There's no point in covering my dick. I've always worn some kind of armor before, and I'd rather be able to see in case anything decides to jump me.

The sound of the village woman singing comes to me on the wind, the notes crystal clear, like I could stand up on my tip toes and stretch out my hand and touch them. I turn toward her. Her voice has the same magical effect as before. I don't feel exhausted, or like my feet are blistering as I sprint. It's like I'm weightless, floating, with wings pushing me along to meet the siren herself.

The song is even louder when I finally stop moving. Even if I wasn't following the voice, it would be impossible not to find her. I move through the thinning forest to the edge of a cliff.

My mouth drops in awe as I take in the sight below me.

There's a lush valley, full of grass, plants and flowers. A wide river snakes through it, sparkling in the sunlight as it pours into a lake. Birds chirp happily as they fly around the trees that grow in bunches, dotting the earth like tiny green explosions, with blue mountains on either side of the valley. The sky is clear, almost blindingly blue, with small white clouds hanging like decorations across the horizon.

If this is how he imagined hell to be...

Then what did his idea of heaven look like?

And most importantly, do the NPCs think this is real?

It looks more real than reality. Even if I close my eyes, I can still make out the colors, the warmth on my skin, the taste of the wind. I hear another musical note come from below the cliff, so I jog a few meters down to a path that curves downward around a hill. It goes right towards the gorgeous view in the valley. The woman doesn't see me—yet. I pause for a second to take in the incredible scenery, then head down the path quickly.

The grass and dirt are firm beneath my feet. It's amazing. I don't even know why. I've been to dozens of mountains. But there's something about it, about the crisp smell in the air, the perfect green grass, that makes my heart quicken. If this is what it's like just hiking, then maybe after I find the villagers, I'll see what adventuring is like. It sure beats getting yelled at by smoke detectors.

My first impression is right. The woman in question is singing, and she's got a great voice. Her black hair is tied back behind her head as she sings into an oddly shaped instrument. The music seems to come from nowhere as she opens her mouth, but her hands play over the device, producing notes. It's a cross between a lyre and a harp, which I've never seen up close.

At first, I think she's in her thirties or forties, with a thick layer of freckles splashed across her cheeks. There's a roundness to her face, and I wonder if it's age. As I get closer, though, the woman turns her head, and it's obvious she's younger than me, twenty or less, maybe not even eighteen. Her blue eyes widen when she spots me, her jaw drops, and she stands, dropping her harp. She grabs a wooden club off the grass, raises it over her head, and yells as she charges me.

Holy hell! I jump to the side as the woman comes within range and takes a swing at me. The tip of the club slices past my arm, missing by inches as I stumble into a bush. I scramble back to my feet and raise my hands, showing her I'm unarmed.

"Hey, stop, I'm not—" I start saying, but she swings at me again. I back up, tripping, and put up an arm to defend myself. The wood hits my arm, and I yelp in pain. Shit! She just bruised my bone. If she gets a clean hit, my game would be over. I roll aside, and the next hit smashes down into the ground. The woman screams at me, and her voice is strangely distorted. Is she using the AI modulators? But William said it took thousands of hours to create just one NPC, that each is unique. This seems even more advanced.

"You won't eat me!" She swings at me and misses again, then she jumps back, out of my reach, her club raised protectively. "Get away!"

I can see she means business. Her arms are thin, but strong, and I'm willing to bet she's more athletic than I am. If this was a VR fighting game, I could take her. I'd win for sure, since I play for six hours a day, and that's not even counting the times I've stayed up all night in tournaments.

But we're in a fantasy game, and that wooden club is going to knock me unconscious any time now.

And I need to find a way to prove to her I'm not here to hurt her. My heart is hammering, and I have this stupid grin on my face. Fuck! She almost got me good. She's quick and aggressive, and even if I'm bigger than she is, she's not giving me a second chance to recover from the bush.

"Alright," I tell her, holding my hands out, "let's not be hasty."

Her blue eyes squint suspiciously, and her freckled cheeks are puffed in anger as her eyes flicker to the village. That must be where she lives, on the hilltop. And damn, those guys in town aren't exaggerating. She's beautiful. Her hair is dark, the sunlight showing the red highlights and making her look like a fiery princess.

"Look, I can explain everything," I tell her. It occurs to me that if this were a standard VR game, she might not have heard of the game yet, with the last version just having released. "I'm here from the mainland—"

My voice breaks, my breath catches in my throat as I see the two of them step out of the woods behind me. A massive man in what looks like half a fur suit walks up and stares down at me like I'm something he found in his soup. Even my barbarian double recoiled with a little fear in him when he saw that guy. But next to the giant...

That guy has to be 12' tall, or close to it. He's huge, his arms and chest so muscled it makes the other guy, the villager who stopped her and I from fighting, look small and underdeveloped. I turn, my jaw hanging open as I see the newcomer, and—

She shrieks a word, and it sends shivers down my spine.

It's an ancient, guttural sound, full of pain, longing, terror. I turn my head and see her running forward, and I barely have the presence of mind to duck as she leaps, flying over me, then crashes to the ground. I get a whiff of her, clean clothes and sweat, and feel the warmth of her body as she lands a foot past me.

The massive stranger has her in his hand, picking her up by her shirt as if she weighed nothing. I can hear the fabric ripping, and then, without thinking, I leap into the fray, trying to save her from him.

I never thought I'd die before logging into a game.

There's another shriek as the big one throws a kick at me, his muscles flexing and releasing as his boot connects with my side, sending me sprawling off into the air.

And everything fades to darkness.

***

A light shines on me, and my vision blinks back. I realize I must have taken a real kick. I don't remember hitting the ground. My sides are killing me, my vision blurring and coming back in waves, as if I'm in some drunken, blackout fight. I've had a few of those before, which was when I quit going to clubs. I don't remember feeling this way the morning after.

I look around in confusion. It's day now, the bright sunlight burning my sensitive eyes, and the woman is there. I rub my eyes, trying to focus. Am I dead? Am I just dreaming, because I want to dream about her? Maybe she's an angel, like the stories say.

I'm not in heaven, though, not where I should be. I must be in hell, and her face is just a trick the devil uses to torture me. The devil being the VR game.

"Get up," she snaps, giving me a sharp shove, her dark brown eyes glaring with anger. She takes my hands, wrapping leather straps around my wrists and jerking them behind my back. There's a loud snapping sound as she connects a long leather leash to the cuffs and pulls. "You've been unconscious since dawn."

She tugs on the leash, pulling me forward. The barbarian me looks pretty stupid like this, but she doesn't seem to have any fear of me at all. The man is watching her, an almost bemused expression on his face, and for the first time I notice they're the same size, not like I imagined she was small earlier. His arms are easily half her width.

What did they put in my body? He looks like the apocalypse guy who would kill you in your sleep while she's a tiny elf, not muscular at all, thin with willowy limbs. I wonder why William even made her this way. Why make a warrior that could never best the NPC barbarian men? She could never defeat a normal barbarian class, and there's no reason a game-breaking character like the one William created should exist at all. The game has balance down to an art form; there shouldn't be a character like that. Unless he created her out of desire, like the beautiful voice she had, or the way she looks.

As a beta tester, I get it. I always do. That's how I stay ahead of everyone else and end up with the latest, biggest games. My mind whirls with possibilities and what I'll find once we leave the village, the sun blinding after the darkness.

The world is different now, as if a storm is building, and I turn around to see another woman coming out of the same house, her hair a mess, clothes disheveled, her skin glistening with sweat. There's a smirk on her face and the game helpfully supplies:

Daliah
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P layer Type: Villager/Guild worker (NPC)

Class: Innkeeper

Faction: Unaffiliated

"You're lucky."

I don't feel that way right now as she steps up next to me, putting a heavy iron collar on my neck.

**

I look past her, into the Queen Anthe, and a cold fear grips my heart.

Her eyes are pure black.

Not just her pupils. All the whites of her eyes are jet black.

She stares into me, but not through me, like she can see everything about me. My life flashes before my eyes as if it was all an illusion. In an instant, I realize what a fool I am for letting the last few weeks happen. I should have grabbed Ilana and run. Run away forever. Taken her and disappeared.

She can see my mind. I know it. As sure as I know I breathe. I stare into the eyes of a goddess, one who controls the spiders, the ones I can feel burrowed deep under the ground, hidden, waiting. Waiting to devour. Waiting for orders.

A shudder passes through my spine at the thought, and I almost gag. This isn't right. It's the end of the line. My fate is sealed. It was stupid of me to try to save her, to protect her, because now we both face the final judgement of an evil god. I don't understand how a man could look upon her and think anything but that she is the most beautiful woman in the world. The curves of her face, her lips, her eyes—even now, in a moment when I can't stop shaking, I can see everything she is as a whole, and know how special she is.

I'd die for this woman.

"You come to the village," mutters the Queen, softly, "to kill our men in their sleep, rape our women, and desecrate our homes." Her words are calm, almost hypnotic. I feel like a mouse being stared down by a snake.

She knows. The woman named Melissa is still staring at me, her lips pursed and face white. The older, grizzled guard captain stares me down, but she doesn't know. She's tense, ready for any sudden movements, but doesn't know that the Queen can stare into my soul.

How? Do all Priestesses have this power? Has she already told the others? Did they know from the moment the gate opened? Or will she speak the words in a moment?

"Your god protects you and your village." There's no answer to that, but I don't care, because I can't get over how she seems so damn familiar. Like I've known her my whole life, and can trust her with anything, even though I know that can't be the case.

There's no way she's a day older than me. Maybe it's just in the way she carries herself, her body seeming timeless and ageless, but she seems more mature than her looks suggest. I'd guess she was twenty years old if I saw her on the streets of my college town, working her way through school by waiting tables. Her eyes are soft, dark, warm, welcoming and understanding as she steps closer, the three women watching me with suspicious eyes, ready to impale me if I take a step out of line.

It might be the spider tattoo, or the way I haven't seen a guy in a week, but she's got me thinking dangerous thoughts. The curve of her neck, exposed in the gap of her robe. The way her white dress flows down from the tops of her breasts, showing off enough without revealing what I want to see.

She's staring into my eyes like she knows exactly what I'm thinking and feeling, like we're connected, and she sees right through me. I can see now that she's actually slightly older, maybe twenty-two or twenty-three, and with eyes like those, it's hard to not stare right back at her.

"What is your name? Why do you come here unarmed? Our village has a treaty with your Mountain-Men that states none of your kind may step beyond the gates."

Her voice is sweet as honey, soothing, melodic. I feel the same way I felt when I stepped into a beautiful mountain lake.

A lake filled with deadly predators.

"My name is Daniel. Your Spiderling killed my friend. And the raiding party is led by Dirk the Vile, known for his brutality. This is not one of your average raids."

My words are tense, almost a growl, and I wish I could soften my words so I don't scare anyone, but these women are going to find out eventually.

I hear footsteps pounding, heavy boots slamming down as my spear comes whistling over my head. I manage to turn slightly, but it still hits me hard in the bicep. My hand tingles numbly as I try to hold onto the handle. I'm losing strength fast as the blood pours out of the cut.

Damn!

Ilana jumps, trying to stop the guard who's already swinging her spear like a bat, but it's too late. I'm already falling. The second strike will be to my chest, and I barely manage to grab my spear, getting it up just enough to block the third and final strike—

The tip grazes my forehead and hot blood starts pouring down my face. The women stand there, startled, having expected to hear my guts splatter onto the earth. I fall to the ground, feeling like an idiot, as the Queen orders everyone to put away their weapons and tend to me.

It occurs to me she may have ordered them not to kill me so I could serve as tribute to their horrible Spiderling God.

"Get a stretcher and fetch the physician!"

The women obey quickly, rushing off to grab supplies and get a few men to help.

The Queen walks forward alone, and now we're eye to eye. "If you attempt to harm me, my guards will run you through," says Anthe, and there's something about her manner that suggests she believes her words.

And why wouldn't she? There's a squad of guards who could put me down with their spears in less than five seconds if I laid a finger on her, even if I were armed.

What I say next should make things more uncomfortable for me, but it's important enough that it needs to be done.

"The Spiderlings attacked our party as well—but I don't care about your stupid war and I'm not a killer."

Her lips narrow, displeased at my choice of words, and my tone isn't exactly respectful either.

"Please take us in, let her eat and rest for the night, and we'll be out of your hair tomorrow morning."

One of her delicate eyebrows arches. "There are four of you?"

Four?

I spin around to find my other traveling companion. A few yards away is Ilana, with a look of abject terror on her face. My mind immediately goes to the worst place as I remember how terrified she was, and the only thing that comes out of my mouth is, "Where's Lily?"
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here's Lily?" I ask, trying to keep the desperation from my voice. Ilana's expression of fear tells me I'm not doing a good job at that. Her gaze shifts over my shoulder.

Fuck!

Lily is a few yards away, her hands raised, as a Spiderling has a knife to her neck. His other arm is wrapped around her chest, pinning her arms to her sides. He pulls her back, dragging her off balance as she struggles to keep from falling backward.

I spin on my heel, moving towards her, but freeze when the blade presses into her throat, just beneath her jawbone.

It's only one step before I realize there's a second Spiderling behind the first. He's got a spear held steady, ready to thrust it forward and stab me through the heart.

Ilana, bless her, looks pissed more than scared. She doesn't realize I'm the one who's fucked up—we should've stuck together instead of trying to split up. The guard had seen two women with weapons at the front, and the only unknown variable was me—but now there's Lily and the Spiderlings and no way the guards have let Ilana in without checking her over.

If I can keep my calm, maybe we'll all be okay.

I hold out my hands, hoping it will soothe the tension in the air, and take a slow step back, turning away from Melissa and Anthe and walking toward Ilana and Lily.

My foot lands in the center of the spider's head, its legs snapping off against the cobblestone. The sound reverberates in the empty silence that's fallen around us.

And then the world seems to snap back into focus.

"Wait here," says Anthe to Melissa and Tess as she glides forward, past me, and goes up to Ilana and Lily.

One of Lily's shoulders is exposed where one of her straps was ripped by the Spiderling who was about to carry her off, and when the Queen lifts a finger, tracing across her bruised flesh, I clench my fists. My heart beats loudly in my ears, almost deafeningly so, and the only thing keeping me in check is the spear points being aimed at me from above.

It takes all of my will to stay standing there and not leap forward, putting myself in front of Lily so that my body is between her and the Queen. There is something wrong about seeing Anthe's pale white hand trace over Lily's golden, sun-kissed shoulder, the black of the spider's legs seeming to move across Ilana's creamy skin.

I can tell I've taken my eyes off Melissa for too long, but she still doesn't give me an excuse to gut her like a fish. The other women, the ones who haven't descended the stairs yet, have all crowded against the railings and walls of the bridge, craning their heads down.

I hear a noise and look up at the wall. Someone else has appeared behind the girl with the wavy golden mane. A woman wearing leather armor, like all the rest of the guards except for the Queen. Her armor is more elaborate, clearly denoting rank, but she still wears a helmet. She's obviously older than the others—perhaps forty-five or so—but she's fit. From the set of her jaw and her posture, she's someone who expects to be obeyed, and is used to having her orders carried out quickly and well.

She looks around the small area between the gates and the Queen, frowning. "You had no cause to abandon your post." Her tone isn't cold or cruel, but it carries the force of a command nonetheless. The beautiful Melissa lowers her spear, looking away as she shuffles her feet. She obviously doesn't like being the focus of attention. "But there is nothing we cannot guard against. Go."

"Thank you, captain," says Melissa, turning. As she does, she glares at me once again, and if I wasn't mistaken, there was an extra bit of fire there. Perhaps she thought she had a way out of being reprimanded until the woman in the full face helmet arrived.

Now she sees that she can't escape her leader's wrath and is looking at me for some way to let loose her frustrations.

The Queen stands, looking me up and down, assessing me.

Up close I can see the black collar on her neck is woven iron—a spiderweb—the symbol of Arlith, goddess of spiders. The Queen has an aura about her. Not like magic, exactly, but a sort of authority that fills the space around her like gravity, and she seems more important somehow than she did ten feet away. She smells like honeyed roses. The combination is intoxicating.

Her eyes linger on my pecs for just a second. Melissa notices and blushes, then glares at me with red cheeks. Now, I get it.

Melissa thinks I want the Queen as my next wife, and now she hates me more than ever. I feel like we may have a misunderstanding, and I know exactly how I could fix it—just by kissing Melissa breathless until she forgets how mad she is at me.

And while the Queen is looking at me, I think she wouldn’t be totally offended if I kissed her breathless either. It makes me smile to think that the Priestess might be thinking about having fun with a heathen like me. I wonder if they do all the things I dreamt about. I doubt it. I saw no sign of vibrators and dildos when I walked through the Capital with my wives.

I look over at Ilana, who smiles and gives a nervous shrug. Her clothes are dry now, and even from here, I can tell that the women are looking over her with interest, trying to figure out where she came from. One of them runs ahead, disappearing around a bend, and I assume she goes off to send word to the Capital about what looks like the return of their long-lost daughter.

A bell starts tolling, the noise echoing off the stones buildings inside the wall, and women start appearing up on the walls to fill the gaps that Melissa left behind. In addition, a group of ten more women appear, armed and armored, coming from a nearby building that must be a guardhouse. They have no armor, but their weapons and leather jerkins look like they saw a lot of action.

The only real difference between them and me is that I kill and eat everything I catch, while they spend all their time tending gardens and raising children, waiting for someone to die so that a spot on the wall, a place to stand, is open.

One of those warrior-women appears directly next to me. I hear her steps coming closer as she sneaks up behind me. She puts the shaft of her spear against my side, nudging me forward so I stumble slightly, then walks in step behind me, following the Queen and her personal guard.

I could turn and run.

My feet are bare. There isn't much in the way of sticks lying around—the dirt road has been thoroughly trampled free of any branches or bits of wood. It wouldn’t take long before some spear-woman got lucky and put her weapon through my chest. And then they'd bring me down, pull me up by the hair, slit my throat, and let my blood wash the road.

I swallow, trying to clear my head of those dark thoughts.

I could try to rush forward and grab Anthe, hoping that I could take her as hostage. That probably means my death, unless they are truly afraid of the coming raid, which doesn't seem to be the case. Besides, if I was successful, I have no doubt Melissa would happily impale me and be rid of her most hated enemy.

If there's one thing I'm confident about in this world, it's that killing me will be something Melissa savors doing.

The two women flanking the Queen stand still, at ease, but clearly ready to spring into action if needed.

There are many more women here than I expected. I saw six warriors, all armed. The guards in the watch towers must be around fifteen women total—there is more of an army than I thought. But most of these women are unarmed farmers or seamstresses, without combat skills.

A dozen Mountain-Men rushing the main gate might prove unstoppable, even with the extra spears I now know are behind me, hidden atop the wall.

But that seems like a lot of effort when their main goal is the capture of the Spiderlings. One or two might make it inside—but what would be the point, beyond raping some terrified village women? That doesn't seem worth it, and any warrior worth his salt would want to bring down the menace of the spiders once and for all.

I glance at Ilana, making sure she hasn’t decided to sneak away while I have their attention. She watches, still a hundred yards or more off, waiting on a patch of grass in the field. If they start shooting, she has a chance to dodge, or at least make it harder to aim properly by being in motion.

Hopefully.

Anthe looks over at the girl and frowns. She must not be thrilled at my announcement either—that I brought her a human with a spider birthmark on her neck, the sign of the Spider Goddess. The last thing a woman whose town worships the spider wants is to invite a follower of the spider goddess in.

She nods slightly, then the Queen turns and steps away from the front of the guard, and motions for me to follow. She keeps to the cobblestone road as she heads across the bridge and into the town proper.

Melissa has to fall back, but she isn’t happy about it.

It makes me nervous as hell.

The three spear women have formed a protective ring around the Queen. Two walk backward, their eyes still on me as they march. Melissa and the woman I presume is guards captain Tess take the front position. Anthe leads the way through the front gates into the town, with only four pairs of eyes on me. If I had a knife and spear, it would be almost too easy.

I would be a murderer—because I can no longer pretend that it wouldn't be murder. They're protecting their home and their leader.

And while I may not agree with their gods and religion, they believe in their cause with absolute certainty.

What would killing this Queen accomplish? Nothing. It would just make me a wanted man in every town in the country.

Besides, I have no idea why I'd suddenly want to kill a woman. There's something deep down in my brain, a weird, dark, disturbing urge inside of me, one I can barely fathom, and I have to bite down, trying to keep the strange urges at bay.

Melissa glares at me. We are practically nose to nose, despite the spears separating us, as she looks up into my eyes, not afraid of my size or ferocity. If anything, she seems even more defiant now, wanting nothing more than to push me into an act that would justify her stabbing me through the chest.

The Queen places a gentle hand on Melissa, pushing her slightly backward. Her touch breaks Melissa out of her trance of hate. It occurs to me the girl might be just a bit unstable. I mean, what kind of crazy woman looks straight in a Barbarian's eyes without a hint of fear?

I could tell the Queen about the Spider-God. How the Capital betrayed its promises. How their God is a man made flesh, instead of a Goddess made flesh. I can hear myself saying the words. I could try to make her see.

But I can see how she regards me—she already thinks I'm insane, spouting ridiculous nonsense. The only way I'd get through is by threatening them physically, and I know that no matter how fast I can react, it won't be enough to save Ilana. I'm faster than a regular man, but the two women will have their spears ready, and if I charge them, Ilana dies before I can kill them both. And if I somehow manage to survive that, I'll still be stuck in the middle of nowhere with no supplies and no way to survive.

But...they're going to find out, sooner or later, and I can't just sit around waiting for word to travel. For the guards to come back and bring news. We can't hide out here forever.

"The Capital lied to you! I have spoken to their Prophet. She has told me they have sent assassins to murder you and your Priestesses! You must leave—tonight. Before dawn, or the Spider-Men come. I'm trying to protect you..."

My voice rings out in the silence, as I yell, knowing they all hear. I'm lying to them. I don't care if they believe it. I know that something is very wrong in this world. The way the Capital uses and controls every inch of Split Valley, and even the smaller villages beyond, is unnatural.

The Queen's hand darts forward, placing it on Melissa's shoulder. "He lies," she says, softly, almost soothingly, like a mother calming a distraught child. "He wants our women for his own foul purposes, perhaps even sacrifice!"

I know that's bullshit. Even if I were some depraved pervert with no moral center, and not just someone trying to understand why these insane cults believe what they do... Ilana and I barely escaped. I remember those men's eyes, the ones holding Ilana down, and know they would not have been interested in saving any innocents, much less making sure they're unharmed.

"She was going to be sacrificed!" I yell. "I saved her. But the capital wants you dead! They sent killers after her!"

The guards behind the Queen exchange glances, uncertain what to believe. I see doubt creep into their faces, and for a second I wonder if I've made the wrong move. If I should have lied.

"Sacrificed? What madness is this?" The Queen has a gentle smile on her face, and if there wasn't such evil behind her words, it would be beautiful.

I hesitate, the urge to lunge and tackle her so overwhelming, but Ilana takes a step out of the shadowy part of the path and walks forward, coming up alongside me. "It's true."

The two guards next to the Queen exchange looks, unsure about what to think of me anymore. My eyes lock onto them, and their grips on their spears falter just slightly. I guess when the guards see the same person they guard with standing next to an accused Barbarian and telling the Queen that I'm not an evil, perverted monster that must be sacrificed... They look ready to believe anything at this point.

"Explain." There's command, and more than a hint of danger, in her voice.

Ilana does, starting from the beginning of her village and walking through the story, all the way up to our arrival here. Her tale is halting, almost confused, but the way she puts it is plain: "The capital sent Spider-Men to kill me."

"They wouldn't..."

Ilana nods. "The Prophet herself told me it was true. That the Capital wants to rid itself of its failures."

There's a gasp from Melissa, the guards, and even the Queen. The last two guards finally join us below the walls, taking position behind the Queen, though she keeps her eyes focused on me, unafraid.

The Queen has to turn away, putting her hand to her forehead and closing her eyes. She breathes deeply, struggling for a second before straightening up and regaining her composure. "That is disturbing. I hope that there's been some mistake."

"No mistake," I say. "I rescued her from their Spiderling killers."

Queen Anthe turns to face me. "Who are you, man from the mountains?"

It suddenly occurs to me this isn't going well. I've made some rookie mistakes—namely, telling the Queen she's in danger and trying to get her help, and making the mistake of pointing out Ilana is a 'failure'—a runaway slave to be sacrificed.

She hasn't killed me yet, but the way things are going, I need to do something quick before I lose the slim chance I have. If only there was a way I could convince them I'm one of their god's prophets, the way they think Spider-Men are—

Then it hits me. The answer has been in front of my face all along: the Queen herself. The way she moves so fluidly, so confidently. There's a hidden strength behind her calm demeanor, and she commands these women as though she's used to being obeyed. I realize where I've seen someone move like that.

Like the Spiderlings, with their grace and power, moving like a taut muscle about to snap, the Queen Anthe moves with a purpose, smooth and graceful, powerful beneath her robes.

They're not robes. They're a costume, covering her inhuman, spidery form. She's a half-woman, half-spider abomination from the gods-awful nightmares of the world I left behind.

I need to get this show back on track—before she decides to eat me. I'm no longer a helpless nerd trapped in his apartment. I have strength. Power. If I let this go, they will treat me as prey. I just have to channel my old gaming group leader and try to convince these people to join forces...or else. "Your precious spiders aren't invincible, no matter what they told you. I saw their corpses with my own two eyes, dozens of them strewn in the dirt."

"Liar!"

"How dare you speak of—"

Now all three women are yelling at once. I can't make out a word of what they're saying, but it's clear I'm the focus of their anger. They've gone from calm, collected warriors to a gaggle of hens pecking at each other, screeching at each other without making any sense.

This is getting me nowhere. I raise my hand, gesturing to shut them up, and suddenly I realize every woman around me is going to take offense to being silenced like that. This might cost me my head, but I know I have to do something.

I can't keep playing their stupid, arbitrary rules.

"Shut up!" I yell.

Ilana winces. She takes a step forward to defend me, but the guard leader, Tess, pushes her aside. She puts the spear under Ilana's chin, forcing her to stand in place and not help. Her two spear points are enough for me to worry about—I need to keep the bratty girl in white, Melissa, from jumping over the wall and impaling me too.

A few moments ago, she wanted to skewer me without a word of warning. Now I'm giving her ample time and opportunity—and it's still not good enough?

I've heard enough of these villagers' bullshit. It's all games. They want you to follow their rules to play, but they bend them and twist them as it suits them. If the Capital is this bad, the mountain might not be such a terrible choice. The only people who live out here seem to be the Spider-Worshippers and the poor people that can't escape fast enough.

The guards are still watching me. I glance at Tess, the captain of the guards, trying to get some hint how to get into their good graces. She seems wary of me, but also more open and understanding than any other guards I've talked with before. It's obvious that Melissa doesn't trust me at all—that was made clear when I first came near her village. The other women watch me warily. They haven't moved a muscle. It's obvious if I go for the Queen they'll spear me instantly.

There's no way I can kill any of them. I don't care how vile they might be, I can't do it. But what if I don't have to?

"What if I want to worship the Mother?" I ask, knowing full well this will either make things much better or much worse. The guards around the Queen tense up, readying their spears for an attack, but I just stand there, my arms still outstretched. "I'll submit to your laws, your rules, if you give us sanctuary."

"Sanctuary from what?" asks Queen Anthe. Her voice sounds sweet and innocent, like someone that hasn't ever experienced hardship or evil. There are lines on her face that show her age, but I doubt anyone has dared to hurt her—it's more like she's just watched over the small town for so long she's taken all the cares of the village into herself, aging her faster.

"We were set upon by Mountain-Men, but we escaped." I'm surprised the Queen hasn't mentioned or asked about the wounds Ilana has received. It makes me angry. How callous and uncaring are these women that they don't even care? And then there's the fact that Ilana is bleeding from a wound that might very well prove fatal—why haven't any of the guards seen this and taken her to a healer? Are they going to wait until she collapses and gets trampled underfoot?

The Queen cocks her head, as if intrigued, studying Ilana and then looking back at me. "You're not from our village, nor is the girl. Where are you from? Why did those Mountain-Men attack you?"

Her brown eyes look so innocent. It would be so easy to lie...

But something tells me to tell the truth.

Maybe it's because of Ilana. She's watching me intently, wondering what I'm going to say. I think if I lie, and they get caught in a few minutes, that betrayal will haunt me forever.

And maybe, I have a bit of faith in mankind. Faith that I'm misguided, that everyone from the Queen on down have been fed nothing but propaganda all their lives... but a little hope that maybe, just maybe, I can make a difference in this place.

Even if it costs me my life, even if I die by their hands... at least I'll die having tried to make a difference.

"You don't know me. And you know I'm a Barbarian, so you'll listen. But you need to listen, because I'm not here to hurt anyone, but because I've seen your true enemy."

Silence reigns. All the women who were working outside the village on guard, or watching, have been summoned, and now there's fifty women around me. I take a deep breath and force myself to look the Queen in her eyes.

And when she knows she holds the gaze of someone who wants her dead more than any enemy has in her living memory, the Queen of Spiritville steps forward with Melissa following in lockstep, spears held like the professionals they are, ready to skewer me at a second's notice.

"My name is Nymanthe, Priestess of the Sacred Mother. You know this is the truth, so I won't ask you for yours. There's something dark and terrible on the road. Something I never believed possible. There are a dozen men. They carry a black box. In the box is the greatest evil you could imagine. It corrupts all, even those of pure hearts. It changes people into monsters."

Her face has gone pale, and she puts a hand over her breast. "The spider must have sent it to try our faith. But I won't succumb. None of us will!"

Her brown eyes look into mine. She believes what she's saying, but deep inside, I think she's unsure of herself. She must feel the tinge of darkness as it slowly envelopes Spiritville. But I also can see in her face a determination. She hasn't seen the video game world, nor do I think she'd believe me if I told her.

And the worst part is, I feel a sense of camaraderie with this enemy, these women who've been lied to their entire lives. What am I going to tell them? How much do I dare?

"Can you stop the evil? Do you want to save the world?"

She stares at me with fire in her eyes. I almost feel guilty for manipulating her, but I know it's the right move to go along with her and get her to open up about her religion. "Yes. I live to serve the Mother!"

I look deep into her eyes. She means it. The words are completely true, she'd lay down her life for this goddess, the dark mistress who requires tribute of all children born to this village.

What else would a cult member believe?

I've got no proof to provide, and so the only thing I can do is try to break through her mind control to reveal that she's been lied to her entire life, that she believes the wrong thing, and that what she thinks she wants isn't what she really desires deep inside her heart.

Or... maybe this will go completely pear shaped, and we'll both end up dead.

There are many things I want to tell her:

1. Your Goddess is a lie. A computer program made by people far in the past.

**. All of you are controlled through subtle suggestions and drugs.

3. We can fight them. We can win, and overthrow the system.

But it's too much, and as the moment passes, the chances that I can sway her grow ever slimmer. They were zero before I said anything, really. What would be enough to convince her of the truth of my words? It doesn't seem possible.

As my mind tries to think of something, anything, I feel something in my head, probing and searching, and the next thing I know, all three of the women with spears are standing still, frozen, their weapons at the ready. They're no longer breathing, their expressions frozen.

Then a voice rings out behind me, commanding and filled with power, "Freeze, Barbarian, and turn to face me."

**
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gape at her, confused, even as I turn around. Her skin has gone from light to grey.

Her arms are raised towards me. I have no idea how or what just happened, but I remember one thing Ilana told me. She can control minds.

Holy shit.

"What... Why did you stop them?" I'm shocked, even as the rest of the guards come into sight, rushing down the stairs from the walls. I look over my shoulder to see Ilana watching with a stunned look on her face, not having moved or done anything when Melissa had commanded me to stay. I suppose being unable to help had to make her feel powerless, especially given that she knew what the Queen would try and do to me.

The Queen steps forward. The women guarding her shift slightly, so they all have clear lines of sight on me, but keep themselves between me and the vulnerable Queen. Two dozen more guard-women are behind me now, armed, and I don't think even I can fight my way out of this.

"I wanted to talk to you. What is your name, stranger?"

"Nathan," I say. "And yours? If we're going to talk, might as well know each other's names."

She blinks a few times, the slightest shadow of a frown touching her lips, before she replies, "Queen Anthe. How is it that you're walking around unarmed? I can't sense any metal in your pockets, not even a pocketknife."

"I don't really need any, not when I know how to defend myself. My bare hands are all the weapon I need to take down someone foolish enough to challenge me, even when unarmored and without any blades."

**
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ooking at her closely, I can tell the Queen is not quite young, but her beauty doesn't show the wear that my girlfriend Ilana does, or her friend Tiana. Queen Anthe is only one or two decades older than the two of them, but has obviously lived a life of luxury, kept soft by the work of others and living a pampered existence. Her dark hair is smooth and glossy, not frizzy and wild like Tiana's, nor worn down, long, and practical like Ilana's.

As I watch, she tilts her head, studying me like she can see into my soul. Then she nods slightly at the other women and lowers her hood, taking a few steps towards me. Melissa steps back, still blocking access to the Queen, but no longer as eager to stab me with a sharp pointy object.

"What makes you think we need your warning? What else do you want besides the hospitality of this village?" The woman in white asks the questions calmly, without accusation or hostility in her voice.

"I know there was a raid two months ago on the nearest village, and one month ago on the village further up the road. Soon it'll be this place. The Mountain-Men plan to hit several villages at once. The attack won't come from a frontal assault like you're used to. They've sent out spies to infiltrate towns like this. They will open the gate from the inside, so they can let in their friends and murder and enslave all who live in this town."

The women shift on their feet at my words, looking uncomfortable, but no one contradicts me. Not that anyone would in front of their Queen. I'm half amazed she's listening to me. Ilana must have really worked some magic on her for her to show even this much restraint and patience with me.

The Queen's hand rises, just slightly, and the two warrior women take a step back. Melissa hesitates for a moment, obviously wondering if she can push her luck. Then her eyes dart to the Queen, a plea for permission there, but the Queen shakes her head silently, and the guard-woman lowers her weapon.

It's enough of a change that I feel the need to test them. It may seem impulsive, but I can tell my life—and Ilana's—may depend on me figuring out what's going on here. "Can we approach? If she is under my protection, is there any danger?"

There's a pause as the Queen ponders the words, and I'm almost certain she's going to tell Melissa to gut me like a pig. I wish I had my spear. Melissa would love nothing more than to skewer me, so if the Queen does order a death, my life depends on if I can get my spear fast enough before Melissa can bury the end of her shaft in my skull.

"No one here will harm her, as long as you stay unarmed," she finally answers, motioning toward where I've dropped my weapons.

I step closer, slowly, keeping my hands high up in the air, so they can see I'm not armed and dangerous, ignoring Ilana's whispered "no". She still has the knife tucked in her pants, though, and if anyone harms her I won't hesitate to pull it out. But I'm trying to avoid bloodshed, especially my own.

One of the Queen's guards takes a step forward, reaching to my right to grab the spear laying on the ground. "Be careful. It's sacred."

The woman holding the spear pauses, obviously confused at what I mean, since there isn't a mark or anything to identify who I stole it from. But then the Queen touches her arm lightly, nodding at her, and she moves away quickly, her brown hair cut short, bobbing behind her head as she walks.

I keep stepping closer, until only five feet of empty dirt stands between me and the Queen. The guards watch, tensing, and the bratty, beautiful blonde Melissa's hand is shaking slightly on her spear shaft, her knuckles white from squeezing too tight. I know I need to speak fast before someone makes a decision I regret.

"This is not the first time I've seen Ilana. I came across her in the wilderness alone, wounded from a wolf attack. I brought her into my cave and sheltered her for three days. No one saw her. And then I let her go."

"A Barbarian? Helping an unarmed woman? What madness is this?" asks the captain of the guard-women, a woman who was watching impassively until she realizes she doesn't know why I'm here, who has probably already come to the same conclusions about what she'd do if I had my weapon, but knows enough that she wants to hear what I have to say.

The Queen raises a hand, stopping any more arguments from spilling out of the guards' mouths.

"What would you have from us?" she asks, and though she's clearly been walking around quite a bit, her breathing is even and soft. She gives no signs of stress, or at least not that I can tell. If anything, she seems like someone who doesn't like people talking at her, and now that she's gotten them to stop arguing and shut up, she seems much more relaxed.

"She needs food and shelter, and clothing. In exchange, we'll stay with your village."

Melissa looks down at me and spits on the ground, like she would rather see me dead. Ilana has moved closer now as well, trying to catch the Queen's gaze.

"It's true," says Ilana. "He took me in when he didn't need to. I owe him a life debt. It's because of him I lived."

Queen Anthe nods to the woman.

"Come, bring them into the town hall."

Melissa looks up at the Queen like she's completely lost it, like she can't believe what she's hearing, but doesn't dare argue. Her green eyes widen as the Queen gives the command and walks forward towards the man who claims to have helped her friend.

Tess looks confused too, staring at her Queen. The other guards all look like they'd rather kill me. My bare chest and wild hair only confirm to them that I'm a savage.

It doesn't take more than a couple of steps until the Queen is in front of me, her guards flanking me on all sides. She stands nearly six feet tall in her long white robe, wearing a simple pair of white slippers that match her hood. She raises a single hand, palm facing outward, stopping the guards from moving any closer. They stand, ready to plunge their spears through my heart at a moment's notice.

The Queen is a beautiful woman in a timeless sort of way. There's no guile about her face, though there's a coldness in her gaze that makes me suspect she can see straight through me, a sort of detached analysis that has already assessed my threat level and concluded she isn't in danger. Her face is milky white, and I can't help but stare at the iron collar around her neck. The black metal sits against the pale skin, drawing my eye, as if it can't be covered by her simple robes. The collar seems alive.

If there's anything on this planet that can give me goosebumps, it's a sign of the Cult of Arthas.

She doesn't smell. I don't know what I expected, perhaps a musky, evil smell that exudes from her every pore. But I'm surprised.

She doesn't smell human. Not a pleasant odor, but instead like nothing, as if the natural aromas of a living body were somehow stripped from her, leaving nothing behind but a blank void, like a statue waiting to be molded into something real.

And even though her gaze is cold and indifferent, she doesn't smell of death. It's an unsettling feeling, a mixture of contradictions and oddities that only make the Queen stranger and harder to assess.

The Queen watches me, unblinking. She has a quiet sort of intensity, but she gives off a faint shiver. It isn't that she smells. Instead, her scent seems like it's been drained away. There's no hint of anger, no fear, just… nothing. It makes goosebumps form across my skin.

I feel like I'm being judged by the personification of the Death itself. I look over at the river rushing by, thinking for the first time about how deep it is, wondering if a spear through the chest might be preferable to whatever fate the Queen of Split may decide for me.

She doesn't speak for a long moment, staring at me silently. She blinks as she decides on her course of action.

"I am Queen Anthe, of the village of Split. State your purpose, Barbarian."

The two guards move to flanking positions to protect her from any threat that comes from me, putting their bodies between myself and the Queen. It leaves Melissa with a clear shot for my heart with her spear, and I do my best not to make a threatening gesture or sudden movement that will give them an excuse.

The Queen is so close. She's wearing white robes. A pure color for a town devoted to a wicked spider god. She doesn't smell evil, though. Not of sweat or the pungent perfumes of death or blood, but something else. Something that seems... wrong, somehow.

I can't place it, and the hair on the back of my neck is standing up.

The Queen stands only six feet or so from me, and I stop, looking down into her dark brown eyes, unable to break the spell she casts over me as if the eyes themselves were an abyss, the irises a black pit into which I cannot turn away.

And for one mad instant, I imagine kissing those pale, thin lips. They are plump and round, slightly parted. Kissing her would make all the world disappear.

I am the world. There is no war, no hatred, just this simple kiss.

"No! Don't go near him!" shrieks the beautiful girl named Melissa, who rushes forward to push me away. She stumbles slightly as she misjudges the distance, and trips, falling forward against my bare chest. She tries to right herself, but it's too late, and we tumble down to the ground, me holding her upright so that she lands on top of me.

Time seems to freeze around us as we stare at each other, her face inches from mine, her hands flat on my chest, her body pressed against mine. My arms instinctively wrapped around her, breaking her fall, keeping her close.

We breathe the same air. We're the only two people in the whole world, everything else fading away until the only thing left is the two of us and our shared breath. Her body melts against mine, soft breasts pushing against my chest, her legs intertwining with mine.

Her hair falls around us like a curtain, and time stops as she parts her lips to speak.

I want to kiss her. Desperately. She's right there. Those plush, pink lips, waiting for my own, a moment of contact, a moment of closeness. All it would take is leaning forward.

She breaks my spell when she jerks away, stumbling, landing atop me with a thump, her face inches from me. My heart thumps hard in my chest, and for some reason, the scent of blood floods my nostrils, but we're not wounded.

"Queen Anthe!" the girl shrieks, turning her head and getting off me in a rush, her cheeks blushing crimson. "I'm sorry! I tripped and fell."

The Queen ignores her. Instead, she's looking at me. "Who is this woman?" asks the Queen, not looking down at me, her voice as soft as snowfall.

The other guards step backwards, allowing Ilana to step forward.

Her words are clipped as she glares at the priestess, spitting out her next words. "My name is Ilana."

There's a pause as the Queen regards her coolly. I know the woman can tell from one glance Ilana isn't one of hers. She doesn't fit in with the wiry, tough, muscled physique that these women seem to cultivate. Instead, she's plump, full-breasted, with generous curves, and she stands before the Queen as if she owns the world.

It takes real courage to look defiant in the presence of such an imposing figure. The Queen's cold, ageless expression changes, turning thoughtful, considering, as if a puzzle has presented itself. She tilts her head slightly, considering. "A woman of the capital?"

She shakes her head, a half smile playing on her lips as she looks me up and down. "Hardly. The man here is lying. There are no other raiding parties to speak of."

"I swear, I tell the truth," I say.

The Queen gives a half shrug, and when she speaks, I can sense the faintest trace of irritation, as if this little diversion is taking too much time from her precious schedule. It must take hours to make that spider on her chest, so she has better things to do than worry about this random, unarmed stranger showing up, saying strange things. "If he's right, and he isn't lying, it won't matter. We will all die."

There's a pause as we stare at one another. The only sound is the rush of the river, and the creak of a tree branch, wind bending it ever so slightly. Finally, the Queen sighs and gestures to the guards.

"Very well. Bring him in. He may have earned a stay of execution while he proves if his information is valid."

Melissa's eyes widen as if she cannot believe her ears. "A stay...but Queen, if he tells the truth, this means..."

I don't hear the rest, because two women grab each arm and yank me into the gates. As the door swings shut behind me, the portcullis clangs home with finality, closing me inside this town of Split forever.

Well, until I figure out how to escape this place, at least.

**
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end up getting escorted past the Queen and into the village without even so much as a hello, despite the fact that I literally just saved her life by bringing her this warning. The Queen nods to herself, making her long black hair shake ever so slightly, but doesn't give me the courtesy of saying more than a quick greeting.

She glides back towards the wall, where the other women are gathering. She takes the stairs two at a time, moving faster than I'd expect for such an elegant woman. She reaches the top of the wall before I do, walking over to the guards who were staring out of the gate as if they committed some terrible infraction by turning around for a split second while I was there. She talks quietly and calmly, but the guards look like they're going to be disciplined.

There are no villagers out today, except for a small group of men and women working in a nearby field. The crops have already been planted for the season, and we must be getting into late spring. They keep a close eye on me as the guards force me toward the cobblestone road that passes through their village, which has only one major landmark—the massive statue in front of the Queen's hall.

Ahead, the statue of the eight-legged monster, its body twisting and bending at impossible angles, stares down at us. The cobblestones stop a few feet from it, and then there's a large open area that leads to the bridge. There are a few tables, clearly meant for playing chess or something else, but none are in use. All are covered with dirt and dust, unused and long forgotten.

On the other side of the bridge, a woman stands alone in the main road, holding a spear. Her posture is alert, almost rigid, but her eyes aren't filled with hate, like Melissa's were. She's just keeping watch.

In front of me, the cobblestones end, and there is the black, iron chain of the spider god.

There are no villagers behind the chains, even though the statue must be visible from here. As far as they're concerned, I'm not even close. I'm still inside the village proper. Only those loyal to the spider god may walk freely across the black iron chain and visit the center of Split.

As far as I can tell, only two people can come and go: The Queen and perhaps her guard-women, if I was allowed to enter the inner sanctuary.

The Queen stops before the black chain, not coming any further forward. She stares at me for a moment. To my shock, the golden haired beauty named Melissa moves out of the way, joining one of the other warriors in the front row, giving me a clear view of the Priestess.

This is my first look at the symbol of the village of Split—the statue of their false god. A monster made of twisted, black metal, with four arms, long claws, and legs like that of a giant spider, standing seven or eight feet tall. Each leg rises over the Queen like a twisted shadow. The statue is a little shorter than the wall, and must have been placed there so people would approach it from the road rather than the woods. It stands between the forest road and the main gates like a giant warning.

The black iron chain stands between us, the sacred boundary that will doom me if I cross it.

A wave of déjà vu passes over me as I look at the statue of the eight-legged monster. Not just any sense of familiarity, but something deeper, something like muscle memory. For a second, I know I could have fought against this exact monster once before. It should be impossible, but I feel like I could dodge its attacks, stab it in a weak point near its neck where I know I could pierce its hide, avoiding those razor sharp fangs and the poisonous stinger at the end of its tail.

But how can I know anything of the kind? That sounds crazy. Even if I wasn't trapped in a different world, why would I know anything about a fictional monster from a web novel?

And why was I so convinced this was a fantasy webnovel before I died and arrived here? It all seems vague and distant. I've been too busy just surviving. I had a thought when the giant boar attacked me that this place might be fake, but I haven't exactly had time to stop and contemplate what it might mean.

Is my real body lying on a hospital bed somewhere? Is this an elaborate dream?

Why am I only thinking of this now, after nearly dying twice in as many days?

If I'm in a coma, will I ever wake up? If this is a coma-dream, how long will it take? I'm supposed to start med school this fall, and if I can't graduate from college and get my license because of my accident, it will cost my parents their livelihood. They worked hard to put me through the last three years of private college, and they didn't save anything for themselves. Without that inheritance...

The Queen waves a hand at me impatiently. I shake myself, realizing I've been staring at them dumbly.

"Speak, stranger!"

"Please, I ask only that you hear what we have to say, and make a fair judgment," I respond. "We come from the north. There is a raid planned to occur this evening."

"That is impossible. A raid requires a dozen men. No such large force would have escaped my attention," interrupts the guard captain, her voice stern.

I nod to Ilana.

"They were disguised as women going to sell themselves," she said quietly. "The first time I saw them, I didn't think anything was wrong until it was too late."

Melissa spits out a curse, looking at her companions. "They must have changed their mind when they ran into this one up north," she growls. She nods towards the guard captain, indicating me. "He's half-dressed, his clothes are wet, like he came here from a stream. What other reason could there be?"

"Ilana told me I could come, so I decided to accompany her and deliver my message."

"Liar!"

Her finger is trembling. There's a rage there that scares me, a hate I don't understand. Did I look at her that way when I first met Ilana? Is that the fury of a girl whose trust was broken by someone who claimed they had good intentions?

But what choice did she have? She was forced into her situation, just like Ilana was.

Is all of Split the same way?

Is it really so strange I might be the only exception?

It would be hard to change their views. Their world isn't big enough, so the only place for me to exist in it is as a pariah. They must think I'm here to trick them, steal from them, maybe rape them if they were willing. The guards don't look like much, but I bet they're more capable than they seem, with the way Melissa reacted when I said I protected Ilana.

Or am I wrong? Is it simply that Ilana, after having lived near me, doesn't consider me a threat? Maybe her worldview is already starting to change.

No. There's no way for this to end well. In the best case scenario, I get killed trying to save them. In the worst case scenario, the townspeople refuse me entry and we all die together. Either way, someone dies tonight.

What happens after I stop the raiders?

"Your name?" asks Anthe the Queen, her gaze intense, studying me.

"John."

She repeats the word back, and I wonder where she heard it, since it doesn't appear to be in their language. "What are you?" Her question confuses me.

"I'm human. Just like you," I reply.

She smiles enigmatically, and I wonder if maybe she's playing games with me, but her tone stays gentle. "Why are you here?"

"You're in danger. Mountain-Men are coming, led by someone named Lief. They plan to kill everyone and leave no survivor. It's true. I've met these men."

The Queen looks around the horizon. "There are none in sight," she muses.

"They will come. I was attacked just over a day ago, and they were following the river, headed east, probably straight toward this village."

Melissa scoffs. "Impossible! There has never been a Barbarian within days of Split!"

"I'm one, and you'd still be a captive in the Capital if not for me," I remind her, watching the way her gaze flickers. I remember the way she stood behind Ilana as the Queen of Split explained her plan for Melissa. Now she stands between me and her leader, keeping me from getting a foot closer to her Queen, even though the woman is wearing a black metal spider.

My heart skips a beat. The collar around Ilana's throat suddenly makes sense. She had no family or home, but now she had a place among the women of Split as the Queen's favored child. If only the townsfolk knew.

I can tell from the look on the faces of the other villagers that they don't exactly appreciate Ilana's presence. Maybe if they were given time to accept her, it would be different. But I didn't give them that luxury. I gave her the choice to stay, and now she's standing before her peers in shameful rags.

Anthe's gaze flickers from Ilana to me, as if weighing me up, sizing me up. Her brown eyes study my bare chest, studying me for a long moment. My cock twitches in my trousers when I see her bite her lip as if in thought, her pupils dilating. She seems to shake off whatever thoughts ran through her mind, turning back to Melissa, who is staring at me defiantly.

"Your words speak more about your character than Ilana's, Melissa. A single man, unarmed, seeking to help women. Why are you here?" Anthe asks. "Did you kill a Spiderling?"

I shake my head. "I killed a monster trying to eat our children, the people I swore to protect."

That draws murmurs from the crowd, but when Anthe turns toward me, they stop, silenced by her presence. Even though her face is smooth and ageless, there is something strange about her aura. Perhaps she has some kind of ability... maybe something related to the spider that is worshipped in this world.

She takes a step closer and looks up at me, searching my eyes with her own. Her skin is a shade too pale, almost as if it can barely manage to carry enough color for life. When she touches my arm, her hand is soft, and the feel of her fingers against my muscles sends a shiver of heat straight into my cock.

"There's no fear in you," she says, pulling her hand away and nodding. "And I believe you, although I've heard tales of Mountain-Men who would try to seduce a woman, then steal a child from their crib. They're known for their savage ways."

Her words send a chill up my spine, and Melissa smiles, her expression eager and hopeful that I'm about to get thrown out. She wants a piece of me, and I can tell from her gloating look she's waiting for my chance to do it myself. She'd probably like me to make a grab for the Queen or something similar. Then she could stab me through the throat and pin my body to the ground as a prize.

I shake my head. I didn't travel with Ilana all this way, carrying her, saving her, making her love me—

That thought stops me cold. What? Did I really fall in love with the little girl I took as a slave, to fuck and abuse and use to fulfill my fantasies? Is my moral compass so twisted that I'm in love with a fifteen year-old who thinks of herself as my wife?

A fifty-five foot high wooden wall is looming behind me, with guards-women holding spears at the ready and the woman that represents everything evil in this world studying me with her dark eyes. This is absolutely the wrong time for some existential crisis. I push those thoughts aside and concentrate. I've gotten into town, but I haven't convinced them yet. I take a breath, remembering why I'm here. Ilana needs help, and I can't get anywhere without her.

"Come forward," the Queen says, stepping through the gate. When I move, the guards react instantly, pointing their spears at my throat.

I raise my hands up over my head. "Look. I came to talk. If I was going to attack, I'd have brought twenty warriors."

Melissa scoffs and mutters something rude. Her guards-captain, the woman who came out of the portcullis gatehouse, turns to her with a sharp word, reminding her of the Queen's presence. Melissa glares at me, but backs away a few feet.

I start walking forward, trying not to think about how many spears could end up piercing me if they attacked. But they only take a step back as I slowly approach.

Up close, the Queen's skin is so pale I can make out the blue veins beneath it, and her lips are plump and sensuous. It's strange she's so attractive and sexy despite not wearing any makeup and her robe is as loose and baggy as a dress can get, because there's obviously nothing to accentuate, and yet...

She seems to exude sexiness from her every pore.

That must be why she has such a long neck; her head must be swimming with the lusty thoughts of all the men who come and pray before her shrine. She smiles enigmatically, a smile I don't completely trust. She's hiding something, I can feel it.

I look behind me, watching Ilana walk through the gate. She looks nervous, and I get that she doesn't want to leave the walls she's spent years staring at from the top of a nearby hill, but she walks in slowly.

When Ilana arrives, the Queen tilts her head slightly, the barest hint of surprise passing over her. Then her mask is back, and it's as if Ilana and I just appeared from thin air. "You will both follow me," she says, turning and walking back to the gate, the two warriors taking their positions to either side of her.

The gates clang shut behind Ilana, and my last chance for escape disappears. It may seem crazy, but I didn't want to come into the town, because there's no easy way out. Ilana and I had enough provisions we could make it safely to the other side of the border, assuming we're far enough away from where they'd expect us to show up.

I can still hear Ilana's breathing in my ears when I lay down to sleep. Hearing her gasp in fear or groan as she stretches out on her sleeping blanket makes me ache for more, even though I shouldn't be thinking about what she sounds like while we fuck.

Orgasms are great and all, but she's been here on the border too long, and now, thanks to our stupid mistake in getting spotted, she'll likely be trapped behind walls forever. The idea that I'm responsible for taking her freedom...

That makes me angry at myself, and I'm just looking for an excuse to start punching things and never stop until I collapse.

It's only the look of shock that appears on the guard-captain's face when she realizes I was speaking the truth and her village isn't going to be attacked for the first time in their lives that keeps me from running forward with my bare hands and starting a brawl.

"Ilana! My dearest girl, it's been far too long since we've seen you," calls the Queen. Her smile has warmth, genuine friendship, and she holds out her hand as Ilana rushes to her.

Her guards tense up, the one on the left actually stepping forward to try and intercept her.

They can't bring themselves to spear her, which I can understand. It's hard to kill someone you know.

"Stay back, you savage!" cries the woman next to me. Her spear whips through the air, fast and light, moving in a perfect arc that slices the wind with a gentle whisper. I watch her weapon as if time slows down, tracking it without worry. There's no time for me to even begin to move out of the way before my flesh gets split, but there's something wrong—something not right, I can feel it—so I stand firm.

With an easy motion, my bare hand closes around her spear. I grab the shaft mid-flight, halting its trajectory. Her brown eyes widen, the blood draining from her face as my hand stops the steel point in mid-flight.

"How...?"

No human should be able to make such a ridiculous grab, to catch a spear traveling at nearly the speed of sound. No one here in this world can, anyway.

My hands aren't burned, or cut. I flex my fingers around her spear, and they listen with no complaint. Nothing about what just happened makes sense, unless...

The System gave me some sort of special buff, something that lets me take damage or stop projectiles with my hands. And somehow, Ilana's System recognized it as well. That means, in some form, the mountain goddess, whoever or whatever she really is, granted us blessings.

This isn’t a normal world, where a bare-handed man would get his arms turned to jelly or shattered bones after catching a steel point moving faster than most people can process visually.

In this world, perhaps any normal person could have done what I just did.

But if that were true, why didn’t someone at the inn in the Capital try? Or at least use the System to learn how to catch weapons before they impaled themselves?

It makes no sense.

And more importantly, if it could have been anyone, why me? Why was I plucked out of my comfortable life, with my girlfriend and my car and my job?

All I want is to go back to my comfy little world and figure things out.

The guards move aside as the Queen gets closer, walking between them and staring me down. This isn’t the terrified, frail village leader, but instead the priestess of the black spider. I can sense her power emanating outward. She seems almost fragile and tiny, not at all like a woman who has killed children and offered their still-warm bodies to a demonic, spider goddess.

She walks until we are standing face-to-face. The top of her head only comes up to my chest, and when she reaches out her hand, I realize just how small she is. Her fingers are tiny, so slender they look almost birdlike as she strokes my chest.

Her skin is soft, and the warmth of her fingertips feels nice against the cold dampness of my pants. She caresses me with her thumb, her eyes locked on mine, but she sees no threat here.

I know what she sees—a bare-chested brute, perhaps one who doesn’t know how to speak their language, but at most, a minor threat. A bear that can be avoided with care, or steered away from the sheep with noise and movement. She takes a deep breath, inhaling me, savoring me as she studies my form, the lines of my arms, the bulges of my thighs and calves.

Even though I want to slap her hand off my body, I know I can gain the trust of this village and protect my friends if I play my cards right. So, I take a breath, forcing myself to ignore the prickly feeling of her touch against my flesh, and look over at the Queen with hope.

This close, I can see her fine features and full lips. There are a few crinkles around her eyes, betraying that she isn't twenty or thirty or whatever age she appears, but those eyes are alive, filled with a deep sadness that is far older than anything she's been through in this world.

Something about her touches me in the way no woman ever has.

When I say 'old', it's not exactly accurate.

It's hard to describe, like when you meet someone and you instantly know you've known them before. There's something familiar about them, but it's more than that. It's like the soul underneath recognizes the person even when the mind cannot place where you first met. It's like meeting an old flame or a family member you've forgotten, or even your own reflection after years of growing up into the person you were always destined to be.

It's as if her very presence brings comfort and a feeling of belonging and acceptance. It's like I could tell her anything, do anything in front of her and she'd never think of me as lesser. Like I could strip naked and run through the village shouting about being King of the Gods and she would just nod serenely and accept it.

I want to reach out and touch her, and I don't understand why, except it's like the very center of my soul cries out for her approval. She looks like any other woman, but her beauty has become unimportant—as if when she was born, the angels and gods that watch over humanity took a peek into their ledger and said that no one can ever be beautiful again because she was already born. She's beyond perfection, beyond mere mortal standards of attractiveness.

And the most startling thing is, she looks like me. Not exactly, obviously, since she's a woman, but she's tall, like me, has my dark hair and my cheekbones. There's something in the way we stand, in our eyes, which match almost perfectly.

I've only met a few people in this world, but if I had to guess, I'd say there is no way that we aren't related.

That's not possible. There's no way I'm a villager. And if I am, what does it mean? Ilana isn't, but the Queen of Split, the very symbol of evil in the province of Varna, has her eyes. I can't think straight, my brain foggy from lack of sleep and the exertions of my first night on this world.

The Queen looks over at me, raising a hand. Melissa doesn't move from her post in front of her leader, but she backs up slightly. She looks at the Queen adoringly, like she thinks the woman hung the moon.

And the Queen just stares at me.

She has full lips, which part as her tongue peeks out, moistening those lips, drawing me in, making me imagine how she tastes. Her eyelids lower fractionally, as if she can read my mind and wants to taste me. She lets her eyes sweep across me, lingering on my shoulders and biceps and the ridges of my abs as she looks me up and down, unashamed at getting an eyeful of me.

And I, without thought, without shame, feel my cock stir with desire. What the hell? What's wrong with me?

Then her eyes meet mine and something passes between us, something I don’t understand. And she lowers them, taking a deep breath and biting her lip, obviously trying to compose herself.

Tess steps forward to stand beside the Queen.

Now that I have both of these gorgeous women before me, one in white and one in leather armor, I realize how beautiful they are. They both look to be in their late twenties. Tess is taller than Melissa, by two or three inches, maybe 5'9" to Melissa's 5'6". Both of them look fit, and both of them look confident, like they could kill me if I so much as sneezed wrong.

But where Melissa is all brash attitude, Tess has cool control.

My God, are all the women in this town attractive? If I ever make it to the Capital, I bet every woman I see is drop-dead gorgeous. Maybe they're all just the most stunning women in the Kingdom. It would make sense. This town is on the outskirts, a small fishing village tucked into the side of a mountain range with the forest as its main resource.

Maybe in the Capital, where it's far safer to live, only the prettiest girls make it to adulthood, living long, healthy lives while the less attractive ones are taken by wolves and beasts, leaving only the hardy, sexy women behind.

My imagination really has to start cooperating with me. These women aren't wearing revealing clothes, but both Tess and Melissa have perfect figures, hourglass curves and ample bosoms straining against their leather armor. Both of them wear knee-high black leather boots and brown leggings that disappear into their leather armor, which leaves absolutely nothing to the imagination, from their gorgeous legs to the round globes of their asses.

The Queen has the look of authority and serenity—she must be about forty or fifty, but even the crow's feet at the corner of her eyes are sexy, because the rest of her looks flawless. She stands there like a queen, like she rules this town and the entire Kingdom, like I should be kneeling at her feet kissing the ground she walks upon.

And it hits me suddenly: that's exactly how these women have been raised to feel. They see themselves as a lower caste of servant, working their lives for the greater good of the Capital, raising children and building homes, doing the work of farmers and craftsmen all for the honor of providing raw goods and labor for the people who are so much higher on the totem pole than them.

I feel like punching myself in the face. It wasn’t my job to question why a girl who looked twenty would have a child when she was only nineteen. All I knew was that I thought she was hot, and that's all that matters to a twenty-something idiot.

These women aren’t just brainwashed. They're raised from birth to be completely loyal to the Capital and the Spider God they worship.

I need to tread very, very carefully.
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ut I can't let myself be taken in by their belief system, and I stand with my hands clasped behind my back, ignoring their custom of bowing respectfully when meeting an important woman. I try not to react to the symbol on her chest, which is just obscene. If her white robes had any pattern, that's what it should have been. It should be a golden embroidery of a blazing sun. Or maybe a star, shining light across the entire landscape.

But instead, it's the ugly symbol of her dark god. The black iron spider rests, staring outward at me, reminding me I'm trespassing, reminding me her god demands tribute in the form of babies' lives.

"If he tries anything, kill him!" yells Melissa. "He's a lying dog!"

The older woman—Tess, it sounds like, although I'm sure she's actually a Captain Tess—smiles at my show of defiance. She looks tired, like she expects the worst but welcomes even a few hours of distraction. She speaks with a voice full of authority, as if her orders are law. "Stand aside, Melissa. The Queen must talk to him."

"Yes, Captain! But first, he needs to swear never to touch you with those filthy paws of his!"

I try hard not to react at the vehemence with which the blonde woman spits out the word paw, as if touching my fingers would contaminate her. Like a disease would leach into her through the contact with someone who isn't pure.

But I don't move. If I move my hands at all, it would trigger an attack.

And then what happens? I try to wrestle away one of the spears and hope to avoid getting pierced by several more? Even with Ilana throwing rocks to help, there's no guarantee that Melissa doesn't run me through with a spear in the chaos.

The spear-maiden with the wavy brown hair and hazel eyes is watching me carefully. She wants to believe me, but it seems Melissa's words have a greater sway. Captain Tess watches me, thinking, judging, waiting for me to do something wrong so she can justify running me through.

I wait a few seconds for them to relax—to my surprise, it works. The youngest warrior's shoulders sag just a little, as if she was expecting to be tested and is surprised to find the test has ended without bloodshed. I wonder how many battles this girl has been in. Has she seen people killed before?

It makes me wonder what kind of person she'll be, ten years down the line when she's older, harder, perhaps losing some of that innocence to battle. What will she become? Will the experience forge her into a leader, like her captain? Or is she simply too young to know she should fear death at all?

"Tell me why we should let you enter our home." Captain Tess watches me coolly, with a soldier's patience and discipline. This woman is far less excitable than her green-eyed underling. Her hair is more of a dirty blonde than a golden blonde, but it's still striking on the stern-looking woman. Like the Queen, her face is impassive and calm, waiting to see if I'm friend or foe before committing. I'd say I'd take her over Melissa any day, but neither are exactly warm and fuzzy.

"If you have food and water, I want you to give the woman that is traveling with me some. I need her to be well to complete my quest."

"A quest? For what?" asks Melissa, snorting and tossing her head. She's obviously one to make a split-second decision and then dig in her heels if challenged.

Captain Tess just listens. She must be good at reading people, and she wants to figure me out before deciding how to react. She nods.

"If you're a man worthy of saving, and you truly mean the people here no harm, I will give you your supplies and you may leave." She looks around. "But first you must answer me two questions truthfully, or else the entire village shall learn you spoke false to me. Then they may decide how best to repay you for your lies. If I were you, I'd pray I answer correctly."
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take a deep breath, waiting to hear what her questions will be. If I answer wrong, I can say goodbye to my quest.

Her words, and the look she gave me, send shivers up my spine. It was like a snake just crawled up my backbone. She has an odd look in her eyes, almost challenging me. Or is it fear? She obviously knows something—about what, I can't tell.

"Well?" asks the Queen.

I'm silent, unable to figure out a good way to explain the situation without making myself look bad. I can't mention the other two girls, and I doubt she'll buy that Ilana and I are a happy couple. "My girlfriend and I are traveling," I start, only to be interrupted.

"Lies! He's trying to trick you!" Melissa shouts. Her face is flushed as she stares at me. I can sense more than anger from her. Something else is boiling in those green depths of hers, but what?

The guardswoman to Melissa's left frowns in concern. She's tall and wiry, with dirty blonde hair braided tightly in a bun, looking more like a guard than a priestess. Melissa's face reddens with embarrassment from interrupting, but the fire doesn't leave her green eyes. The Queen holds up a hand, and both guards quiet down, giving Melissa a dark glance. I feel sorry for her for a second. That woman seems like a real bitch.

"Traveling where?" the Queen asks, her face blank as she looks at me. She's not a talkative one, and I find her hard to read, which makes me uneasy.

"That doesn't matter. I've been tasked with keeping her safe."

"Why has she brought you here? Was she your captive? Do you lie and say she came with you willingly, as your bed warmer?"

I clench my fists in anger at their casual way they throw that word around. They'd call any woman I travel with my concubine or bed-warmer without asking me or her thoughts on the subject.

It makes me seethe, and I glare daggers at her, trying to decide whether or not to speak truthfully, but there's no way Ilana would appreciate me telling a room full of strangers what happened between us last night.

I also don't need more witnesses to her being naked in a river, with two other girls.

They'd probably hang her or burn her at the stake.

"It's a long story, but we have important news for the people of Split. It's about the raiders."

She frowns, considering the matter, then turns to the two guardswomen behind her, who are ready to attack if I so much as flinch in the wrong direction. I wish they weren't so afraid. This place reminds me of that time I went to an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting with a friend, and everyone was watching me without looking. They were trying to make it seem like they weren't watching me, but I felt like a damn specimen under a microscope.

That's exactly what I feel like here. A microscope specimen.

The lead guard steps forward and puts a hand on Melissa's shoulder. The move is confident and reassuring, and I wonder who this woman is to them, to show such confidence and comfort in a situation like this.

She isn't much older than thirty, and there are streaks of gray in her hair, though some of them might just be bleached from her long days in the sun. Her features are striking—a proud nose and defined cheekbones, strong brows, with a thin, wide mouth that I imagine is normally stern and uncompromising. She moves with the grace of a martial artist, and I know in an instant she would make my father quail.

A little like this Melissa, with the pride of the world in her bearing, she's a force of nature. Her eyes are a stormy blue, full of conflicting emotions.

But her most striking feature is her scar, slashing from one eyebrow to her chin, cutting over her cheek and across her lips, as if something had swiped its claws across her face.

The scar should mar her appearance, but it adds depth, an extra level of competence and danger that's intoxicating to look at. She's intimidating, exuding authority from every pore.

"That's enough from you, Melissa," she says. "He may be a Barbarian, but the Queen commands the peace of this village. Go."

The captain of the guard gestures with her hand, commanding Melissa away from them with a flick of her fingers.

She turns. Her hair is almost blinding, glimmering in the sun like spun gold. I realize with a start she has elfin ears and full lips—an uncommon trait in this world, like mine. My heart beats faster. What would she think about me? Is she married? I should be thinking of how I might convince her that my intentions aren't harmful, but my thoughts wander to more primal desires...

Melissa stops and bows quickly, then sprints for the stairs leading to the top of the walls. Once at the top of the stairwell, she turns and stares down at me, not trusting me for a second.

Her stare unnerves me. And yet it ignites something buried deep inside me. I've always had a bit of a protector instinct in me, although before arriving in this strange world, it manifested itself in saving animals stuck in a drainpipe and carrying old ladies' bags. Now I've been tasked with protecting a harem of women, and the idea has me intrigued... and more than a little scared.

I'm the first one to break eye contact. Looking at this spitfire gives me a weird sensation inside, almost a sense of nostalgia—if only she could see herself the way I see her: as someone strong, capable, but still vulnerable. The contrasts excite me. I don't dare to think anything could come from the relationship because I couldn't fathom putting her in danger—but when I imagine her in a compromising position, I have to push away images of spanking her gorgeous ass with one hand, gently pulling on those golden curls with the other, watching them bounce up and down against her tanned cheeks as I force her to ride my cock hard...

Stop. You're here to protect the girl, not the blonde, sexy warrior.

"What is your name?"

"Herald, uh, Herald Black."

She tilts her head, amused.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Black. My name is Anthe, and I am Queen of this village. How did you know about the coming raid?"

Melissa interrupts. "He lies, Queen. I swear it! Look at him—he's a Barbarian. If I was a little stronger, he'd have three spears sticking out of him by now. We should throw him off the walls and send his body back as a warning!"

Queen Anthe holds up her hand, cutting her off. "Peace, Melissa. He comes for peace." Melissa looks ready to scream in frustration but she manages to stop herself at the last second. She glares at me with all her worth. It seems her job is to protect the Queen of Split Village and she hates that her boss won't let her fulfill her duties.

Anthe doesn't even bother to look at Melissa before continuing. She steps forward until she is just ten feet from me.

"We'll put our spears down if you will."

"Done," I say instantly. My arms are starting to shake.

The women stare at me warily.

"Tess, Melissa, put your weapons down. We can hear him out now."

The two warrior women glare daggers, clearly wishing they could stick me to the ground like the pig I am, but they slowly lower their spears and turn to stand by her side, protecting her. Their spears are lowered, but now there are five spears ready to strike.

One guard and the Queen step forward, stopping eight feet away. I can sense the hatred and distrust oozing off the woman next to me, while the Queen gives me a serene, calm look, her face neutral. I think she would look even more striking if she ever cracked a smile.

I don't like seeing the dark collar against her white skin, but it's hard to deny that the intricate carving makes it appear elegant and almost attractive—if only it didn't represent all the terrible things in this world.

She holds out her hands, palms up, as if showing me she holds nothing in her fingers.

"Mr. Black, my name is Anthe, and my title is Queen of the Village of Split. Would you like to be our guest?"

Her voice has a softness to it, with an undertone of absolute command. I realize she's very good at what she does. She's polite while remaining in control.

I want to say yes. But I'm here for one reason: to free this girl from this life, even if that means freeing her from the only world she's ever known. "I've been honest with you so far, and I'll continue to be," I say, staring directly into the Queen's eyes, ignoring Melissa's scowl of hatred and her death-stare, "I'm not going to let anyone take her from me."

I hold up my arm, my hand around the slim wrist of Ilana, letting the Queen see how the slave brand is glowing.

"I've made her my bride."

**
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here's silence as the three women in front of me and the woman up above take in what I've told them. They turn their gaze to the woman standing next to me. Her chin is held high as she stares at me with an expression full of longing.

She's waiting for me to tell her it was all true, that it wasn't some joke, that I've claimed her. It warms my heart. She's brave, putting aside fear to trust me when no one else does.

She nods once, and it seems to convince the Queen. She motions with one hand to her companions.

"Tess, Melissa, put your weapons down. We can hear him out now," suggests the Priestess.

Tess and Melissa glare daggers, clearly wishing they could stab me with their spears, but slowly they lower their weapons and move to stand by the Queen's side. They're still watching me intently.

"Please, come in." The Queen says to me. "We can discuss this over dinner, but first let me see to your slave."

I frown at her casual dismissal. I open my mouth, about to correct her on my relationship to Ilana when a flash of black metal catches my eye.
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y head whips around and I look up as two more of the guards from the wall appear, and it quickly becomes apparent that they aren't here to greet me. The first one's a Spiderling—she doesn't even give me a second glance as she looks to their commander. She's dressed exactly the same as her companions, a simple set of dark brown leather armor that leaves her shoulders, arms, and part of her legs exposed. She has a spear on her back and a short blade at her hip. Her hair is blonde and cut short.

"G-Captain," she reports, stumbling over her words, her breath coming heavy. "Sighted by our northern sentry. They're moving south through the foothills. Should arrive in..." She takes a moment to catch her breath and do the math.

I can't help but notice that the Spiderling isn't winded. How the hell was a human faster than someone who spent most of her life walking around in eight-legged death traps? Was there a trick I didn't know about, or were there more perks to serving Arachne than I realized?

"An hour?" I asked, trying to estimate how fast twelve Mountain Men would be able to move, carrying weapons and supplies. "How close is this place to the foothills?"

Her expression falters. "Not close. Close enough, I guess. It'll take them time to cross the river, then to cross the fields and walk across the bridge."

She looks away, as if ashamed she wasn't stationed in the foothills, rather than atop these walls. That seemed shortsighted to me, and it didn't fit with what I'd seen from the locals so far, but if the Queen kept them in a state of fear, they wouldn't question anything she ordered.

The Queen sighs. "What do we owe you for this information? I'm surprised a Barbarian cares if villagers are killed. They think we're all blasphemers—that our very existence is an affront to their precious goddess."

"I don't know that much about the world yet," I tell them. "I've been living up in the mountains for the last few months. Ilana came upon me and nursed me back to health—I have no love for those that wish this kind, innocent woman harm."

"So it's true? You do care for her? I can understand. She's quite beautiful," says the Queen, looking at me in a way I find unsettling, considering how young the Queen was and how old Ilana was. Ilana wasn't a child, though, and even with her wrinkles and silver hair, she had a natural, timeless beauty, and it was impossible to say just how old she really was.

Anthe's gaze travels across my body. "And I think I can understand why you saved her. Such strength. And to leave the mountains on your own—that would take immense power. You aren't just a Barbarian—but we don't want anything to do with that kind of devil.

"We've done nothing but offer peace and trade with your people for years," adds Melissa, looking up at me, her emerald eyes practically begging me to attack, to let her sink the tip of her spear into me.

There's more than a little anger bubbling beneath her surface, and I get the feeling if I'd been one of her boyfriends in the past, she'd be a handful.

Then again, given the size of the stick up her ass, it's not exactly a mystery how she's such a bitch.

"We don't raid you because of those offerings. And because of what you pay every month." My eyes drift back to the black iron spider resting between the Queen's full, ripe breasts. It takes everything within me to tear my gaze from her chest. "The Mountain-Men may be ruthless to their enemies, but we live by our honor, as we have for centuries."

Anthe sighs, and I feel like I'm getting the long version. The story everyone knows. The reason they hate the Mountain Men.

But not enough to stop sending sacrifices to the capital.

"And I know that Mountain Men kill our scouts if we stray too far into your lands. And that those men didn't come home." Her voice quivers slightly, with just a touch of uncertainty, as though the stories she'd heard growing up might not be quite true after all. She looks down, almost embarrassed by this moment of doubt.

When I don't reply, she glances up at me through her thick eyelashes, biting her bottom lip and trying to look like a little girl about to pout instead of someone who just insulted me.

The Queen ignores the entire exchange, staring at Ilana for long moments, as though evaluating her. Then she nods once and gestures with a gliding motion of her hand that Ilana should join me. Ilana rushes forward, walking quickly until she can grasp my arm, her small body pressing against my side like a frightened puppy, and I know I have to keep her safe, keep her here, or she will never feel welcome anywhere in the world again.

Or maybe that's just what I want to believe—but even if it is, maybe that's good enough for now.

The Queen stares at me with those eyes that hold no fear of anything I could do. And as we walk across the bridge into the village of Split, Melissa following us like a rabid guard-dog, I know the only person here who has any inkling of the real threat looming over them is me.

And I'm going to have to save them.

Even if it kills me.

But how am I supposed to keep these women safe when Melissa has the urge to stab me every time I turn my head?
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hat a fucking shithole.

Sorry. Where the hell did that thought come from?

I stand at the center of the main road of the village of Split. Ilana is next to me, pressed against me, trembling like a cornered animal. A small crowd is gathered in the street, and the villagers stare at me like I am a demon that crawled out of hell to torment them. They whisper to each other, and children poke their heads out of doors.

All the houses are simple, single-story homes. The cobblestone streets seem to be in good repair, but I see only one building of any grand stature or size—a large barn with a sign that says, in common script, Smithy & Tradesman. The main part of the village is surrounded by walls and fences made of thick timber logs. Beyond those fences are pens, holding animals. It must be a stable and stockyard.

I see all this and realize it at a glance, as I try not to pay attention to the guardsmen and the beautiful Queen named Anthe. The two guards standing close at Anthe’s side, Melissa and the guard captain Tess, will attack if I make a threatening move. I can see Melissa is practically shaking with the urge to strike out. If I so much as look at the Queen, those guardswomen will stab me where I stand, even if Ilana would die too.

I swallow hard at how much trouble I got myself into, because of some sense of duty to a terrified girl I barely know.

The Queen holds her chin up, regarding me thoughtfully. Her gaze flickers over to Ilana, seeing her shivering in fear against me, and I can see sympathy in her brown eyes. She nods slowly, and I have no clue what she means by it.

All I know is that this moment might cost me my life if I don’t do something fast.

What should I do?

Attack

Negotiate
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Ilana has a look in her eyes. I can tell what she wants—she wants to go home to her family in Split Village and stay there forever, but she knows better than to think there is a future there.

"You don't have to come with me."

She stares into my eyes, like she's searching my soul for any hint of malice. I want to promise that I'd never let her down, never abandon her, but that seems stupid. I hardly know her, and she doesn't trust me at all. And for all I know, I might die tonight in a storming of the village.

All I know is that if anyone ever touched her in violence, they would pay for it. "But please..." she trails off.

I understand what she's trying to say, what she feels is unspeakable.

There is only one future for her as a human sacrifice, if she stayed with her village.

The village is silent. Even the wind is still. Everyone is waiting, holding their collective breaths, as the Queen approaches me, closing the gap. The guards all tense up, and if she makes a wrong move, they will spear me until I'm a pincushion, and then probably string me up at the gate to prove how effective their spears are.

"I know why you're here." The Queen nods. "There's no way out," she says, voice quiet, like she's whispering so that no-one else can hear her words but me. "Do you want her? She's yours. She has been promised to the Spider. You'll have to make do with second-best." Her finger flicks to the spider collar at her neck, which makes me instantly queasy. It's too damn real, almost alive as the metal-crafting of the arachnid shifts slightly as she speaks.

Melissa lets out a shriek as she realizes what the Queen is saying. Anthe gives her an impatient look and mutters a command. She freezes where she's standing, rooted to the spot, the only movement her trembling hands that itch to stab me for daring to exist.

I've got to get them somewhere private. Fast.

I can tell from the look on Anthe's face she wants nothing more than to have me in her village, under her control, and my only bargaining chip is the girl at my side. I can't help thinking that she knows I've got some sort of ability, something the Matrons value highly. If she had any inkling about my powers, the deal would already be made, because she'd have the power to make sure I never saw daylight again.

"You would deny food and shelter to your Queen's cousin, one of your own villagers?" The lie rolls off my tongue easily, like I've told a million lies before. I wonder how long this newfound ability will last, if it'll even carry over to tomorrow.

But if it will, I'm going to need a story they believe to sell this.

The woman next to me stiffens when she hears me claiming she's my slave. It must be like a slap across her face, but she wisely keeps quiet. Her body language alone probably makes a hell of a lot more convincing argument than any words I might say.

There's silence for a beat. Then the Queen speaks: "A cousin? Ilana never said anything."

Her eyes scan over me. I can't figure out the look she's giving me. She doesn't trust me, obviously. She knows that she's at a disadvantage, because her guards will be useless against a raiding party, unless their village is prepared.

I have no idea how the villagers think of these mountain men. Do they think it's an honor to be kidnapped by one of them, to serve his whims? Ilana's words from before make me uncomfortable, when she implied as much.

That sort of sickens me—being thought of like that.

"It's true, Queen Anthe," pipes up Ilana. "I've heard the news in the Capital."

"Silence! You don't speak to our Queen," barks Melissa, giving her a death glare.

"My woman speaks out of turn, Queen Anthe. Forgive her insolence. As for you, Melissa, do not presume to tell the woman serving under me how to address her betters. That is for me to decide." I look over, staring Melissa down, then soften my face as I look over at my Queen. Ilana stares at me open mouthed. I wonder what's going through her head, seeing me take command of her so easily. "But enough talk of my slave. Please, Queen, forgive my forwardness, but may I inquire what the news I spoke of is?"

"Forgive me, it is not customary for the people in the Capital to share that sort of news with outsiders. But as you are obviously in service of one of the Matrons, I suppose you are no ordinary Barbarian. There was to be an announcement in the near future. I believe some of the higher ups wish to visit the towns in the area. It could just be an excuse to have a tourney to decide who will succeed the next High-Queen. That could be a decade from now." She says it all calmly, watching me carefully as she speaks.

I try not to let anything slip. So there will be some sort of competition coming up? It sounds like something I can use, if I want to get more information about where I am and what's going on.

A quick check shows that the women of the village are still gathered in front of the wall—and at least ten have weapons pointed at me. Even worse, their children are watching the confrontation, peeking around corners or hiding behind adults. A child in the crowd spots my knives in the grass, and they've drawn them into the village, keeping them behind them in case I run forward to grab for them.

I curse myself for being an idiot.

"There are other rumors, too. You don't just happen here. It's as if you came out of nowhere." She bites her lip and looks up at me through her lashes. "Maybe you're really one of our gods, taking mortal form to save us from some unspeakable evil." She sounds hopeful.

"If I were a god, I'd strike you down for insulting me," I growl, giving her a glare that I hope doesn't make her cry.

I feel guilty. She seems like a girl who wants the approval of people who hate her, so she tries harder to earn that approval. It's all she knows—this life has shaped her in ways no person should ever have to live their life, trapped in such a small town. And that damned collar... it's almost like I can feel it constricting my own neck.

No wonder this poor thing is broken.

"You look sad, but you won't tell me why. Your kind never speak truth, you lie about everything," the Queen whispers, leaning toward me conspiratorially. "I can't trust anything you say, unless your body tells the truth, which means..."

Oh, shit. She's going to strip me naked so they can examine my wounds!

There are four weapons pointed at me, and I have nowhere to run. I could bolt forward, grab Melissa or the other warrior before her spear plunges into my chest. I doubt I could wrestle both spears away—one would probably kill me before the fight finished, even if I managed to get the other one first.

It feels wrong to stand around half naked and damp from the river while everyone is pointing weapons at me.

This is exactly what happened yesterday, but this time, there are four weapons aimed at me. I was stupid to let us be spotted. There's nothing left for it but to continue down the path.

But why were they even outside the village? We didn't make any noise. I checked the ground carefully for every foot of the way.

It feels like a setup. Ilana is still far enough back she could run back toward the river, and I can see no obvious pursuit. Maybe I'm imagining things, because of all the stories of the treachery of the Spider Matrons...

"What did you do to him?" asks Queen Anthe, softly, pointing to the scar on my chest. It's healed well enough that it barely hurts anymore, especially when I compare it to my broken arm or my other scars.

"That one?" Melissa asks, sounding shocked. "You'd think he'd be proud to have something from the Mother decorating his filthy flesh!"

Anthe raises her hand slightly, cutting Melissa off, and despite her words being directed to the beautiful, angry maiden next to her, she stares straight at me.

"Tell me."

The guards have relaxed, just the slightest amount, but every eye is trained on me. There are three weapons within throwing distance of me, ready to slice through me before I could ever grab a weapon and return fire. If they move faster than me, that is. And if the Queen commands it...

If I was one of the Mountain-Men, would I rush forward, screaming for blood?

Or would I try something else, using more of my brain than brawn?

That's the crux of this world. What makes me different from them? I might have a higher level than they do, and my stats reflect that—but does my higher mental capacity, the fact that my stats make me stronger and harder and not as much smarter, really put us on the same playing field?

No. I've been playing this game my entire life, not knowing it was a game until yesterday. The Mountain-Men are simple, dumb, aggressive people. They've been here forever, because all they've needed to succeed are physical prowess and animal cunning.

I have none of their history. I know this is a game.

Can I fool these women? I think so, even without bluffing.

"Please," I say, putting all my earnestness into the word. "It's true. I left the Mountains for my own reasons, and I'll leave when I am able, but until I am, you'll need my help." I look over at the two spear-women and take my chance, saying more loudly than I need to, as if I'm trying to convince them too, "I swear upon the name of my father I will not harm any man, woman, or child in the village." I pause, hoping that sounds like a decent oath.

I don't believe in the religion of the spider bitch. I can't swear by her and mean it.

Maybe this will do.

The guards, both of them, freeze.

I hear the one guard's jaw drop, and the Queen goes pale, so much so she almost faints on the spot.

Fuck. It sounds like swearing on my mother's grave in this culture. Well, fuck. Too late. They'd slit my throat if I broke such an oath.

**

**

The Queen composes herself instantly. Melissa, though, drops her spear in shock, gasping, looking back and forth between me and the Queen as if she expects her leader to strike me down on the spot for making a mockery of her God.

Tess, the guards captain, keeps her weapon at the ready. Her expression doesn't change at all; it's like I just said I was going to take a nap and I wasn’t lying. Her face is still hard, but now, as I look at her, I can see lines around her lips that weren’t there before.

She has lived through violence. And yet here she is, still protecting a village she should hate. I wonder how long it takes to be free of violent memories, and I hope it isn’t decades.

Ilana joins me, walking up, her weapons hidden in her clothes, but obviously there, sticking out at awkward angles, giving me a sense of déjà vu.

I really need to tell her not to keep a hold of those when she surrenders.

No one pays any attention to Ilana. They all have their eyes on me.

Even the Queen glances over Ilana, seeing her, but clearly dismissing her.

Fuck. If I ever had a chance with these girls, I don’t think they see me as a man now. Just a savage beast that needs to be put down before he bites.

I hate the world that made them like this.

When I am close enough that I could rush forward and touch the Queen if I wanted—and that means I could try and stab her if I were any good at wielding a knife—I stop.

This close up, I can see her collar in fine detail. The legs of the spider are wrought iron, the eight legs curling out from a ring in the center, and each leg ending in a tiny barb for a foot. Eight barbed steel points rest between the Queen's breasts, nestled between those orbs, threatening. If she moves even slightly, if the metal catches her, the sharp barbs will cut into her flesh, just like real spiders' feet, allowing their venom to enter her body.

If only. This Spider is poisonous in ways the living creatures can't match.

The ring itself is black iron, and the body of the spider is pure white gold, so well forged that it almost shines in the sunlight. The fangs of the beast end at the hollows of the woman's throat, one on each side. Those fangs would pierce her neck if she tried to escape the metal death around her neck. She would die, slowly, poison flooding her veins.

I shiver, trying to keep myself in check, knowing my anger won't get me anywhere. The Queen stands as if the deadly spider wasn’t pressing the threat of death against her chest. Her hands are clasped demurely before her, waiting, but I know that a simple word from her and I'll be skewered, dead.

The spears are made of smooth, polished wood, with wicked stone blades lashed to them by leather strips. The wooden shafts are perfectly straight, sanded and finished until they gleam in the sun, even under a layer of old blood stains. Every few feet of their length, two spikes, carved of ivory and bleached bone, stick out on the bottom. I'm guessing those are supposed to impale people who attempt to run away, preventing a victim from sliding off a spear that hits them.

In short, there's no way I can fight my way out of this.

There was never any chance. I've lost. Ilana will get her food, shelter, and clothing, and I'll be able to move on. If I stay too long, they may try to force me into slavery in the Capital, but I can probably slip through the forest unseen before they can catch me.

Why am I thinking about fighting my way free?

That doesn't matter. I want Ilana safe and taken care of.

I glance at her as she steps out of the grass and moves to stand at my side. She has to make her own way in the world, and I can't do it for her. But maybe they can.

"I need to see if the boy-spider can be saved." She speaks with a confidence that belies her age, her eyes flashing with conviction, but there's a quaver in her voice as she faces the Queen. "If I can find a way...I must try."

The Queen blinks and then laughs lightly, covering her mouth with her hand in a girlish manner. Her laughter sounds light and clear, completely at odds with her spider motif.

"It is strange," says the Queen softly. "The child you speak of is in need of help, I'm sure, but you say it was the spider goddess herself that guided you here?"

I feel like someone just pulled a rug out from beneath me, as the world wobbles. "Yes."

How could I be so stupid? She thinks I've pledged my allegiance to their evil religion?

If only she knew my hatred runs far deeper than her evil, monstrous cult...

I take a deep breath. "I come here as a simple messenger. My village in the mountains has sent a raid party. Twelve men are coming to loot and pillage your fair village. If you have a means of defending yourselves, then you will find them easy pickings. But if you cannot, if you would ask for my aid..." I trail off.

What else can I say? I feel strange, as if I'm talking through someone else's mouth, like I'm just going through the motions of the play without knowing what any of the words mean.

And then it hits me—it's that damned spider that's making me go along with this idiocy. Why am I helping out these murderous women?

Anthe smiles thinly. "If we don't accept your help, you'll raze our village to the ground?" She makes it sound like a joke, but I can tell there is some anger behind her tone.

"No! Of course not! That isn't the kind of man I am." It sounds weak, even to my ears, and I'm angry at myself. If I didn't know any better, I'd think this Queen could read my thoughts, because she's staring me down with a look of amusement. "My companions may seek to...plunder your goods, and do their worst, but I'm not them. I won't hurt you if you don't harm me first. I swear on my mother's soul!"

There's something almost comical about the way the two guards tense up at this oath, as if they're trying to figure out if I just called on one of their gods to kill me. Even the Queen seems to be surprised at how deeply I mean it. She steps closer.

Melissa moves too, to intercept her, putting herself between Anthe and I. It's the first time I get a good view of her spear. It's not a particularly nice weapon, made of dark, stained wood, and the tip is sharpened bone, probably deer. It has that rough quality, unpolished and unfinished, with dried blood caked on the edges of the blade.

"Your spear," she snaps, seeing me ogling it. She thrusts it at me so the bloody tip hovers inches from my neck, "is of interest to you, Barbarian? Do you wish to have a piece of it in your neck?"

I shake my head slowly, trying not to do anything that might give the petite warrior with the killer glare any excuse to stab me. "It's of interest. Yes. A fine weapon." My voice is flat, trying not to anger her. I don't trust myself not to call her names—she's still got a chip on her shoulder that's ready to burst out.

My fingers are literally itching with the desire to teach her a lesson, and it takes me a second to realize it's the goddess's will. I shove it aside. This isn't the time.

Besides...it is a nice spear, even if there's blood caked on the edges of the bone blades. And that bone is made from human bone, too.
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The Queen has moved so she's in front of all her women, putting herself between Melissa, the gorgeous, curvy guard who wants nothing more than to stick a spear through me, and her leader. She ignores the blonde beauty, focusing instead on me. "What is your name?"

Her voice is soft, but full of quiet strength. She commands the loyalty of those around her, just by speaking.

"My name is—" I almost say Eric, but stop myself. I have the urge to create a new person, someone different. To make an excuse for myself.

"Speak up, son of the Mountains!" barks the lead guardswoman, a middle-aged warrior with salt and pepper hair pulled tight in a bun. I want to turn on her and order her to stop addressing me so familiarly, but I keep my cool. I'm a lone man standing against an entire village—maybe a bit of self control would be in order?

"Eric the Traveler."

I think about using the full title of 'Chosen of Gaia', but I decide that's overkill. Besides, the way they're staring at my tattoos, it's pretty clear I've got a connection to one of their enemies.

And that's when I feel it, a gentle caress of something brushing against my body, light and airy as if it could be my imagination, searching along my skin. My body burns where it touches me. I try not to shift my stance.

There's no doubt that the Priestess of the Spider-God is doing something to me. And that whatever she's trying is having a reaction.

Damn. What am I getting myself into?

The Queen smiles. "We will give you hospitality for this day, but nothing more. As a guest, we cannot turn away our neighbors." Her voice is soft. She could be talking about what crops are best grown this season or the weather and not a potential raid. She turns to look up the road towards the river, nodding her head with respect at something beyond me. "May you travel in peace with the blessings of the Goddess of the River."

There are only a handful of goddesses I can think of, and one stands out: Ilana, goddess of the River and Fertility. If you were raised as a good Catholic boy, you know that the Goddess of the River has a lot to do with fertility. It all clicks. My body, my thoughts. My sexual desire. Even my ability to make women drop their guard. I was born into this world with a blessing from my own mother, to make me irresistible to women. And that must also extend to the gods of this world.

"Your generosity is noted." I bow at the Queen.

The two guards flank me, putting their weapons on my chest. I feel the hard shaft against my flesh and wonder if the one with the blonde hair, Melissa, is pressing it on purpose just a bit harder than normal.

"Take off your pants. We'll check you for weapons," commands Melissa.

It seems I'm more trouble than they expected. If we were outside the walls, there's no way they'd want to strip me to ensure I didn't have a knife on me. Not when I could grab that knife at any moment and bury it into the throat of the one taking them off of me.

So instead, we're safely inside the town walls. There is no rush to disarm me. Melissa and the two guards who flank the Queen take their time approaching me, spears pointed at my chest. I can't tell if it's a show for the village behind me, to scare them away, or if they're so nervous about me that they'd really rather stab me and be done with it.

The Queen remains silent, watching, studying, analyzing me as if I was a rare animal she encountered deep in the forest, one she wants to understand, to get in her mind and learn from. It makes me feel very much like the proverbial frog, being carefully observed by the scientist who eventually wants to put a hot iron bar through my skull just to see what happens.

The spear-women flank me, Melissa and the captain of the guard, a tall, gaunt, wiry woman who doesn't look like she has a body fat percentage higher than fifteen percent, coming forward to face me. "You'll be coming with me." It's a statement, not a request, and if I were anyone else, I'd get the impression that they want to make sure I don't run off before they can get more answers out of me.

As it stands, I am their only source of information, and until they figure out whether to lock me up or throw me in the river, they're not going to let me go anywhere alone.

But there's something else. This isn't just how the captain would treat an intruder who had breached the walls of Split. They wouldn't treat him with the kind of caution they're showing me.

They're not afraid I'll break out and hurt people.

They're scared that I will hurt one person, specifically: Ilana.

There's history behind their fear. If I had to guess, someone has come through here before and hurt the village Queen, or maybe killed her. And now, I can tell Melissa is trying desperately to be stoic, and she is terrified that she'll fuck things up by getting too overzealous and stabbing me prematurely, when they need to know my motivations.

And now I'm glad we ran into a random village instead of one controlled by the Capital. They can be trusted, more than I could have ever expected. Because the Queen and the women of the village hate me on sight and assume the worst. They aren't scared because I have a knife and might try to hurt them—they know men. There's no shock in their gaze, only hate and distrust and the assumption that I mean them harm.

But Ilana...

If anything happens to her, it's my fault, not hers, and if they blame her in any way, I can't let it stand. They think I'm lying, and I guess I can hardly blame them. Their first contact with the outside world would make me mistrustful as well.

And this will be the trickiest thing I've had to do since I came here, bar none. If I can make the case she is innocent and needs protection, but I can't say she was held against her will in the Capital. And I can't admit I freed her from her slavery. I must be circumspect to keep her safe.

"Before I explain, may I ask what your name is?" I ask, looking at the Queen as I kneel on one knee to give the appearance that I am showing her fealty. It takes all of my pride to bring myself down to a submissive posture. I'm not sure why I do it, but the words just flow from my mouth and I trust my instincts, especially given that Ilana's fate is now in my hands. "My name is Ezekiel."

"I am Queen Anthe, the Priestess of our village, and I would prefer not to speak with you from afar. Please rise," she replies, and I can tell Melissa doesn't like the order one bit, but the other woman at the Queen's side steps aside, keeping her eyes on me as Anthe glides forward, leaving only Melissa in front of her.

Melissa is pissed, her face red and her fists clenched, staring at me with hate and fury. Ilana told me they might not believe her, but I expected maybe confusion or a little bit of disbelief, not outright loathing.

But this isn't just about Ilana being a female slave from the Capital. These women are used to seeing slaves. There are dozens in the town, judging by how quickly and unhesitantly they take to guard duty when the Queen tells them too.

Their anger is focused on me being a male Barbarian, the sworn enemies of the spider-worshipping capital of the nation. My bare chest, tanned from running and working in the sun, and the tattoos on my upper arms that run up to my shoulders mark me as one of them.

It's ironic, since I spent only a day in their lands and look far more like these Mountain-Men than anything else. And even after spending days in captivity, my hair has gotten overgrown and messy. With my scraggly beard, the muscles in my arms, the wild, unkempt look of my hair and eyes, I must look feral compared to the women surrounding me.

If I tell them about slavery, I'm sure they'll think I mean a man enslaving a woman, instead of a woman being sold by her own people to another man against her will. In their minds, it doesn't make sense.

I try to frame this so they understand that I am the rescuer of someone from the Capital, and I have a personal stake in getting Ilana to safety. I'm also thinking I need to figure out if there's anything I can do for other women who may be suffering the same fate as Ilana, who was rescued and freed from her former life of servitude by the gods.

But before I can even begin to try, there's a screech overhead, and everyone freezes, looking around wildly, the guards dropping down into defensive crouches and Melissa pointing her spear overhead to protect the Queen, standing with her back to the older woman so she's between me and the potential threat.

But as much as the cry spooked everyone, it isn't a war cry, and it certainly isn't human. It's not a call for reinforcements, but one of hunger, of desperation... and it makes my heart clench to hear it.
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I can hear the wind whistling as the shadow passes over us. We all look up, seeing the giant form flying high above.

It can't be. The Queen has told stories, myths and legends of ancient days before the Capital ruled over the nation, where great monsters flew in the air, circling the world below and making demands.

There haven't been dragons in a thousand years, long enough that children grow up laughing at the idea. And here is one, above me, casting its massive shadow across me and the Queen.

But how can it be? There aren't even birds left in the land, let alone a creature half as large as the biggest jetliner. Maybe half a dozen, a full load, could fit inside the ribcage of this ancient, massive beast. It's dark, leathery wings are wide enough to blot out the sun.

And then it screams. It dives. It comes for me.

But before it attacks, it pulls up, and the air whistles with its speed and a cloud of dust is sent whirling through the small town as the great dragon circles and lands. The earth shakes at the impact.

It's not an attack. The guards are startled, their spears lowered or pointing toward the ground. The women gasp in shock as they see the dragon behind me, towering like some demonic idol of ancient days, black and fearsome, with red eyes like flame.

The creature roars again, but this time, it's clearly hungry, and now it makes sense.

I'd heard stories as a kid about how dragons were extinct, how there wasn't a drop of gasoline left anywhere in the world, not even in the smallest town. It took centuries for the planet to heal itself, and with the skies barren and empty, the last few survivors turned into myth, just like the rest.

There isn't a single living soul alive today that's seen a plane fly... and that's exactly what the dragon looks like: a gigantic, scaled down jetliner with a long neck, massive wingspan, and a body like a snake with stubby legs and a barbed tail. The sound of its wings beating against the wind is deafening, echoing and reverberating in the mountain ranges, making the ground quake from the sheer power.

The guards-women around me are shocked, some of them holding onto their spears and staring up at the sky in fear. Not even Melissa could stay composed, letting her jaw drop open as she looks at the dragon flying above her, casting its massive shadow over her and the rest of the villagers.

No one says anything for a good ten seconds, just frozen in time, watching the huge beast flying slowly overhead. I hear some people crying, and one woman yells "it's death! Run!" before she scrambles out of view. The Queen has her hands clenched in front of her, and for a second I'm worried she might faint.

But she doesn't. She keeps her poise, standing proud and erect, like this isn't the first dragon she's ever seen, like the sight of the creature is perfectly normal, just another day in her life. She stands there with poise, as if nothing was wrong, the very image of the perfect Queen, cool under pressure.

"Queen, why hasn't it attacked?" asks the warrior woman closest to me, finally breaking the stunned silence. Her hand is white-knuckle grip on her weapon, and her legs are tensed up, like she's ready to spring into action at a moment's notice.

The dragon flies slow and lazy circles overhead. At this point, we're used to the shadow of the monster, and our ears are full of the sound of wind gusting against its wings. It's so much a part of the background at this point I think the women are starting to ignore it.

But now that someone is willing to admit out loud, with words, that there is a dragon in the sky, everyone looks back up at it. A few of them gasp or whimper, not liking what they see. It's an animal that's too massive, that's got far too many teeth and claws to look normal, no matter how high up it is.

It looks dangerous.

The woman has asked about the only thing that's on all of our minds at this point. She must be the guards-captain. Her tone wasn't questioning, exactly, more wondering out loud to the other women about why the beast just flew in, stared for a bit, then went back to lazily flapping its wings and flying around like a bird.

Everyone except for the Queen looks back up at the beast in the sky as if expecting an answer.

I'm trying to formulate one, and the only thing that comes to mind is the truth. I think I'm running out of time for my first impression to make or break my chances of them letting me join their group, so I have to speak my piece while they're still wondering.

The last ten seconds pass. Time runs out. The moment to convince everyone I'm harmless and worth not murdering me slips away.

"There's no doubt about it," says the Queen, looking off into the distance, "it was a dragon."

Her tone is even, without hint of wonder or shock, completely at peace with the fact that there's a flying dragon nearby that seems to be taking great interest in our party. I guess for someone who worships a spider goddess who turns people to stone, seeing a dragon shouldn't faze her.

The two guard-women by her side pale and stare up at the beast, the realization that this is now a problem sinking in. They look terrified. Maybe it's their first time ever laying eyes on a monster. Or maybe it's just that they've never seen one this close before.

Either way, they're scared.
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T

he Queen holds up her hand, asking for quiet, looking around at everyone with those brown eyes, seeming to look right through me as she watches. I swear that she can see my thoughts, as if she's reading me like a book.

She gives me a slight nod. I relax, glad she didn't think I was a threat. Then, without waiting for confirmation from me, she turns back to the wall and looks up.

"Tess, I trust our guest. Please put down your weapons and let the villagers return to their homes."

There's a pause as the older guard looks at me, unsure. Finally, she nods, and the rest of the townspeople return home. No one tries to steal from the fields, thankfully. In fact, no one really steals anything at all. They walk by quickly, casting wary glances, but no one approaches.

Finally, the two guards step forward, leaving Melissia standing between the Queen and me like a loyal dog. The Queen gives me a strange look and steps forward, extending her hand. I reach out and shake it, noticing she doesn't cringe at the touch of my skin, which is covered in the filth I've just washed off.

The priestess nods her head towards Ilana. "Why did you come?"

"I want her to take me to the temple so I can talk to her goddess."

The woman pauses, a flash of curiosity, even wonder, filling her eyes, but then the mask is back on, covering her true feelings. I've got no doubt this woman is a master poker player, hiding her thoughts behind a mask of impassiveness.

"If that's your wish," says the Queen. She looks around at the guard, who all have their spears ready to strike. "Stand down. He hasn't attacked or made any aggressive moves. Tess, stand guard at the gate. The rest of you can return home."

The spear-woman, who seems to be called Tess, scowls, and the other guards slowly return to their homes. Only Tess remains, standing sentinel, staring at me with open contempt.

"I am Queen Anthe," she says softly.

The Queen glides forward, as if floating an inch off the ground. As she approaches, she keeps her eyes locked onto mine. When she speaks, her words seem to come from deep within.

"I welcome you to Split, home of my people. We do not see Mountain-Men down this low, and it's a curiosity why you would seek my village. Why, a lone man, barehanded and dressed only in rags? You must truly want to be impaled." Her tone is casual, but there is a hint of mockery and something else underneath the surface that makes me uneasy.

This is the first time I've been alone with any of the women who live in the world, since I woke up. What do I say? I feel like saying too much will just give away all the answers about what the hell is going on, which the Queen could turn against me at a moment's notice. But if I say too little, I might be viewed with suspicion as well.

How much am I willing to share with this woman? If I play this wrong, it could end me getting turned into a pincushion by these lovely women who so enjoy their spears, or having my guts run red by Ilana, whom I've protected for the last twenty-four hours.

But then again, what do I know about this world? So far, I've gotten a very incomplete picture about its politics, religion and economics—everything except the important stuff. How to avoid getting skewered.

Which may have led to this unfortunate situation I'm stuck in now.

Time to take a risk, I think, taking in a deep breath before letting it out. "My name is Eric, and this is Ilana. As I've told the guards, we're here to warn you about a pending raid. I've heard Mountain Men will come tonight to steal women and livestock."

The guards stand up straighter at that. They may hate me, but they seem to believe the threat of violence is real enough.

"Where'd you hear this?" demands Melissa.

"From a boy at my camp. A trader who has the route down this way."

There's a long pause. The guard captain is silent, staring me down. Finally she says, "Let Ilana in, then lock him up."

**
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T here are five more women waiting in the village when they push the iron gate back into place behind Ilana, the clang resounding in a dull echo. The spears at my throat make it difficult to turn and see just what else lies beyond. I can catch a few glimpses of the thatched-roof huts around me and a few wooden buildings, but that's it before Melissa and her fellow guards prod me forward towards a building made out of smooth cobbles with a single door at the entrance and barred windows.

It looks like something from a medieval movie. It's got no glass in the window, so they'll probably put me inside with a few blankets to keep me warm tonight.

It's not much, but it beats sleeping outside with the mosquitoes feasting on my flesh.

But as I cross the threshold, I know it's going to be a long night. The only thing inside the stone chamber is a heavy metal cage. It's old, rusty in spots, big enough for four people to stand inside.

The door shuts behind me, leaving me in silence. I can still hear some faint voices of the villagers arguing as to what to do, whether to believe me about a raid coming soon.

**
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"S

o what you're telling me is you think we're sitting on a tinderbox?" Melissa, the guard captain, glowers at me.

The two other guards look equally annoyed at my suggestion. There's not many of them—eight all told. They look like they could barely defend the village gate, and that's it.

This whole place is a powder keg, but there's no way to fix it. It's too late. A dozen men will be storming this town any minute. All I can hope for is to mitigate casualties and escape with Ilana, if possible.

If the Spiderling tribe attacks as well, it's going to be blood everywhere. "I was hoping someone might have the authority to leave the village." I look back at Melissa, but she shakes her head before I can even start to speak.

"My word is final. Now explain yourself, savage."

**
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T he first javelin whistles through the air and nearly skewers Ilana. She yelps, tumbling over on top of me, knocking me down from my vantage spot to the ground below. We hit the ground hard, the wind knocked out of my chest with a whoosh!

I lay in shock on my back. My vision swims as I look up at the blackening sky above me, dazed. What the hell? Where did that spear come from? Who threw it?

I roll over, still dizzy, and the world keeps spinning for a few seconds until my gaze comes into focus. Then I gasp. There are more than two dozen people, mostly women, all holding spears, racing toward us at full tilt. I don't even have time to grab my knife before they surround us.

Fuck.
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M eal is done—dried salted meat for the journey ahead, dried fruits, and some dried root vegetables mixed with rice and water in a simple stew. I didn't want to waste any of my precious rations, and with the fire pit being used to cook our food, I couldn't make any bread.

The meal was good enough, but after the excitement of yesterday and today, my body demands sustenance and I end up going back for seconds and thirds. I even find myself licking the bowl clean, before cleaning it off.

Then I realize with a start that we're surrounded by at least two dozen curious onlookers.

"Shit."

"They are just curious," says Ilana, watching as well. She looks tired but has the satisfied air of someone who ate a big meal.

The entire tribe is here—men, women and children. The only ones missing are those too old or too sick to move on their own, all gathered around the fire pit outside the main longhouse.

The Longhouse isn't anything like I expected—it's the tallest building, two stories and easily three times the size of any home in the village, and the roof is made out of straw like the others. All the other buildings in the village are one story, with thatched roofs. The houses themselves are built of stone. The cobblestone roads make them look almost prosperous, but then I remember why they probably haven't paved over the dirt and mud.

They need to be able to plow in the fields.

No one else in the tribe would dare to wear the white robe of the Queen, so that means she doesn't have a husband.

She's married to the village, which is more likely for someone who has no man in her life to keep her distracted. Her only lover is the spider god. She may have been picked for this position as young child, like the Queen I saw earlier.

"The warning is true! It's coming!" I try to shout louder. I'm tired of repeating myself to these women. I look at the Queen again, trying to gauge how receptive she'll be to my plan. I wish I'd had time to dress for a meeting with a powerful religious figure—my clothes are still wet, and if they start to dry, they won't fit well.

They already don't fit.

"The Mountain-Men are gathering. They will arrive here sometime tonight or tomorrow. We were able to outrun them—"

"He's lying, Queen," says Melissa, spitting when she says my name, looking at me like I've committed the highest sin.

"Please, Queen, let me bring you back to safety before they arrive. The woman and I will leave, but we can't stay out here in the open with the Mountain-Men on their way."

Melissa starts to argue, but I speak over her. "You must be very cautious around her. She has a condition, and the Mountain-Men know how to capitalize on that, how to take advantage. If the Mountain-Men capture her, they'll enslave her. You can't let that happen. Even though she's not one of yours, she needs your help."

The Queen steps forward. "Come closer, where I can look into your eyes."

I want to obey.

My feet stay rooted in place.

What the fuck is going on? I'm not scared of anything! Am I? Why do my feet feel like lead, unwilling to budge an inch? I stare down at the dirt of the road, confused by the conflicting signals from my brain. My feet scream at me to go forward and my mind refuses. I clench my jaw, trying to force myself to take another step, but I can't.

"Enough, Queen. You shouldn't trust him." The golden-haired girl with her petulant tone, who clearly doesn't think she should be taking orders from the Queen, looks at the older woman with irritation.

I want to put the spear in my hand so deep into her asshole that her tongue licks the point when I impale her. I grit my teeth, willing my hand to pick up my spear. Instead, it clenches tighter.

I'd really like to know why I suddenly can't walk forward onto the path in front of the entrance to Split. It's not even a hard decision, really. I want to see the Queen safely back behind the walls. I know that I want to keep the beautiful Amazon standing in front of me away from the Mountain Men—the idea of one of them pawing at her infuriates me.

And yet...something deep inside is forcing me to stay rooted in place, and that fact infuriates me more than anything. The last thing I need is some new fucking complication, some bizarre, unknown problem to deal with.

Maybe I'm just confused and scared about what just happened in the river? Or maybe I've finally cracked? Or...or maybe I can't move because my legs won't let me?

Something tugs at my pant leg, and I look down in time to see Ilana step out from behind the long grass, grabbing my pants, shaking her head back and forth, her eyes telling me no, to stop, begging me not to get myself killed. She stands in plain view of the Amazonian guards, hands up to show them she means no harm.

Fuck. Why can't I be smarter than this?

I clench my fists at my side in anger, the sheer, blinding fury of not being able to walk forward as I wish, even when someone else is trying to drag me back. A part of my mind tells me it's perfectly fine to be worried about the guard, who doesn't think I mean them any harm, but that just makes me more irritated. Why is my body refusing to go forward?

And the fact that I have to think about something to do so simple is beyond me. What's happened to make my body refuse me? It wasn't until I had to face danger that I started having trouble moving freely.

I'm an idiot for being so stupid about coming down here, because Ilana's in real trouble, too, now. If one of these Amazons gets twitchy with her spear hand, the only person getting speared might be her.

She has to stay with me, so my body seems to work well enough near her, but as soon as the distance grows or the situation changes, suddenly I can't seem to get myself to cooperate.

Focus on Ilana. I have to take care of her. This isn't the time for me to lose my shit—even if I really want to.

It makes no sense to me why I can't move, and it's maddening. The more I think about it, the worse it seems to get. And all while I'm stuck, my mind goes into overdrive, playing out a dozen scenarios, and they're rarely the kind where I walk out the winner.

No. Ilana stays with me. Whatever fucked up thing is happening to me, it will only stop if she stays close. I have to believe that. And there's no way I'd let some other asshole have my prize. She'll come along willingly or as my prisoner. Either way, she's mine, and there's nothing these villagers are going to do to change it.

I walk forward, slow, steady, ignoring the weapons pointed at me. I don't say a word to Ilana, even though she's shaking her head, begging me not to push these warrior women. She looks down to the ground in front of her feet, unable to meet my gaze, but I walk forward and grab her by the hand.

The sensation is indescribable when her small palm touches mine, and I nearly moan in relief, pulling her close as a spear whistles through the air an inch in front of my head, thudding into the dirt in front of my toes.

Melissa's eyes blaze in righteous fury, her jaw set, glaring at me, her golden hair shimmering. "Haven't you killed enough women? Leave her alone, or I'll gut you like the savage you are!" She rushes forward and jams her spear into the earth an inch from Ilana's foot, causing her to gasp in shock. I don't know what the fuck is going on between me and her, but the last thing I need is her being impaled because of my weakness.

I pull her behind me. Her trembling fingers grasp me as the guards step closer. I can hear more footsteps pounding up the stairs from behind me—they've gotten their commander. A middle-aged woman with a weathered face and cold, hard eyes stares at me from beyond the spears held by two fresh recruits who look like they've never been in a real fight in their lives.

She has short, cropped hair, graying from her days spent under the hot sun. She wears the same sort of leather armor, cut lower at the sides and with arm guards than Melissa or the other spear-wielding women around her. The Queen doesn't have the same level of muscle definition and isn't half as tall, but even with that in mind, she stands nearly six feet tall.

She nods at the Queen respectfully, not saying a word. When her gaze falls back on me, the distrust and contempt on her face are undeniable. "You are a stranger in this land," she says. Her tone makes it sound like she's pronouncing a death sentence.

"I came with warning. We need shelter and food."

"Then you'll find shelter elsewhere. You will not pollute our fair village with your presence or sully our hospitality with your presence."

A cold shiver runs down my spine. That answer could mean anything. At best, we were going to be turned out of the village with empty stomachs—but if this guard captain felt like I was a threat to the village...

My muscles tense as I watch the guards, judging where they stand, calculating if I have time to reach my weapons before they throw theirs. My jaw tenses at the thought of hurting these women. I know it has to be done—they aren't letting me into the town, which means they could call for help any moment and end up causing Ilana's death.

If I attack and cause too much noise, I lose any hope of getting out alive.

They're well trained and know the risks. They're confident, and I doubt I could fight them alone, at least not without getting seriously injured. And all that's assuming I can break through those two guarding the Queen. I wouldn't want to put Ilana at risk if I try and fail to take the village by myself.

Maybe if I were one of those murderous assholes, I might be able to take down the gate in time. But I can't get myself to think that way. If I could even kill the Queen and the guards, I wouldn't be able to look at myself in the mirror again.

Damn it! Why does she have to wear that collar around her neck? Why would she walk up to an unknown man, who's clearly desperate? It makes no sense.

What would I do in her place? What would be the safest move?

Ilana comes to stand beside me, her head bowed slightly as she addresses the Queen. Her voice is quiet, timid, and it takes me a moment to realize she's using her real voice instead of her gruff soldier-voice. "Queen Anthe, please forgive my interruption. This man came with me as a willing sacrifice for our god. He has no ulterior motive, only gratitude for being chosen."

"And why did you return? We heard the rites were successful—you survived, and brought back word of the other survivor. Did you run into bandits on the road? You look a little disheveled."

The Queen isn't blind, so I know she must be looking at us. Our clothes are damp and clinging from our dip in the pond, and my erection is painfully obvious, tenting out my pants. Ilana's outfit hides her charms better than my loincloth, but I know they can see the dark patch on her crotch, showing where she was wet from my attentions.

A blush flares on Melissa's cheeks. "Are you all right? Did he force himself on you?" She stares at me with such hatred that it sends shivers down my spine.

I'm glad I kept my hands open, away from my crotch, even though I know it couldn't hide anything from them anyway.

Ilana shakes her head. "No. I was blessed by our god and returned early. This man, this Barbarian, sacrificed his virginity so that I might return to warn you of the upcoming raid. We must prepare."

"He lies!" says Melissa.

"Enough," says the Queen, putting a hand on her guard's arm, silencing her. Her voice is light, but strong. "And no. If there's truly a raid, we can handle them easily—this is what we train for. You may pass, stranger, on my authority as Queen of Split, and may you gain honor through the offering you made to our goddess. Your sacrifice will be rewarded."

Tess clears her throat, stepping up behind me. Her armor clanks against her body and she taps me on the back of the neck with her spear. "Come forward slowly, Barbarian, and if you do anything suspicious, you will regret it. Our spears are deadly and accurate."

"Understood," I say, looking her straight in the eyes. "I have no reason to cause harm in this peaceful village."

She nods, satisfied, but doesn't lower her spear.

Melissa keeps her spear ready, and as I draw closer, the spear-maiden's eyes widen in shock, and I see what caught her attention—my cock bulging from the loincloth.

"He's an abomination. Look at his member, like an animal! And in public, no less!"

"We don't have to wait for night to fall to have pleasure, Melissa, unlike some people in this village." My joke falls flat, and now I've given her even more reason to hate me, but the truth is I'm just happy she was paying attention to the wrong area of my body when Ilana stepped up with the two of us in full view of everyone.

I guess I should be thanking her, and Melissa blushes, looking angry at how close to the mark my jab is. "At least I've never bedded anyone."

That was another close miss. She nearly called me a virgin in front of everyone, making a scene before the Queen about our time together. I feel her hate, radiating out from her.

Anthe's neutral expression flickers for an instant—perhaps a small hint of curiosity? Or is it suspicion?

If they know Ilana gave me her virginity, does that make me suspect? Is it something worth killing me over?

"Queen, this Barbarian is unarmed and came alone." She pauses. "But he lies. He comes with no warning, there's nothing to fear."

I raise my hands higher. I might as well be on the ground begging for them to lower their spears and listen to me. They're ready to drive them through me with one false move or word.

The Queen walks toward me, and Melissa takes a step forward, trying to intercede. The Queen stops, lifting a finger, and Melissa drops her spear slightly, looking down at the dirt in shame.

Queen Anthe has a curious expression, her head tilted to one side as she studies me. There's intelligence there, curiosity, but I get the feeling if I had my spear, she would stand still while I drove it into her heart. If anything, there is the barest hint of eagerness.

The two of us walk slowly, neither breaking eye contact with each other, until I stand right in front of Melissa. Both of the guards are watching me like hawks, and while I doubt they could move fast enough to stop me from reaching the Queen, I'd have four sharp spears in me before I could cause harm to the woman who has stopped right next to the blonde girl.

"I come in peace." I say the words slowly, emphasizing each one. "I'm unarmed. Please believe me when I say I wish you no harm. All I ask for is food, some warmth by a fire, and I will be on my way. And you can go back to whatever it is you do here. Train and stare at each other, or eat, or sit at home all day long waiting for something exciting to happen."

Her mouth makes an angry O, and I know I've hurt her, though she tries not to show it. A vein throbs in her temple as she glares at me, daring me to say something else. I'm taller than her, and that's something I know she's unused to dealing with—and doesn't like. She may have more power as a member of the guard, but her authority is lessened by my height, my broad shoulders, and the ease with which I move compared to her tense, wired frame.

I feel sorry for the girl. Her body looks like it belongs on the cover of a swimsuit issue. In a different world, she'd be modeling lingerie or walking a runway in Paris, not wasting away in this backwater place, living a life where she might not ever experience much beyond the walls of the village. I've seen enough in the last few days to realize these people are kept down, treated like second class citizens, used as war fodder in an endless expansion policy driven by their rulers.

In one hand, I want to give her a hug, and tell her everything's okay.

My other hand wants to put her over my lap, spank her silly, and show her the way things should be for a woman as beautiful as her.

She's obviously terrified that I'm going to rush forward and harm Anthe, so I stay where I am, hands open and visible, my fingers spread wide. My hands are bigger than most women's faces, and it dawns on me how easily I could break these women—yet I feel helpless.

"Melissa, why did you come running?" asks Anthe. She's calm, quiet, but I hear authority in her voice, the kind of command a good mother or schoolteacher could deliver. She makes you want to do what you're told.

She must be in her early forties or even her late thirties. It's hard to tell because of how youthful she looks, but she doesn't quite exude vitality. Her skin is fair, but I see sunspots on the backs of her hands, though her hair is thick and well cared for, shining in the noontime sunlight. She's thin, and though I see the hints of a fine figure under her robe, I've seen her walking from the gate to where we stand, and she's exhausted, weak and weary. She's not used to such an effort, and I wonder if the villagers feed her enough.

That idea makes me furious. The Matrons are supposed to be the ones giving orders and ensuring everything runs smoothly. They shouldn't be starving their populations, they should be taking the best of everything, growing fat on the fruit of the land while making sure everyone else survives. It's obvious from Anthe's tired appearance, her wasted body, that she's putting the needs of her people ahead of her own.

In spite of her weakness, she's strong and dignified, her back straight, shoulders thrown back proudly. I see the way she commands the respect of Melissa and the other warrior women, the way even the most grizzled soldier among them bows to her wisdom and counsel, even when it doesn't seem like the right move.

It occurs to me she's a good role model for Ilana. This woman can teach Ilana things I couldn't.

I don't know why I trust the Queen so easily, but I do. My gut tells me to do it.

The Queen puts her hand out. There isn't a lot of warmth in her eyes, but I see no deception either.

"Please," I say, "help her."

Her brow creases as she stares at me, trying to read into the words I'm saying. Then she glances to Ilana. Her eyebrows rise in surprise, then she gives me the slightest, thinnest of smiles. She's pleased, like I passed a test, though what kind, I'm not sure.

"Of course. My door is always open to any traveler. Especially if it is in service to the gods themselves." She glances behind me. "And I'd like to hear that warning you mentioned before we offer you the hospitality of our home. Come. All of you."
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S

oon enough, we're inside the main village of Split, surrounded by the citizens of the town as they walk up to take a look at me. For such a large population, I see hardly any people older than their late teens. I think perhaps half the population consists of babies, children, teenagers, and twenty-somethings. There's very few adults among the throng, and only two elderly women, hunched over, walking along using sticks as makeshift canes, the most withered and gaunt I've seen.

In a crowd like this, I expect cheers and jubilation, and some amount of fear at the fact that one of the Mountain-Men has entered the main gate without fighting, but there's no enthusiasm whatsoever, just hushed voices and fearful eyes, darting here and there. A few people whisper to each other.

The Queen turns and says something softly to one of her guards, a woman who nods in acknowledgement, taking off down a cobblestone path through the middle of the town. They must be preparing accommodations for us, though judging from the number of eyes looking my way, I doubt it will be comfortable.

It's hard to judge how big the town is, because my vantage point is all wrong. I'm used to seeing large villages and cities from an elevated position, where you can see blocks of buildings surrounding a center plaza that serves as a marketplace. This village seems to have spread out and gotten smaller over time, but in the center, around the market area, houses and shops all blend into each other. Some look well-made, some look ramshackle; most have at least a second story. I can see the tallest buildings are the temple, the Queen's home, and an armory near the rear wall.

Most of the buildings are stone, built around and around the main circular road of the city, which circles the town plaza, with numerous side roads leading from the main circular pathway that splits off here and there. All the roofs are slate tiles, and many of them are missing, with grass growing tall on the hill of the roof that leads to a hole.

I've seen similar architecture before in video games, and the idea was that if the mountain was ever attacked, the village could be closed off. The village walls circle the entire place, with only four main gates, spaced evenly along the circular outer wall, and in the middle of the city, they connect and surround the large town square. It's ingenious; the village would be extremely defensible against even large-scale invasions, which is why no matter how poorly maintained the walls are now, the design is a brilliant one, meant to withstand attacks for years.

Ingenious...or insane, depending on your point of view. This entire place is made to repel invaders...but when your invaders live in the mountains, that means you'd need a suicidal plan. And judging from the rusty nature of the hinges and the crumbling edges of the stone where water has eroded the masonry, I bet they tried it, and failed.

If the Mountain-Men ever got organized and planned a full-scale invasion, this place would be massacred before anyone inside could figure out how to use the damn mechanism to open the front gate, let alone lock it down into a fortress.

"This is Split," I say, thinking.

A few buildings stand out as different. On the far edge of town is the Temple, easily identifiable by the massive black spider painted above the entranceway. The armory is close to it, and I wonder if that's just so they can call upon the armory in the case of an emergency. Other than that, the building where the Queen resides stands out. Its the biggest house in town, but its on the outer edges of the circle, not close to the plaza or the market area.

The market stalls have rusted bars around them, and many of them are empty, their owners not brave or desperate enough to bring their goods inside when the town is threatened. Still, many of the stalls are busy, and it looks like the people of this village take what small pleasures they can find.

They deserve more. They deserve happiness. They've been lied to, told that this was the best possible world, that any change could only possibly make things worse, but I know better. And I know that I can do better.

But I'm not stupid. I know what will happen if the Mountain-Men discover this city and decide it makes a great raid target.

I know what the spiders would do to these poor people.

And I can't let that happen.

"You heard him, we're being attacked! Go!" yells the guards-captain to her troops, who are on the walls. Most of the women, even Melissa, scramble back up the wall to their posts, while two women run down the street, heading to where they must keep emergency gear and supplies. One runs into the Temple, obviously going to notify the guards posted there.

That leaves three women pointing spears at me, plus the Queen. I want to explain why I'm here, but there's no time.

"Queen, this village is in danger. Please, send all your women out through the front gate and bar it."

"Do not listen to his lies," says Melissa. "The village is well protected by the gods." She casts me a withering look that lets me know exactly what she thinks of me.

"I agree with Melissa, this is some kind of trick to get our guards outside. We should stay within the safety of the walls." The other guard glares at me. It seems she is very loyal to the Queen. And maybe they are thinking of something even more insidious, which wouldn't surprise me, given that their god is a god of death. They are likely afraid I am trying to lead them into a trap.

"This is no trap. We have to get out. The Mountain-Men are coming here because they think this place is vulnerable."

Queen Anthe raises her hand, gesturing at Melissa to stop talking. It doesn't look like she's going to get angry, but she has an authority that demands obedience from those around her. "Please. Do you claim to have seen these invaders?"

The way she says it, it almost sounds as if she was waiting for just such an occasion. As if she isn't scared by my claims. As if it didn't worry her that someone could get to her village, to put her people at risk.

I want to know why. Why doesn't she seem frightened, when all the women have shown signs of fear? Even the guards-captain was concerned for her people's safety.

"Yes. I saw them a half-day north of here."

The Queen doesn't blink. "A long day's journey. You must have moved quickly," she says in the same neutral tone. I wonder if she is really this composed, or if she hides some great emotion.

I shake my head, annoyed that she doesn't trust me. Then, to add salt to the wound, Melissa speaks up again. "He lies. My patrol covered a three mile radius around our village this morning, and they saw no Mountain-Men. It was deserted but for the birds."

I look back and forth between them. Melissa may be a bit young and foolish, but her commander must be thirty or more years older, and I'd expect someone who has led a life of hardship to be tougher on outsiders. I would never question the Queen. I have an almost innate belief in her authority. And yet, they are both eyeing me distrustfully.

It hurts. There is nothing I can do or say that would convince these two that I want to help them. They aren’t listening to me because they think I am a liar, just trying to get through their walls, which means that I can probably count on no help from them. I know we have no time, no time to argue. So I do something rash: I start walking toward the Queen.

It's an idiotic move, especially with those spears aimed at my chest, ready to throw or run me through. Melissa tenses, looking at the leader of the guards, who stands impassively, watching me, then looks to the Queen for guidance. Her face remains neutral, staring at me with mild interest as I step forward. Melissa doesn't want me to get close, not even a step, so she holds her hand up, stepping toward me, the point of her spear level with my chest.

"I said stop! Do not take another step."

She says it as an order, expecting obedience. She's so used to being followed without question that she doesn't understand she's giving orders to someone far beyond her authority. Someone who doesn't need to listen to a word she has to say.

Someone who has absolutely no intention of obeying her.

I take another step. Then I take one more, just to mess with her.

This close, she looks even better. If I were a different man, I'd be intimidated, cowed by all the women surrounding me. But I'm a modern guy, brought up by a loving mother and sent off to college before I joined the military and fought a real-world battle in a foreign land.

She may think she's scary, but I've looked death in the eye. One beautiful young woman with a spear can't change that.

Melissa takes a half-step forward, ready to run me through. If we weren't so close, I doubt she'd move this fast. A few paces away and I'd probably be already bleeding from ten new holes. She isn't going to listen, not until her superior speaks.

I stare straight past the three women at the unarmed Queen in the pure white robe. "Please, heed me. There's a dozen Mountain-Men on their way here."

"Queen, let me run this one through," says Melissa, eager. "Then we can close the gates and prepare for the next attack."

"Wait, don't!" yells Ilana, moving to my side, but the three warriors shift, turning the points of their spears towards her.

The Queen holds up a single hand. The guards freeze at her non-verbal command. I tense, waiting for the guards to make the first move. I doubt they can move faster than me, but it isn’t worth finding out. Not when they have three spears pointed at my chest.

Not when Ilana is only a step away from them.

I can probably tackle two of them before the third drives her spear into me.

A chill runs down my spine and my scalp tingles. I just hope she isn't thinking what I'm thinking.

She looks at Ilana as if she's trash.

I open my mouth to reply but the Queen holds up a hand, staring past me at Ilana. She frowns and takes a half-step forward as something that feels like cold water runs through me.

My teeth nearly break against one another at how quickly they all tense, their spears pointed straight at me.

If I move to protect myself, I die.

The Queen has stopped a good distance away. She must feel secure, knowing three spears are ready to plunge into my chest and back the instant I make a threatening gesture. I wish I could get my hands on Ilana, but I know the instant I start moving I will be full of holes.

And that would defeat my purpose in coming here.

I slowly shift to face the Queen directly, doing my best to let them know that I mean no harm and I want to talk with her face to face, even if my heart is beating out of my chest and I desperately want to tell her what I think about her religion. I swallow the words, trying not to glare at the symbol of the Black Widow, because that will surely end with me dead.

Ilana is staring down at me.

Her face is unreadable, a strange blankness to her features. She isn't showing any emotion, her face a smooth mask as if she's worried her reaction might influence the outcome. Her hands are clenched by her side, but that might only be due to cold.

My gut clenches as I watch her, standing tall and proud as one of her own women looks ready to plunge a spear into me for existing. A few days ago, we were lovers—now we've never been strangers, and somehow that bothers me more than anything else.

I tear my gaze away from hers, trying to focus on the Queen.

The guards around the Queen all tense, spears up, moving in such perfect unison they look like a school of fish swimming in sync, or the beating of a bird's wing. They close in just enough to stop me if I lunge forward, but it doesn't look hostile—if I move, they're ready.

They aren't like the guards on the outskirts. They're professional and sharp.

If I tried something, I'd have three spears through me before I could get close to Anthe. I don't want to test the guards and prove Melissa right, but I feel the urge to reach out with both arms and pull the women who hate me into a hug.

Melissa's jaw tenses with her words, and in her eyes burns an eager desire to hurt me. "We don't need your help."

"I'm sure you'll do just fine," I say, keeping my voice steady and calm, hoping it will soothe the hostility of the guard and prevent the Queen from dismissing me entirely. "I know you're strong here, especially with your well-guarded and sturdy wall and gates, but still, let me tell you what we've heard. I don't know the strength of what's coming against you. Perhaps nothing comes. But I can offer you a simple solution to that, and if you send me away before hearing me out, I fear you'll live to regret it."

**
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T he Queen regards me with impassive features.

"Very well. Tell us of this coming raid—we'll grant you this one chance." There's a subtle change in the Queen's body language as she talks, shifting subtly. There's a small, almost invisible shift in the Queen's shoulders, her mouth softening, but I see her eyes narrow slightly. Her fingers flutter near her collarbone, as if she's trying to adjust it slightly, making me think she isn't fond of the spider emblem that makes her so damn recognizable to every person in this land.

I've seen women in this world hide a dagger up their sleeve, a poison dart in the heel of their shoe. I'm sure the Queen has some sort of weapon or advantage I don't realize, one that could hurt me quickly if things go awry.

Or kill me.

But I came to deliver my message, and the only way that will happen is to speak to the Queen and gain her permission.

It still burns to hear Melissa's words: we don't need your help . She and everyone else in her village rely on the Queen to defend them. It burns because it's true.

If they refuse, I will just take Ilana and go, and hope for the best. There are others in this world who could use our help. They may not want it, but they would need it.

**

13

B ack when I first woke up in the forest, I was alone, but I couldn't move. The poison had made me weak and helpless, barely able to turn my head. A giant spider had skittered over me, then paused, looking down at me, as if wondering what the hell had crawled into its web.

I'm sure spiders have very little self-awareness, but it felt like the spider knew I was an anomaly and was looking for an answer. That spider was black, and while all eight of its legs were jointed strangely, it also moved like something that belonged on Earth, like some freakish evolution. It wasn't until a few weeks ago when I killed a massive, golden, alien-spider did I realize how completely different these things could look.

This spider is black, but it's not a spider—or not exactly. It looks like a small horse-sized scorpion, with a thick armored carapace and eight, segmented limbs. The body of it looks almost mechanical, if there were such thing as metal machines, and it scuttles around. I've only seen one other since, briefly, on a cliff edge, while we were trying to navigate a mountain pass, and Ilana warned me to stay away from them.

The damn thing has a stinger on its ass, but worse, four tentacles hang out of a hole on top of its head. They're translucent gray, almost colorless, and each of them looks as long as my arm, maybe two feet, waving in the air in front of the scorpion.

At first I think they are just feelers or antennas, but after seeing a few of these things I start to realize there might be a deeper purpose to the writhing tentacles. It's not like you can kill something like this with a regular spear, though, so I'd rather avoid any trouble if possible.

One of the tentacles turns towards me, and then starts to vibrate. I have the strange urge to approach the thing, like it's drawing me to it. I know if I stay here too much longer the damn thing will draw me closer, and it might try to bite or sting me.

That's when I notice that the thing hasn't killed all the spiders in its nest. There's one left, on the far end.

"Look out!" I yell, leaping into the nest. The Spiderling turns towards me and starts to open its mouth, but I rush over and grab onto its fur, twisting its head at an impossible angle with a horrible crack, snapping the monster's neck and killing it instantly. The tentacles go slack as it falls onto the floor of the nest.

Ilana gasps in surprise, and Anthe and Melissa look around, confused, seeing no more than the empty nest. They stare at me like I've grown two heads, or else I'm acting completely insane.

"What was that about?" asks Melissa. "It wasn't like you to leap into danger like that."

Anthe doesn't respond. She stands there staring, studying me, her eyes searching for something I can't name. I don't want to mention the Spiderlings for now—it would be unwise, until I could be certain of how they'd react.

And I still need to get Ilana into the city.

"I heard...the wind moaning, and I thought I saw something moving on the side of the hill. A deer, maybe, but it could have been something else," I say with a shrug.

Anthe's gaze sharpens as she considers my answer.

Melissa's mouth hangs open, shocked, and even Ilana seems taken aback at my response, since we haven't talked about what I would say. I don't want them thinking I'm a liar, so I add some more details.

"I saw movement up there before the moans. Like someone crawling."

Anthe is quiet, thinking this over.

Melissa is not pleased. She takes a step forward, stabbing the spear at me. The point stops inches from my chest, and her pretty pink lips twist as she tries not to smirk at making me flinch.

What a brat! She's beautiful, but the more she opens her mouth, the less interested I am in bedding her. I want to put that brat over my knee and spank her so hard she won't be able to sit for a week.

I step back so her spear is safely pointed away from me.

"If you're going to behave like a child, you can run back up and resume your guard duty where you belong," says Queen Anthe, with a little snap to her voice. "Your hot temper has always been a liability, Melissa. I understand your hatred of Mountain-Men, but that doesn't excuse abandoning your duty."

"But I thought...he could be lying about a raiding party—we've never been attacked before, it makes no sense they'd attack a poor village like ours..."

"He comes here telling you not to trust him, and you doubt me, your Queen?"

Queen Anthe's face darkens as she stares down Melissa.

I decide to interject, interrupting before Melissa responds.

"Please, if you won't accept my warning, accept our thanks. If this village is attacked, we can only rely on the women of your guard to defend your homes, and you may very well give your lives protecting your people."

The Queen's expression relaxes slightly, hearing my respectful tone. She seems more amused than anything. "What are you doing? Seducing my guards so you can attack us later? Or is this part of your plan to kill us all?" asks the Queen. "No words? I was told Mountain-Men were cunning, but not silent."

Melissa smiles smugly at the Queen's barb, and even Tess' stern face cracks a smile.

"I'm glad you didn't throw those spears—you'd probably hit each other and skewer yourselves by accident," I say, not hiding the contempt in my voice.

To my surprise, Melissa blushes a deep scarlet red.

Tess stiffens and speaks, trying to ignore my barb, "Your weapons lie beyond the gates."

I nod. "Yes. If I could, I would pick them up now and leave. But you know that is not true. My companions and I heard raiders in the night. We saw their lights as they passed nearby, but were unable to follow without losing their trail in the night."

The Queen considers. "Do you think we should take you into the town hall? Let me guess. You'll kill me there if I let you in, and take all of Split captive?"

"Hardly. I swear it by whatever god you choose—let me bring you Ilana, and she can vouch for me. Let me speak to you alone, and I'll tell you why we're here. Then, I want to ask you two things, and if you grant my request, we'll walk away, and I will pray to the goddess to show mercy on your people. She's been merciful so far, having spared your village until now..."

Melissa scowls. "This is stupid!"

Tess shushes her guard-woman before addressing me. "That depends entirely on what those things are, and whether or not you speak the truth. I've known you Mountain-Men to say whatever is necessary to make us relax our guard and lower our spears."

The Queen nods, turning to the woman who I assume is Tess. She looks familiar. "Thank you, Tess. Do we have any news from the south road?"

The woman who looks vaguely familiar speaks up. I can tell she's in charge simply by her tone. "I received word from one of the watch captains yesterday. He mentioned a band of ten men riding south, but we heard no word of them returning, and he said they wouldn't be traveling north until well into next week."

Anthe shakes her head sadly. "What is your proof? What did you see, traveler? Tell us about the Mountain-Men coming to attack our village."

Her tone implies that it can't be true, and it irritates me. Still, I can't blame her for doubting my story. My clothes are roughspun and patched together, nothing like what a Barbarian or his warriors would wear. My lack of armor makes me seem harmless, although my muscles and height would give me away as one of the Mountain-Men if they look closer. My hair is long, shaggy, and unkempt, but no more than most of the people living along the frontier. If she wants to know if I've lived a rough life, she only has to look at my face—the scar across my cheek, the nose that's been broken once, maybe twice.

"I spoke truthfully," I say. "I camped out overnight in the woods, with my companions, when we saw lights moving in the night. I crept close, careful, thinking it was a patrol of guards, so we hid in the brush." I swallow, taking a deep breath as I remember the cold fury in their faces. "But it was Mountain-Men. All of them, dressed in black leathers and with black-iron swords and axes. They meant to ambush this village."

The Queen Anthe's eyebrows raise in shock. There's a stir from above, where Tess stands with her two archers on either side, watching me carefully. I'm not even sure if Tess knows how to throw a spear—she doesn't hold herself like a warrior.

I nod up at Tess. "Ask her."

Melissa sneers at me. "We're not fools, Barbarian. What we're interested in is—"

The Queen raises a delicate hand, cutting off Melissa, who bites back her words. If she's been raised by this woman all her life, she knows there's a pecking order.

And Melissa isn't in charge.

"Tess, report."

"It matches what the traveler told us, Queen Anthe. There were no raiding parties anywhere near. No one else is around that we can see. All's clear, and there are no patrols nearby."

The Queen gives a half-smile and a tiny nod of approval at the guard captain, then she turns her eyes to me, examining my body closely. I feel oddly like I should cover myself, but it would be foolish and dangerous to bring my hands close to my body. Her brown eyes linger on my crotch for a moment, a hint of a blush on her cheeks as her eyes dart away before meeting my own. "And you. What do we owe this pleasure of a Barbarian walking up to our gates, bare-chested, soaking wet, and warning us of his fellow Mountain-Men?"

I hesitate. "I'm not what you think. I'm not from the mountains. I want to help—"

Melissa doesn't hold her tongue any longer. She raises her spear threateningly. "Don't lie! Mountain-Men don't just walk up to villages to help, they don't show compassion. They're demons—!"

Queen Anthe holds out a single finger and Melissa, mid-tirade, bites down on the words, closing her eyes as if she's being scolded like a child.

"No more, Melissa. I know all too well the stories about Mountain-Men." She smiles faintly. "We both lived them. And while I trust you are not lying that you're not with them, why then are you here? You're not from the south, not by the look of you, and Mountain-Men do not attack each other. Are you from the mountains or not?"

A chill breeze flows over my naked chest, and goosebumps start to erupt on my arms as I fight off a shiver. The guards notice, smirking in triumph. I can feel the sweat on my head, my heart thudding in my chest. It's like the walls of the village are closing in on me.

I can't bring myself to kill her, but I can't think of a lie, either, and I know I have no choice. If I want to convince them to let us stay, I have to do something that scares the crap out of me.

"Yes. I'm from the mountains. I came from far north of the pass, beyond your Capital, and across the southern plains to warn you."

The Queen's eyes are sharp, but she shows no shock. She nods to herself, knowing it's true, even though her people believe Mountain-Men live in a frozen land filled with death. They don't know our lands. They never cross the mountains.

"Why are you here?" asks the Queen, and it takes all I have not to look at the woman Ilana behind me. It would give it away entirely.

"I left my home because they were trying to make me go into the Pass, and I refused to leave my home for this war of yours."

Melissa steps forward. "Your war? This war was started by your kind! You attacked—"

"Enough Melissa," interrupts Queen Anthe, waving her away. Her voice is firm. Melissa stares daggers at me. I stare back, but keep my body language relaxed. We stare each other down, and her green eyes have something extra behind them. I can tell she has a deep love for the woman in white and wishes I didn't exist.

The Queen takes the moment of silence to walk forward, staring at me, her face curious. She comes close, looking at me, inspecting the way my dark, nearly black hair sits on my broad shoulders. I get the feeling that she's not just studying my muscles or size, but the quality of my physique.

She stops ten feet away, studying me carefully, taking in my damp pants, my bare chest, and my well defined abs. She raises an eyebrow and steps forward, stopping a couple paces away, ignoring Melissa's protestations that it might be a trap. The blonde warrior woman moves closer, trying to stand between us. She wants to use her spear to protect the Queen, to push me back further, but she holds herself in check and waits to see what Anthe intends to do.

"Do you swear you'll stay where you are?"

I nod and look into her brown eyes as I drop my hands, slowly, down by my side. There are two warriors with their spears ready to throw, and while this Queen doesn't seem scared of me, neither am I willing to try my luck. If they think I'm lunging at her, I know I'm going to die a very painful and ignoble death.

"I only speak the truth. There will be a raid here shortly. They may already be outside your walls."

It's too late for my own damn life—all I can hope is that I've convinced them to save the life of Ilana, even if they end me now.

Queen Anthe stares at me carefully, trying to find out if I'm lying to her. I stand tall, confident, even though I don't feel it. In my heart of hearts, I know what comes next, because I can see it in Melissa's green eyes. She'll never forgive me, not after the raids of Mountain-Men destroyed her home. Maybe she was a child, maybe she witnessed the aftermath.

Maybe she lost family and friends in a raid, just as I have.

Maybe we're kindred spirits.

I look past her and at the woman in the white robe, my words directed to her instead of the green-eyed woman with the deadly spear. "If my story is true, I will gladly face the punishment, but I will die with the knowledge that I didn't abandon your charge on the road, leaving her for your enemies. Please. You must take her."

The Queen steps forward, walking in front of the guards and ignoring the protests of the other spear women. They don't move, though Melissa wants to grab the Queen and pull her back behind their spears.

"Is this woman important?" The Queen tilts her head at the question. She's curious about who I am, and who I think Ilana is.

"To me, she is." My gaze never leaves hers, staring deeply. She stares back. It feels like a chess match, trying to figure out what kind of person she is and if I'll live or die in the next few minutes. "You know she's innocent, and you know she's no threat to you."

There's a long, tense moment before Queen Anthe drops the shield that gives nothing away, and the real woman emerges. She sighs heavily, like she's carrying the weight of the world, and she sinks to her knees.

The other women are shocked. Melissa especially, with the bratty-golden-girl looks ready to protest to the skies, but she snaps her mouth shut at a stern look from Anthe. Anthe looks up at me with pleading brown eyes.

"We owe her our lives. Our ancestors lived in the Capital when she came. It was a cruel time, and our men were taken or killed in wars. We had nowhere to turn—we were destitute. But Ilana found us in the forest outside Split and led us here to safety. We have lived here for generations, and the Mother has watched over us.

"She is welcome in Split, always. She is family.

"As for you, Barbarian... Why did you bring her?"

I know what comes next—and so does she. "Because she saved my life."

A murmur runs through the crowd of the guards, the women surprised and confused, wondering why a Barbarian would save the life of one of the Capital's elite warriors.

Then there is silence again.

"And when did that happen?"

I hesitate, but the answer is the only one I can give. The truth. "Last night. I was lost in the woods, and she showed me where to find shelter and warmth. I owe her a debt."

Another murmur runs through the crowd before it quiets, waiting to see what the Queen will say or do.

The Queen nods, then takes two steps forward until she is in front of Melissa. She pats the girl on her cheek tenderly, cupping her chin. Melissa is tense at the Queen moving out of position, but there are still two guards flanking her, so she must realize it makes no difference whether the Queen stands in front or behind Melissa.

"Thank you for protecting us all, dear. You make your grandmother proud," murmurs Anthe, staring into the younger woman's eyes and smiling.

My throat closes up a bit—I'm not used to seeing such kindness from a ruler, certainly not the Empress. Anthe has taken what could have been a humiliating moment and turned it into a heartwarming one. Melissa's cheeks turn red in embarrassment, but she doesn't back down. I've never seen anyone act like this in front of someone of higher station, or at least I can't remember how any of these interactions went down.

Melissa looks over at the tall grass just outside the main gates. "Your friend can come inside now."

Anthe smiles faintly. "I know she can see my face, my dear. She would not hide in the grass if I was in danger. She is here because she knows you would not hesitate to kill this man if he gave you a reason to do so. I'm sorry, Melissa. You're dismissed back to your post. I will be fine with our visitor and his protector."

Her voice isn't condescending as much as it's kind, like a mother scolding a child for trying to sneak cookies before dinner, and Melissa bows her head. She turns away, flustered, embarrassed, and storms off, her back ramrod-straight and her hand tightly gripping her spear.

The Queen watches me closely, her eyebrows up. The two guards still remain beside her. They wear simple, leather armor, similar to the clothing the other women were wearing. The Queen wears her simple white dress with the symbol of her spider god stitched upon the fabric in black thread. She doesn't look anything like what I expected a village Queen to look like. The way people talked about them, I thought they'd be like a stern schoolmarm, but she seems… kind.

She steps forward, walking around the two guards. "I'm Queen Anthe, guardian of this village. Welcome to Split, traveler. How may I help you?"

There's an awkward pause as we both know I wasn't welcome here in the first place, and that Melissa and her guards would have probably driven me away if they hadn't been afraid of the woman hiding in the woods behind me.

"Um, thanks," I say, trying to make my deep voice more friendly instead of booming.

"What were you doing alone out in the grasslands? Do you intend to travel the road to the Capital? You shouldn't wander—there are many dangers lurking between cities. Perhaps you could share your name?"

"I'd love to tell you my story, Queen, but I wouldn't be able to stand without passing out. My legs are ready to give out. Could I please have some water before I continue?"

The woman doesn't blink, staring at me coldly.

Melissa spits at me. "We don't waste our resources on strangers." She holds her spear just slightly away from her body, ready to launch it straight into my gut, but I can see by how her arm flexes that if the Queen gives the order to shoot, her attack will be accurate. She doesn't strike me as being particularly kind or considerate. If anything, she looks more eager than any of them to murder a savage like me.

She's probably already fantasizing about my death and has no intention of wasting time.

"I am unarmed," I say calmly. It seems foolish to try and negotiate when there are three spears pointed at me.

It doesn’t seem fair I can hardly think with my stomach growling from hunger. All the running to warn the town has got me weak, and my legs are getting wobbly. If something doesn’t change soon, my knees are going to give out. My mind races, but there's no solution, and I'm not used to not being in charge, in control.

The guards-woman on my left, a short, wiry woman with short cropped hair, looks at Melissa. She seems more nervous about how far away her companion is from the safety of the wall-top than my actual presence. Melissa turns and takes a half-step back.

I can hear a creaking sound behind me that makes the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I look over my shoulder, and there's Ilana, leaning against a spear I had to leave in the grass, propping herself up, and looking weak and sickly, ready to keel over. I feel rage flare in my heart, knowing this stupid, beautiful woman did something dangerous instead of staying hidden.

If this all goes south, we're both dead. And the Queen might even get tortured first for giving orders to attack, or at the very least, letting two fugitives into her walls. I bite down my anger, focusing on survival.

"There were signs of a spiderling raid nearby. This isn't their territory. They were after that woman. We need to go somewhere safe, and I hoped your community would provide a safe haven."

The Queen raises her chin. She doesn’t need to speak. Even without her guards surrounding her, she commands respect with just her posture. If the Capital was filled with women like her, no wonder the Spiderlings hold so much power. "There has been no warning, and no word from any messenger. We know these lands, and know when our enemies approach. You are lying, savage. How did you steal a woman from them?"

I step closer, and I can hear the click as Melissa shifts the spear ever so slightly in her hands, ready to throw it at my breast. "Your town is in danger. It's the truth. Why else would a man wander out here? I didn't know you would treat me this way," I say, gesturing at the spear tips aimed at my heart.

"We need safe passage. We're no threat to you. You said so yourself."

She studies me, and the tension rises. Her eyebrows quirk up for a second, her lips moving ever so slightly, but she seems to have reached some sort of decision and nods. "Let him through," she says, turning around.

To my surprise, the guards part, making a pathway, as Anthe glides between them towards the village. I watch, confused, but then Ilana appears next to me. I had completely forgotten she was here. Melissa moves forward a step, ready to stab me if I dare follow her Queen into her village.

She's wearing pants.

Leather armor clings to her toned body, covering all the important bits, with straps running over her shoulders, connecting to the leather cuirass that protects her chest. There are pauldrons attached to the shoulder straps, and if this world had guns, they'd look like useless pieces of paper. If she wore a suit of steel plate she would have a fighting chance of withstanding the impact of bullets, but as it is, she's just covered in leather with two bits of iron stuck to the outside. She'd get torn to bits in a gun battle.

"Stop staring, sav—stop staring," says Melissa, noticing where my gaze has gone. The armor clings tightly to her full breasts, her cleavage peeking out of the top. The pants she wears are loose fitting, designed for ease of movement, but still form to her ass beautifully, and I can see the hint of a small waist, and the gentle flare of her hips. Her ass looks so damn squeezable in those tight pants I bet her butt would bounce if you dropped a quarter on it.

Ilana looks around nervously. "Queen Anthe, I'm begging you—please let him through. He saved me from spiders."

"And how do we know you are not under his influence?" says the guard-woman. She's older, more experienced. Her hair is turning grey at the temples, but she's obviously been chosen as Captain of the Guards for her skill. Her armor is slightly different than Melissa's, less ornamental, but more practical. Her armor actually does something to protect her, covering her torso.

"The guards would be within their rights to impale him," says the Queen calmly. She sounds almost indifferent.

What's her play?

"That man isn't evil, though! He helped me escape from spiders!"

"How many spiders attacked you? Tell us, child!" says the guards-captain harshly.

"It doesn't matter how many there were," snaps Melissa. "I'll have no part of letting this man into our village."

"And why is that?"

"He's a mountain scum!" Melissa raises her voice, yelling as she turns to Anthe. "Ilana said he saved her life—he doesn't care about her! He just wants to hurt you, to attack us. Please, I beg of you—turn him away. Turn them both away."

Tess is more level-headed than Melissa, and she keeps her spear pointed at me. I'm still walking slowly towards Anthe.

"Do you wish us to impale the intruder, Queen? We would take his blood, to offer to the Mother," asks Tess in a firm voice.

I want to laugh. If this is how well they follow orders, it's no wonder that the women of the plains can take and retake the walled city of Split again and again.

I'm standing right in front of the priestess of the spider goddess now.

"Queen Anthe—" says Ilana.

"Hush, child. There is nothing to fear," says Anthe. "We will find you warm food and a comfortable place to spend the night. No need to worry about a Barbarian raiding our small village."

"They aren't coming for this village. They're not after gold or treasure or grain—they're looking for blood," I say bluntly.

"What?" Melissa's brow furrows. The other guards shift uneasily as the spear-maid shakes her golden mane. "We're impoverished, the Capital takes everything we grow in tribute—"

"—and the Mountain-Men know it." I'm blunt, talking over her, but my anger has reached its peak.

I can't see what else is in this village beyond the road, and I wonder how many people this place holds. Are there enough men here to defend the walls? Or are they all like the three brave women standing in front of me?

I look up, but my thoughts are dark. Do these three women know what is waiting for them? Do any of them?

Anthe is unreadable, and behind the guard stands two more spear-women, both young. They watch with interest. I glance over, noticing that the guard-woman in front is a little bit older. Maybe thirty years old, her hair is brown and cropped close to her head. She stands confidently in front of me, no trace of fear or hatred on her features. She must be Tess, the woman with the highest rank among them. Her body is wiry and strong, and when I meet her eyes, I can see an unexpected depth there, as if she knows she has to stand between the world and her charge.

She must see I’m not about to start spearing people either—she glances back at the other spear-women, motioning with a small shake of her head not to raise their weapons. It's clear that the others didn't see the gesture, though the younger two at least have the common sense to lower their spears until they look like garden tools instead of deadly implements of war.

The young, golden-haired warrior, Melissa, turns and glares at Tess, furious at being ordered not to threaten me. She raises her spear aggressively.

It takes me a second to realize I don’t care whether it is Melissa or me with the raised spear first. The Queen isn’t afraid of me, but clearly her guard are, and I can see how scared the villagers will be. Their Queen needs to calm things down, and fast.

I don’t like being the cause of the turmoil.

I take a step backwards, hands up. Melissa watches my every move, trying to detect a lie. I know if I make a move for the women or a weapon, I don't even need to look up at her and Tess to know spears are about to impale me. I've given them no reason not to.

Melissa relaxes slightly as I step back.

She opens her mouth to speak—

Then a shout rings out from above.

"Look out!" Tess's yell is accompanied by the whoosh of her throwing spear. There's a sickening, wet thump. My eyes go wide as her weapon sinks into my shoulder. There's no pain, only a dull sense of shock and surprise. I turn back, slowly, watching as Tess loads her second spear. The Spiderling that had crept up behind me is still alive, though the spear went through his throat. He's twitching, dying on the ground. His fingers clench as his eyes lock onto me.

A shudder of fear runs through me when I realize how close to death I was. One second later, and he could have easily ended me.

Ilana and I look around desperately for cover. We're totally exposed. I can't pull the spear from my shoulder, since I'd be useless with just one arm and the amount of blood flowing out would put me in danger of bleeding out. I know I need a healer. I need to be in town. But we're trapped outside with who knows how many more Spiderlings prowling in the woods, coming for us.

There's the sharp sound of wood-on-wood as the portcullis is raised once again. I hear voices yelling. Shouts echo in the night as a dozen women run onto the path. They carry spears, though some only have knives. These aren't well armed warriors like Tess and Melissa.

My head throbs. My stomach lurches. My vision goes dark and blurry for a moment, before swimming back into focus. It's hard to stay on my feet.

"No..." Ilana moans in despair.

Tess rushes forward, throwing her spear as I blink, trying to stay awake, and she's not even looking at me anymore.

She looks up, toward Ilana.

It all clicks at once. The spider god wants them to kill Ilana. And they're about to do it.

The spear sails through the air and buries itself into Ilana's shoulder, sinking deep. She cries out in pain. I turn, looking at her slumped form. The spear was thrown true, piercing her, but the aim wasn't perfect.

The throw must have been hurried—it didn't sink in the center, but high on her shoulder. It would have been a near instant death if she was dead center. As it stands, she should live, even without medical help.

I blink, surprised by how much information is just pouring into my brain. But as soon as I'm distracted, the other spear comes at me, faster than I expect. It buries itself in my own shoulder, a foot or so below where the last one had penetrated, and I curse my bad luck. If the spear had been an inch lower, it would have passed harmlessly to the side, glancing off my shoulder.

If they threw two spears, then who knows how many more are being gathered while I stare in shock at the two weapons impaling us? I drop down, lying on the dirt. Spears fly over my head. Melissa curses. Tess, the guard captain, runs toward us, screaming for the women to hold their fire.

This could be a mess.
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I

can sense the women around me panicking, trying to decide if I'm really unarmed or if there are others behind me.

"Are there any more?" asks the woman I'm beginning to suspect is the town Queen. Her voice is soft, sweet, with only a hint of power within it. I've seen the type before—she doesn't use the full strength of her authority until she has to.

But once she does...

"No," I say, meeting her eyes. I keep my hands spread, showing her my unarmed state.

"And what of the Mountain-Men coming to kill us in our sleep?" asks one of the other women in front of me, stepping forward. She's shorter than Melissa by half a foot, with light brown hair and blue eyes that glitter with danger. She's lean and toned, with a slightly boyish figure. Not exactly my type, but I could definitely fuck her while standing up, holding her body close to me as my cock pounded her sweet, wet pussy. She doesn't have the golden-curls like Melissa or the Queen, but something in her reminds me of them.

Her tone makes it obvious she'd rather have that fight. Better to face them in a fair fight than be killed while asleep.

She's got the same sort of look as the Queen—they share a common ancestor. Maybe they're cousins, with the Queen descended from a noble line and the guardswoman being some sort of distant relative, born of farmers.

This isn't some fantasy world. These women aren't just guards and priestesses, separated into neat castes. This is reality. They're all women. Some live in villages like this one, guarding the only known route from the Capital to the mountain pass. Others go to the Capital to live lives of ease, protected from raids by distance and sea. Some serve directly as warriors at the front lines of a long war, others still live off-the-grid in remote places, raising crops and families in safety.

And yet...

The guard is obviously embarrassed for breaking discipline in front of the other soldiers, but she still bristles at the idea of taking orders from some savage Barbarian like me. It takes the captain of the guard clearing her throat behind Melissa to make her fall in line and stop glowering at me.

"Speak quickly, then be gone. You have five minutes."

"We were outnumbered, we couldn't hold out. We'll die if we stay."

I take a deep breath. "The mountain is our home, and the land here, fertile and bountiful. And yet we are few, too few to hold it against the invaders. Our children are dead, all save this one." I pick up Ilana, showing that she's small and helpless, in danger. It hurts me to admit defeat, but I have to put on a good show. I swallow my pride and speak again. "We need your help, to care for this girl. I have heard your goddess is the Goddess of Mercy and Kindness. I ask your hospitality and mercy for a starving child and her broken protector."

The Queen studies me for a long, slow moment before answering, and in the silence, Melissa glowers at me, hating me for making a plea for the spider on my chest to heal her. Finally, the Queen speaks.

"I see a scar on your forehead." She tilts her head. "The Spider-Mother does not make mistakes. This man is a chosen vessel. We are commanded to follow his lead, and those who turn from the commands of the Mother find themselves at the end of the spear."

I have to bite back a curse and look up to the heavens. The last thing I want to be seen as is the bloody-handed representative of their evil goddess, commanding them to slaughter a bunch of helpless villagers for kicks and giggles.

"There are bandits on your roads. Your villagers would die if I wasn't here to protect them!" I yell out, trying to be loud enough to wake the Queen out of the spider-worship induced fugue she seems to be in.

A woman who looks like a forty-five-year-old former college professor smiles gently. She takes two steps forward. There are four spears pointed at me and three unarmed women, one of whom is staring at me with something dangerously close to love or lust or obsession—Ilana. She should stay safe as long as she doesn’t do anything stupid.

The Queen is obviously willing to meet me half-way. I take a few cautious steps forward, and when she waves me to approach, I jog to join the group, my arms still spread wide. I try not to be distracted by the breasts straining at Melissa's armor, or by the strange, alien beauty of the Queen Anthe, or by the way Ilana is beaming at me.

The way the bratty girl glares at me is distracting too, but not in the same way.

Melissa growls and raises her spear higher.

I stop when I'm a step away from them. The other guard-women stare at me like they expect me to bite or turn into a vicious killer. I wish that one of them, even the petulant blonde, would smile at me, but the only friendly face in the bunch is Ilana. I turn my gaze to the Queen.

"What brings you to the village, Barbarian?" Her voice is calm and measured, as though she encounters men like me every day. Maybe she does—or used to, before Split became an isolated village out of reach of all bandits.

The name hits me in the gut, and my blood boils. The anger that surges up inside me takes me by surprise. It's not the first time someone's called me a Barbarian, but somehow I feel like she just disrespected me, personally, by naming me as the monster-type of man I've come to save them from.

But then I realize what she said—Barbarian. No 'Soldier-of-the-Fist.' And Melissa hasn't spat it out like a curse, calling me a deserter or traitor or betrayer. I relax.

I look the Queen in the eye and take a step back, bowing low and trying to be a picture of respect, showing I do not intend any violence. I stay down and say in a firm, loud voice. "Forgive me, Your Eminence. My name is Harod, and I was sent here because my people, the Village-Men, want peace with you."

A ripple runs through the guards at the formal way I address the Queen. A murmur breaks out, the word spreading quickly through the guard. Even Melissa gasps. I stay in the bow, my eyes fixed on the ground. This has the downside of letting them impale me, but they'll have to decide who'll draw the short straw.

She says nothing, waiting for me to go on, so I explain to the group of women why I'm here, and how I can help. I tell them I'm a man from a strange land, that I am here to save the innocent, that the evil of their world is only temporary, and soon they will be free again. As I speak, I can tell I'm having an effect on them. The guards, who were ready to run me through moments before, listen and grow silent as I pour out my heart about a world where men and women work together and create lives that bring happiness and joy to all involved.

"The time is coming when the wicked men who seek to hurt you are being put in their place, and I've come here to ask for your help in making sure you are not hurt anymore. We will protect you from the Mountain-Men. You only need to let us know what we can do to help your village."

My voice booms and fills the clearing. There's dead silence as I finish my speech, standing tall, still half naked, with the fading embers of sunlight falling on my face. In the shadow of the looming walls, I can see my audience is spellbound. Their jaws hang down, and Melissa is looking at me like she wants me to eat her, her green eyes blazing.

Anthe stares at me, looking deep into my eyes, and when she speaks it is in a tone of wonder. "By the Web, a man who would protect us. By the Goddess herself. A real, true man." She pauses and looks around her town, a town that is now silent. Doors are open, with women looking out to watch the show. "A hero, such as old women tell stories about to children and then whisper they cannot possibly exist. Such a man who would stand up to save a village from the Mountain-Men!" Her voice echoes in the empty yard, ringing clear, like a clarion call.

She takes a step closer, looking past the guard and at Ilana. "What would you do for us?"

I don't hesitate. "I'd destroy the Mountain-Men raiding party before they had a chance to harm any of your women or your people. I would stop them."

"Then we should help him," says Anthe to Melissa, but her voice carries all the way to the walls where guards stare down, trying to listen in. "A true man would put his own life between us and danger, and how could we refuse such an offer?" She holds out her arm, pointing towards me, and there is no sign of deceit in her eyes, only the truth, plain and clear.

I know now how Jesus must have felt when he stood outside the gates of Jericho, knowing it would fall. I wonder if the guards of Split will throw down their weapons when the gates start to open.

But instead, they step aside, making a path for me. As I approach the Queen, they watch every move, every twitch of muscle, and it doesn't escape my notice that Melissa's spear is trembling slightly, ready to stab at me if I take even a step wrong. I don't want to get stabbed, and besides, if I attacked the Queen, she would die and there would be hell to pay.

Not because she's the woman I would kill. Oh, sure, she has an ancient, timeless quality to her that makes her attractive, almost alluring. But if I were to cut down the priestess of this town, there would be a bloodbath. No one would be safe. There's an angry crowd just waiting for an excuse. They'd turn on me. If I were lucky, they'd string me up, like the raiders did to poor Lyle. If I weren't lucky, well, the only things they'd take is my clothes, my food, my weapons, and everything else would be forfeit. And what about poor Ilana? Where would she go? I can't imagine her having many friends in a town run by a Spider-Queen.

She might get caught in the crossfire. Maybe they think she's part of a trap and slit her throat, but she might get left to the guards...which might be worse.

So I walk with a slow, easy pace, until I come before the Queen and stop. "Hello." I give a little bow, trying not to laugh. It feels ridiculous, to show such deference, to someone that I would slaughter like the animal I am. The guards tense, expecting me to jump forward and strike their leader down.

"Hello. I've heard you bring news from the Mountain-Men that threaten to raid our village. We don't care." Her words are flat, emotionless. Does she want to start a fight? What's going on?

"Yes. A dozen men are marching from the forest into the valley. They're probably setting up camp now, waiting until tomorrow morning to attack."

"What?" asks Melissa, shocked. "Queen Anthe! We have to—"

The Queen raises a finger and Melissa freezes. "No. We don't." The Queen stares at me, like I'm a curiosity. There's a hint of amusement on her lips, a tiny curl that's barely visible, but it feels like the Queen is mocking me.

"A Barbarian coming to warn us about a raid from his brothers? It is almost worth seeing," she says, and then she turns and walks back towards the walls of Split. Melissa waits for her to move several steps, watching me with fire in her eyes, then follows. "Come on, Ilana! What are you doing?"

I'm stunned. I thought my plan was a good one, but as soon as I got the gates open, they abandoned me. It's a reminder: if things go bad, I'm on my own. I can't count on Ilana to fight beside me, to help me. She'll follow the women of the village. And there's no one else who'd protect me, only a bunch of people waiting for any excuse to stick spears in my belly.

But what really hurts is hearing Melissa call out for Ilana. Did she forget her name already? Was it only Ilana by night, Melissa by day? Or did Ilana lie about her name to me?

I turn and see her approaching. Her head is bowed, submissive, like a puppy expecting to be scolded. "I'm sorry," she says. "They're very...skittish."

"Did you just apologize to a Barbarian?" cries Melissa, shocked. She looks like she'd run me through where I stand.

"I should have tried harder," says Ilana softly, like Melissa isn't even there. Then, to me, in a clearer voice, she speaks. "Let me talk to Queen Anthe. If anyone can convince them, it will be her."

There's no more time to try anything else, so I nod and motion for her to go forward.

She walks toward the gates, hands in plain sight, walking around me in the wide clearing surrounding the front gate. Her pace is slow but steady, and as she approaches, she kneels in the grass at the feet of the Queen, looking up. The Queen looks down at her like she's seeing something strange.

Then she reaches out to gently touch Ilana's cheek.

"My sister," the Queen says to the guards around her. "It's been too long."

A small sob comes from Ilana, and she leans into the Queen. The two look nothing alike, one with golden hair, one with black, but the same kind of beauty and confidence shines through. And, apparently, they're related. I watch them embrace, wondering how they'd react if I told them I planned to take both of these women out of the village of Split tonight.

But it's a good sign for us. Ilana has influence. She may not like all that happens here, but they seem to at least treat her like family. I'm grateful I brought her, and didn't make her stay at the pond and wait for me to return.

That could've taken days, or even longer, if they decided I was a raider and took me prisoner. I'm sure the girls of the Capital would love to meet a real Barbarian, to practice their knife work on my unguarded belly.

They might have let me live if I came alone, especially if Ilana is as important as she seems. They probably wouldn't trust me, or any man, but I could have given my warning.

But the way the golden-haired girl, Melissa, and some of the other villagers look at me, I don't think they'd have simply let me leave. No, these women would want revenge on a male for his violence against females.

Maybe it's just because I'm a Barbarian, but it sure feels personal.

I feel guilty, because my mind drifts to Ilana again. Her lithe form. The swell of her small breasts. Those big blue eyes.
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I can tell she doesn't believe the older woman, but Yasmine tries to smile, nodding. I look at the jars, half full of milk, and I have a strange, sudden urge to taste it. I dip my finger in, letting one drip into my mouth. It has a strange, sour flavor that I love.

Katia seems satisfied, smiling in pure bliss. She grabs the jars, closing them tightly and tucking them away.

Yasmine stands up, stretching. "I think it's time I got back to the house... I'll start dinner while you finish up." She gives me a shy smile, then runs her hands over the basin, collecting stray drops of her milk before she dries her fingers on a small towel and goes through the door.

After she leaves, Katia reaches into the pottery jar again, smearing her hand with the lotion. Then she puts a palmful between her tits, massaging the milk and lotion into her cleavage, looking up at me with lusty eyes. She grabs her full breasts, and I growl at the sight of the cougar seductress milking herself and preparing for another titty fuck.

The village may think that these Providers are nothing but food factories, but all I can imagine is what would happen if I took that damn virginity. If these women were free of their chains of forced purity, if they weren't constantly on the edge of an orgasm they can never reach… I shake my head at the thought. How they must crave relief, even more than I do. And I've always loved a challenge.

She starts to moan, and my cock grows harder and harder. She kneels between my legs, wraps those pillow-soft lips around my cockhead, and deepthroats me, and I can already feel myself close to cumming again. I grunt, focusing on the task before me. I squeeze her breasts together, rubbing the hot milk into her skin, and she whimpers like a little bitch, practically bucking her hips at the stimulation.

Her moans intensify and grow louder. She cries out as she orgasms from the sheer sensation of my strong hands pulling her milk out.

I'm tempted to fuck the cougar right now as she sucks my cock dry, but I stop myself. She keeps stroking my shaft with her breasts, her fingers fluttering against her own slit while she rubs her milk all over her chest, her face a picture of utter bliss. And then I groan again, cumming for the second time as my cock slides out of her wet mouth. She licks me clean. I watch as Yasmine comes down from the clouds, slowly returning to reality with a look of pure bliss on her face.

Damn, the women in this village really were starving for male attention. But if they were this eager, there was no way that Ilana had been left untouched.

I think of the raven-haired beauty with huge tits.

Did she have anything to do with my sudden resurrection? Was she responsible for my new body, and my new harem of sex-crazed cougars?

Maybe it was time I found out.

**

When we finally finish packing up, I lift up my end of the wheelbarrow full of milk jugs and start to roll. Katia stands up, stretches, and starts to pack her supplies away, humming happily to herself.

The village is eerily silent around us, especially since it should be close to dinnertime by now. The only sound comes from the crunching of sand under our boots and the rolling of the wheelbarrow, and it's getting closer. Then we turn the corner. I swear, there has to be close to fifty people standing outside the front entrance to the main temple, looking right at us. We freeze, and for the first time in my new life, I see genuine fear.

Shit. They have to know exactly what I've been doing with their "virgin" cougars.

Then a strange look comes over Katia's face. She steps forward, walking straight towards the group of people that will rip me to shreds as soon as they think I violated any of the terms of my rebirth.

Katia drops the wooden handles of the wheelbarrow to the ground, and starts pulling off her linen shorts.

There's a murmur among the crowd.

It's the men. There are six of them, but it's all the men that are chattering. None of the women seem surprised at all. All of them are wearing long robes with a hood that casts a shadow over their faces. They've been silently waiting, and only now do they speak. "But Ilana!" one of them calls out, a muscular guy, who must be Ilana's boyfriend. He breaks off from the group and pushes to the front, his face twisted into a look of fury, though there is something strange about him. He looks different than everyone else, like he has a different aura about him, but I don't have time to think too hard about it, because his arms are swinging as he runs towards me.

"Back off," I shout. "Or I'll kill you."

He falters for a moment, then comes charging, raising a sword.

**

I know the exact instant that the memory leaves my brain. My name is Harod. I have an incredible woman with huge tits who worships me, a sexy little nymph named Ilana with a cute smile and a killer rack, a beautiful, innocent brunette, and a gorgeous milf with massive jugs. And a harem of sex-crazed milfs are dying for my touch.

Katia smiles, and all six men come running towards me. They want to kill me.

But they don't get near me. All three girls leap forward, attacking the men like wild cougars, scratching and hissing and tearing flesh with their fingernails, their teeth. Blood splatters against the wall. One of the guys goes flying backwards as a vicious kick is landed by either Ilana or Mara. A guy cries out as Yasmine digs her fingers into his eyes, and within seconds, all the men are incapacitated.

The villagers stand around in shock.

Then I hear another voice that makes my heart jump. "Harod!" yells Alex, and the sound of galloping hooves fills the air. I turn around, and he comes hurtling out of the trees on his white horse, dressed in plate mail.

"What the fuck?" asks Alex, getting off the horse and joining us on the ground. The men are groaning in pain, and a couple of them try to make their way towards their swords and the women, but the women snarl, their eyes glowing red as they protect me from my attackers.

**

It's not that she wasn't right. I was in some sort of coma thing for about an hour. But after that, I'm fine, and everyone insists that we stay put. The town seems happy that they're going to be able to go back to normal, after a few years with less food. A couple of the guys, including Ilana's boyfriend, are in a pretty bad shape—Yasmine ripped open one guy's cheek with her nails, and Mara almost gouged someone's eyes out, so they spend hours getting medical attention.

In the meantime, Alex, Ilana and I are talking with the town leaders—the Mayor, the Sheriff, and the Governor, a trio of middle-aged ladies who all look vaguely annoyed by the chaos that erupted. A whole bunch of other people came over to talk to us as well, curious, since they've never met any Mountain-Men before.

Finally, we settle down on the main house at the village square. It's a beautiful building, two stories tall with an elaborate door made of oak carved with beautiful depictions of deer leaping across a forest. We sit around a giant oak table in a gorgeous dining room—it reminds me a little of the town hall where I was told to become a Guardian, except far more homey and comfortable than the cold, marble tables there. They had us sit down, so they're sitting on the other side of the table and serving us dinner. There are seven of them here: three women from the council, Ilana, Alex, me, and then one final woman joins us a few minutes later. She's one of the Providers from earlier, her massive tits bouncing against the linen shift, a long red shawl wrapped around her shoulders, draping to her hips. I feel myself growing hard as I imagine her lactating like a cow into my mouth, and my mind is drawn back to Yasmine's tight body. It would probably take both my hands on her tits to milk them, not just one like the experienced older woman.

"This is Jenni," says one of the Ladies from the Council—she introduced herself earlier, but I don't remember her name. "She provides our dairy."

"Oh, you must be Harod!" says Jenni.

My head jerks back as I recognize her. Her pouty lips curve up in a seductive smile. I can see her big, fat nipples poking through the fabric of her dress, and I suddenly have the urge to fuck the cow-like Provider and turn her into a sow for breeding. What would her face look like if I fucked her tight cunt? I want to know. I want to see how much milk I could milk from her. I want to watch her belly swell as she gets bred by my children.

But it's not the right time. Even though my cock is painfully hard at the thought.

"Do you know why your dick is so hard? Your testicles are so tight?" asks Jenni. She looks at Alex, her eyes narrowing. He flinches.

"No idea."

"It's because you need to come," she says. "You have been without sexual release for a while, haven't you? Even as a Guardian?"

Alex looks sheepish. He has. All his life, he'd devoted himself to training, never allowing any woman to get close. It had only made the ache worse over time. It had grown stronger and stronger inside him, like a wild, feral thing trying to claw its way out of him, until now it was all he could think about. It's strange, almost magical—like a curse. A dark spell placed on men to make them slaves to their desire. But what kind of sorcerer would be cruel enough to give him a taste of pleasure without the ability to quench the thirst? It doesn't make sense.

But she does make sense about the other things. The strength, the speed, the healing ability. "I've never trained so hard," Alex admits, flexing his hand.

She gives him a look like she can read everything about him with a single glance. It makes him uncomfortable. How much does she really know? Can she tell the truth just by looking at him? There's an intensity to her gaze that makes him feel naked, exposed, vulnerable, like she's seeing into his very soul.

He has the overwhelming urge to reach up and touch her face, stroke her cheek.

"What do you want to happen?" he asks. She smiles. She moves her hand slowly up her leg, stopping when it reaches her bare knee.

Alex can see through the sheer material of her skirt. Yasmine is wearing no panties beneath. She parts her legs, revealing to Alex that she's absolutely dripping. The inside of her thighs are shining, and Alex realizes that Yasmine must be wetter than any woman he's ever seen.

But still, she does nothing. Just watches Alex with big brown eyes.

"Please," she says. "Please."

"Don't you see how hard he is already, Yasmine? Look how much you've turned him on. He has a nice big cock, just like the legends say. Don't you want to feel what it's like for one of his powerful Barbarian arms to help drain you?" asks Katia, her voice dripping with lust, and the milf clearly just wants to watch it, but also has this deep hunger inside her to get off with my massive dick.

She looks down, and I feel my cock stiffening in response. She gives a little gasp and looks back up.

"You're just playing with yourself, aren't you?" says Katia, her voice stern and disapproving. "Just making your cute little pussy soaking wet..."

She nods. She whimpers, too shy to even speak now, and Katia leans over.

"Harod, will you reach between her legs, pull up that little skirt of hers? Please give her some release."

My cock jumps in my pants. I nod, sliding my hand up the back of her thighs. She gives another little yelp, her cheeks flaming red. When I find her pussy, I'm shocked. Wetness is spilling from her slit, soaking through her little cotton skirt.

Fuck. She's literally dripping.

"I-I haven't played with myself. You have to believe me!"

I grin. "No? Then that must be what you call a natural reaction."

She groans, arching her back, begging me.

I trail my finger around her lips, barely touching her, stroking up to her clit. She shrieks when I graze it. Her face flushes bright red. She arches her back up, her breasts rising and falling, her breath going sharp. I stroke over it again. Her whole body jerks, and she screams, sobbing as tears streak down her face. She shudders and convulses, grabbing the basin for balance, but not making it. She grabs my leg, whimpering and shivering against me, coming again, a flood of hot juice wetting her legs and the floor as her body spasms out of control, her eyes rolling into the back of her head.

I'm so transfixed by how intense it looks for her, I don't even realize my hard-on has returned until I'm staring at the wet spot where Yasmine came, leaking pre-cum all over the ground.

"Barbarian?" murmurs Katia.

Her voice is husky, filled with want. She looks me directly in the eye.

"Can you do the same for me?"

I growl. I'm not supposed to touch her, I know this, but her words are like a damn breaking loose. I'm powerless to stop the flood. I'm about to come right back to fucking life.

I walk over and stand behind her.

I lean over her small body, the scent of flowers and grass enveloping me as her braids brush my face. Her pussy is literally dripping down her leg. She arches her back up, inviting me, pushing her ass against the basin, and I can feel the tension in her body, how turned on she is as she bites her lip in fear. My hands are so big on her tiny waist, and I slide them up the sides of her stomach, up to the sides of her huge tits. She cries out when I grab them, a loud moan that echoes in the house.

I grin. With a squeeze of my hands, milk spills from her tits.

They leak into the bucket, and I watch, transfixed, as I grab each breast and milk it, feeling up the massive things, playing with the leaking milk, pulling it down into the bucket until it's half-full, watching it fill the air with the aroma of a warm dairy farm as Yasmine shakes, shudders, whimpers, and gasps.

It's like I'm draining pleasure itself from her tits, and I don't stop until she cums with an earth shattering scream, squirting hot juice all over the floor, her legs shaking so hard, she'd fall without my support. I put her into her chair and lean back myself.

If they're already this worked up, I can't imagine how they'll be during their first real sessions with me in five years, and the thought makes me grin.

The thing about these milfs, though, is they've been forbidden everything they desire. Everything is off limits. Every moment must be filled with perfect obedience. There's not even one second that they aren't serving a man who doesn't need them. So I can just bet Katia isn't going to accept that she gets a week of release after being tortured for so long by her milk-filled breasts. I can almost tell by looking in her eyes what she's thinking.

She wants more.

Katia grins. I don’t think she can stop smiling, she's so happy to be freed, however slightly, of her painful fullness. "And your hands are so strong," she says, standing up, grabbing a jar and putting the milk on ice. They keep it cool with ice that comes from the mountain, apparently, and I have to admit, I didn't know ice was common here.

"So...maybe he could milk you as well. And...and maybe help with mine."

Fuck, I really should say no. I want to say no. I need to resist temptation. This is crazy. It's dangerous. It's like walking straight up to death, begging him to destroy me, except this time, I have no clue how I'll survive if they kick me out.

But they both look at me, biting their lips in lust, their eyes begging for release. My dick hardens at the mere idea, and Yasmine gasps as she turns, seeing me half hard again.

My hand trails to the tie around my waist, then pulls it off completely. The shirt I'm wearing is long, and it covers up just enough to hide my raging dick, but Katia stands up. "We won't do anything, but we could sit close. Just let me look at it."

I walk into the living room. We're still near the windows, but the houses are a good ten yards away, and I don't know of anyone who would be awake in these abandoned buildings at this hour. She gets a few bowls and a cloth. "Here, it's clean," she says.

I kneel down on the cloth, leaning over the three jars Katia had set aside. They have lids, and I start milking her, right where she squatted for me a few minutes before. Her big tits hang downwards as she sits on a pillow, and with her hands on either side of the basin, her tits dribble a little milk into the jar, but I barely touched her, and most of it stays inside, painfully building up and aching to get free. I look over at Katia.

She's kneeling beside Yasmine, watching closely, holding Yasmine’s left tit, massaging it firmly. As Yasmine lets out a whimper, her eyes closed in desperate need, Katia reaches for a pillow beside her, then grabs a pillow and places it on her own lap, lifting the corner of the top pillow she's wearing and shoving the pillow from her lap under her skirt so it makes the fabric stick up.

It looks like she has a giant belly when she's sitting straight up, but she doesn't bother making it flat again. She takes out a long strip of fabric, almost like a scarf.

"Lean against this, sweetie."

I have to squeeze harder because Yasmine is lost in the pleasure, and as Katia slides a pillow under her chest, Yasmine starts to moan loudly, whimpers escaping her mouth. "Oh fuck...oh fuck...ahhh...don't stop..."

Her breasts are bigger than her whole torso, and they look huge when they're spilling onto a pillow. Yasmine arches her back, squeezing her thighs together so hard that I'm kind of impressed her legs haven't snapped off from all the pressure, when I give a final squeeze and shoot a thick jet of milk across the room. Yasmine is so turned on, her slit is dripping wet, even though she's still technically a virgin. It almost makes me want to reach down and play with her pussy myself, but I can only imagine the chaos that would cause. She would lose her powers, probably die a horrible death, and I would be murdered, which would probably suck for me as well.

When she sits up, her chest is flushed and pink from all the rubbing. I've never seen such full, heavy-looking breasts in my life. They practically look fake, with massive, puffy nipples on the end of each globe. Her face is blissed out from the relief, the first time in almost a month that she didn't feel constantly tense and sore.

"Oh my god," she whispers. "What do you feed those cows?"

"Only the best grass."

**

Yasmine lets out another groan. She arches her back as a few last drops fall into the jar from her swollen, pink nipples. Her eyes roll back and her pussy is soaked in desire. Fuck, I can already imagine how much more intense her virgin-tight slit would be if we just pushed back the taboo, and I could give her what we both desperately need.

My dick is rock hard again at the thought. Katia gives me a satisfied smile as she lifts the milk jars, inspecting them, proud that she could give relief. I don't tell her that the thought of plowing Yasmine will probably occupy every waking second of my mind in the next twenty years—or whatever it is Yasmine has left of her life sentence.

Yasmine sits up, and Katia slides a soft piece of fabric over her chest as she takes Yasmine into her arms. "You're going to make such a good mother one day," says Katia, giving her a maternal kiss on the top of her forehead, rubbing her shoulder gently.

"Thank you, Harod."

Fuck, there's not many things hotter than watching these big tits hang, ready to be played with. I kneel behind her, putting my hands on her hips. "How do we do this?"

"Just rub them, please. So hard."

"Are you sure? You won't get hurt?"

She turns over her shoulder, and our eyes lock. My blood freezes in fear, because if Yasmine gets any kind of curse or anything from me touching her, this village will turn into hell for me, but I want to touch those huge tits more than anything.

"I'm fine. But don't…you know, inside," she says, nervously.

The only other things that are off limits are their virginity—something about keeping them pure is important in providing milk—and I swear if I can just figure out where the line is, I know how fucking insane it would be to plow both of these busty babes, getting relief and being able to satisfy their aching need, too.

I run my hands over her right nipple, teasing it gently at first, feeling how warm, soft and supple her tit flesh is. I get some lotion and start to rub it over her body. Her tits. The tops of her thighs. I want her so badly, I know I have to go slow. My cock is already hard as a rock, desperate to push into her innocent cunt.

Her body shudders with pleasure as I caress her with the warm lotion. Katia kneels next to me, massaging the base of Yasmine’s neck and shoulders. She slides her mouth up to her ear, whispering in her ear, "Just try not to scream his name too loudly. We're trying to be discreet..."

Katia kisses Yasmine, their mouths locked together as their tongues dance and explore each other's bodies, while I grab Yasmine’s huge breasts, squeezing them and massaging them firmly, then I use long strokes to pull milk from her erect nipples. The feeling is unreal. She groans against Katia's mouth, bucking her hips on the chair, and I wonder just how much relief she needs. It feels like she's been on edge for a whole damn month, judging by how desperate she is. Her body shudders against mine as milk sprays all over her torso and legs. She looks utterly debauched, and my cock is painfully stiff, begging me to plow her, take her virginity, make her a woman...

"Harod, Harod, please!"

There's no holding back.

Yasmine moans against Katia, the hot milf rubbing her own pussy under her shorts, as I rub Yasmine’s legs, spreading the milk.

"Please," begs Yasmine, and it takes every inch of my willpower not to rip her tight shorts off her body and slide my huge cock into her tight little virgin hole.

My resolve lasts right up until the moment she begs for more relief, the moment before she has to give me her first orgasm, the instant when I realize I'm about to take the busty nineteen-year-old's purity--a feeling comes over me. A dark force, something ancient. My blood runs cold, like I've been hit with a bucket of ice water. Like I'm about to be torn in half and set on fire.

Something wicked this way comes.

I freeze. I can't move. I try to look out the window, or even to turn my eyes, but I can't do anything except stand there, my hands pressed against her thighs as she bucks her hips. Her head is thrown back and she's whimpering, begging me to please, fuck me. Please help me cum, Harod.

Her hand reaches down to pull at her short, but she stops the instant it touches the button at her waistband. "Oh no." Her voice is filled with a combination of shame and fear. I've never been more powerless than I am at this moment. There are beads of sweat on my forehead, my neck, as I will my body to listen, to break free of whatever force has me bound by magic.

"Please..." begs Katia, her hand reaching under her shorts. I feel her clench hard against my dick, pulling against it, as though my thrusts are pushing her towards release, like her pussy is trying to grip at my shaft with her silky depths.

Yasmine finally screams, bucking and grinding against me as she cums harder than any of the three women combined, letting out a jet of milk with each wave. "Please, cum inside me!" she yells, and my body tries to oblige, every fiber of my being forcing me to pump her little nineteen-year-old womb with my seed. There's a sound of ripping as something in me fights against the magical chains, trying to escape them, and then there's a sudden crash, the wood door splintering open as three guards burst into the cottage.

Katia is on all fours, presenting herself to me as I try to break through the invisible force stopping me from ramming Yasmine. The men rush forward and throw me on the ground, but the chains on my dick suddenly break, the tension releasing, and I roll over, shooting a thick load of cum into the stone floor. The pressure on my entire body breaks and I take a gasp of air, realizing I hadn't been breathing for the last couple minutes.

The guards look at us in disgust. "What do you think you're doing?" one of them says angrily, his beard quivering.

"It wasn't my fault," says Katia weakly.

The guards pull her by her arms, dragging her across the room. The third guard looks down at her. "If only he'd defiled you, we could give you the brand and let you go on your way. But not only do you need to serve two decades as Provider for wasting the milk you make, now you get another ten years for trying to give yourself up to a monster. A monster! Did you really think he wouldn't hurt you?"

He turns to me. "The Provider isn't for Mountain Men." He turns back to her, shaking his head in disdain. "The village will punish you for breaking the law."

The third guard grabs her by her braided hair and pulls her to her feet, forcing her to look him straight in the eye. She looks up at him with fear, as though she's not sure what he might do. I step forward and punch the guard in the stomach. He doubles over in pain, moaning, but then all three turn to me.

"Don't talk to her like that, asshole," I growl.

"Mountain Men have no place in our village."

He lunges for me with an angry snarl, swinging his fist, but I dodge and slam him into the table in the corner, making it clatter against the wall, the bowls of milk flying in the air and shattering. I grab his head, slamming it straight into the floor until there's a satisfying crunch, and when I stand up, my body shakes from anger and adrenaline.

Katia's cheeks are pink, her hand is down her own shorts, playing with her pussy, and I'm stunned at the depravity of this hot MILF. The men look at her in fear, their eyes wide as she fingers herself through her little cotton shorts to the sight of a fight, and they're both terrified to say something. "Please don't be mad," says one of them, looking at Katia, begging.

"We... we didn't mean any harm..." says the other one.

There's no way I'd be able to let this pass. No fucking chance. It feels good to have control after being in this weird place, and when Katia licks her lips and looks me straight in the eye, all the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I can practically see the filthy thoughts going through her mind. "Do you promise not to tell anyone about what you see today?" she says, her voice barely shaking.

"Not a soul," I say. There is no chance in hell that I'm letting this moment escape. The second guard nods, unable to get the words out of his mouth, and he licks his lips as he watches Yasmine and me.

Then Katia takes another glob of the lotion, and starts to rub it on the other guard's cock. Oh fuck. It's so damn wrong. They both have wives, children even, in the village, and they've been ordered to watch us and report back if I make any kind of transgression. And they're hard and ready to go. Yasmine looks shocked, watching this happen, and Katia gets down on her knees.

I step forward and squeeze Katia's tits while she sucks the cock. A few pumps, and then jets of hot milk come pouring from her tits. Milk squirts into the pottery bowl, which is only about half full. I squeeze her big fat tits while she sucks, using her milk to lubricate the cock, and the guards moan in pleasure as the two beautiful milkers bring them to the edge. The older man can't take it anymore, and groans as he sprays a load into the mouth of the milk-giving cougar, who happily drinks it all down.

But the second guard isn't so easy, and she has to work at it, slurping at his head until she's satisfied that the milk is drained dry. Ilana is going to go crazy when she finds out what happened today--if I dare tell her. She'd freak out that I was with other women. I can feel some guilt at that, but I also have a sense that this is some magic spell we've gotten ourselves tangled up in, and I've got to do whatever it takes to protect us from the curse and keep us alive. I'll do whatever it takes, including milking a gorgeous eighteen-year-old's virgin tits.

"Ohh god yes, please Harod, you're so much stronger than me," she whimpers, and I grin. My balls feel heavy, full to the brim, and I know it's gonna be a huge cumload. She's writhing and arching her back, thrusting those massive melons straight out, as if I don't know where to find them. My dick is harder than steel, practically standing straight out at attention. The sight of this young girl being milked is one of the hottest things I've ever seen. She needs me, and fuck if I don't love helping this little sweet thing. I'm gonna give her more relief than she could dream of.

I slide my hand along her waist, my fingers brushing against her pussy as I move towards her right tit. I take the soft orb in my hand, then I use both my hands to squeeze the base of her big globes, pulling downwards, hard and fast, like a farmer yanking on his cow. She arches her back and moans in relief, throwing her head back as I start to milk her. A huge jet of warm milk shoots into the pottery bowl, hitting with a sound like the splatter of boiling water. More comes after it, shooting again and again, spraying down and making puddles, covering my hand in her milk as I help her. It's a strange but erotic mix of sensations--the wet feeling of the hot liquid as it spurts onto my skin, contrasted against her tight, hard, erect nipple poking into my palms. It's driving me nuts, because it feels so fucking sexy, like I could come right here and now in my pants without even stroking myself.

I don't want to stop though.

The only problem is that I'm painfully hard, so fucking turned on that my balls feel swollen. They're full and tight. As I massage the base of her breasts, they start to feel tighter than usual, like I came three times this morning, even though I've never had a sexual experience in my life before my arrival yesterday. The thought is disturbing, but all I know is I've got to let go or I'm going to lose my load.

"How does it feel, Yasmine?" says Katia in a soothing tone. "Do you feel relieved? Relaxed? Like all the tension has been drained from your body? No more pressure..."

Her hips are arching towards me now, and I've got my thumbs under the hem of her tiny shorts, sliding around and around, almost at her inner thighs. My palms brush against her pussy lips, and she lets out a little moan, but the shorts are so tight it's not possible to slide under the waistband.

I squeeze, gently, and her eyes roll to the back of her head as she orgasms with a low gasp, right there. She shudders and her face twists up. My dick is rock hard, and I can smell her arousal and wetness through her clothes. I need to feel her, taste her, explore her, but if I even try to rip off these tight, thin shorts, I'm going to tear them to shreds. So I go the easy way. I tug down on the fabric and hear it rip as I use the full force of my hands to slide open her clothing, revealing her perfect, virgin slit. I pull the shorts up above her ankles, toss them into the corner, then spread her legs wide. Her pussy is perfect, beautiful pink and so, so wet, the outer folds swollen with desire. I'm going to bury my dick deep inside her, fuck her and make her cum as many times as I can manage before she explodes from the pleasure, but I'm taking my time with this first taste. I want her to know her first orgasm as a woman was me licking her, pleasing her, devouring her with my mouth.

I want to eat her out until she forgets her own name and is nothing but a dripping, sweaty mess of pleasure-soaked skin and limbs.

She looks up at me from the reclining couch as I spread her thighs wide, leaning down towards her perfect, virgin pussy. There's no trace of pubic hair, and I lick her inner thigh, slowly drawing my tongue upwards. The taste makes me growl in pleasure, and the vibration makes her shake. It's so intimate, but it also means that I don't have to hold back when I'm teasing her with my tongue, sliding it against her inner folds.

Yasmine lets out a low whimper, grabbing onto her breasts and squeezing. She tilts her head back and forth on the seat in tortured need, and I grin to myself. I've got to take my time exploring her, licking her, feeling her... And then, when she explodes into an orgasm from her first man, I'll show her how it feels to be filled. To feel her pussy stretched around the head of my cock, pushing into her hymen as she takes me deeper and deeper. I slide my tongue deep inside her hole, tasting her sweetness. I flick my tongue upwards against the top of her inner folds, right next to where she'll be most sensitive. The noises escaping her mouth are erotic whimpers and moans of pure need, and I'm tempted to fuck her already, but I'm still hard. I just gave her mentor a blow job and watched her deep throat my cock, her perfect, huge tits sliding along my shaft and spilling hot milk all over it.

I've got more than enough self control to make sure her first orgasm is one of those experiences that stays with a woman forever. One of those memories that flashes across your mind while you're making dinner, and your cheeks turn bright pink and you have to stop cooking for a moment so that you don't burn the whole damn house down. I can see Katia smiling with satisfaction, and I feel strangely proud that I not only found them a way to feel some relief, but she clearly enjoyed watching us too.

"Ohhh, it feels so good," moans Yasmine, and I growl against her soft, silky, wet slit, making her quiver as my voice vibrates her tender skin. I slide my finger up her outer lips, teasing her. Then I grab her right tit roughly, squeezing harder than Katia's been able to milk herself, and pull downwards. Just from playing with her breasts, she's close, so close. She starts grinding her ass back and forth on the chair, writhing as her milk is drained, and I have to grab her thighs, spreading them open with my huge hands and keeping her down to stop her from thrashing against the furniture. She lets out another long moan as her first ever orgasm rocks through her body. I pull back, letting go of her massive tits and they spill out, bouncing a few times as she slams her thighs back and forth, riding out the orgasm.

I smile. This little angel will learn just what it's like to be claimed by me, what it means to be filled, owned, used. I slide my hand underneath her shorts, cupping her little virgin pussy and slipping a finger inside her warm, tight hole. She moans and spreads her legs wider, pushing her pelvis forward and riding my fingers into her sweet, warm slit. I feel her dripping on my fingertips, and she bucks up and down until finally, she stops squirming. She's completely wrung out.

Yasmine looks at me over her shoulder, smiling at me shyly. "Thank you," she whispers, and I stand up, looking down at the two full milk basins.

We're done for today. My work here is complete. I give a slight bow, feeling weird about leaving this surreal world of horny women with their heavy tits and sexy bodies. I step out the door, closing it behind me and walking into the bright light of day, when someone screams, "Murderer!"

And a moment later, a dozen spears pierce my skin.

**

Fuck. So what happens now? If Katia comes to my funeral and weeps uncontrollably, the village leaders might understand the connection, and even if she somehow escapes their punishment for fraternizing with the enemy, she could be banished. No doubt my blood on their spears counts against the village too. But do they count our sins in absolutions too? Will one good deed erase two bad ones?

And the way those huge-breasted bitches are looking at me, biting their lips and flirting, I know what will happen if I get out of here, at least alive. They seem to like me…a lot. Like they worship me. They say Mountain-Men don’t come down the mountain, but clearly someone does or they wouldn't have heard of them at all. And they think I came from beyond the mountains. Maybe that explains it?

Well, if I can keep myself under control, at least one of these beautiful women is mine. I've spent most of my life training with spears and shields, not swords. My sword isn’t going to break that rule. There are plenty of pleasurable things I could do without ever breaking their taboos. I can satisfy this gorgeous blonde nineteen-year-old while being an obedient soldier. And damn, she looked sexy in those little shorts.

Katia helps Yasmine into position, and I know I should run away—flee, really—but the sight of that sexy, firm ass bent over the milking table as her massive tits hang straight down is too much. She arches her back for me, and I lean over her, starting to squeeze down. The first jet of hot milk comes, shooting straight into the basin. We both let out moans.

Yeah, I have a feeling she won't be forgetting me either.

_Thanks for reading! If you liked this, check out the full story where Katia learns to live without her inhibitions, The Horny Provider - now available on Kindle & Kindle Unlimited_

**

It was almost midnight when I left my hut. A cool breeze swept across my arms and cheeks, but not even the icy chill of a mountain could calm the inferno raging between my legs.

A month ago, I would have said my desire for women was normal and healthy. My friend, the village Elder, who was like an uncle to me, had taught me the difference between men and wolves. Now, my thoughts had turned monstrous and feral.

There were two reasons for this: My wolf side wanted to mount the two virgins living under my roof and breed them, and the man in me refused to let him out until the curse that forced me to change every full moon was broken. So now, I was stuck as a beast who was more savage than my animal counterparts, driven by my lusts instead of my desires.

My best option would be to sleep for as long as possible, and maybe when I woke up, I would find the strength to stay human until I completed my task: Find a woman who matched the description in Ilana and Yasmine's prophecies, seduce her, and impregnate her before the next full moon.

_Thanks for reading! Check out the rest of "Horny Monster Breeders" series:_

_-Taken By Dragon-Monsters_

_-Taken By Lizard-Monsters_

_-Breeding Grounds of the Centaur Horde-_

_-Mated To Minotaurs-_

**

She lets out a scream that could wake the entire neighborhood as I pull her into bed. She doesn’t protest at all, not after the hot, dirty night we just had. I reach under her sweaty body—it might be hot outside, but even hotter in here when two people fuck like animals and never even open a window. She feels so fucking good in my arms; her tits against my chest, the softness of her belly against my rock-hard abs. I can smell her skin, and it takes every ounce of restraint in my body not to just roll over and start pounding her. I swear, she gets sexier every time I look at her.

She turns around in my arms and reaches out for the blanket. I pull it up over my legs and hips, too. The cool air makes my still-erect cock feel great, and she starts wriggling her ass against me. My hands slide across her breasts, stroking her nipples, teasing her body, but I keep my lower body still until she can sleep off some of her horniness. I want to tease her until she's so turned on, she's begging for my dick.

She squirms again, her plump butt sliding against my rock hard cock, making me gasp. There is literally nothing more I want to do right now than flip her around and drill her again. It takes everything I have to stay in control.

We just met, but we're already fucking like rabbits. In the past three hours, I've cum in her pussy twice, while eating her out. Then, she sucked my dick in front of the mirror. When I saw the sight of her pretty, round ass in the reflection and her perfect tits hanging down, I knew I wasn't going to be able to resist filling her with another load of my cum. Right after our long walk back to the hut, we started fucking again, then stopped just before she could finish. After that, I went down on her, ate her out till she came in my mouth. Her sweet pussy cream was intoxicating and I couldn't get enough.

And now? It feels like her entire body is made for sex. Every part of her is a sexual organ. She can use me as long as she wants, and she knows exactly what I need and want. The most mind-blowing thing is when I fuck her from behind. With her ass up against me, my dick hits a special spot inside of her that makes her moan louder and faster than anything else I do. My balls are starting to feel sore from pumping so much cum into her but I know I'll recover soon. The way she works her magic, my dick never gets tired and neither do I. It's a magical experience; something I didn't even know could exist.

In some ways, it seems almost too good to be true, but at least I have all the time in the world to figure it out. This whole place and situation still confuses me, but at this point, I don't think I even really care.

There are worse ways I could spend twenty years than with her.

It was about an hour after Katia had finished milking my cock and I'd returned the favor with Yasmine when a knock came at the door. Katia and Yasmine, who were now wearing clean linen dresses, looked at each other nervously.

"Oh no..." Yasmine said. She started pulling her long dark hair back into her braids.

Katia stood up. "You better hide. It's not good to be caught here with us. Wait for me in my room."

She was probably right, but I didn't want to leave. This place made no sense to me. They told me I'd been in stasis for thousands of years, which seemed impossible. Why me? How did I end up here? And why?

Then again, I really doubted I was going to get any answers hiding in this hut with a milf and a maiden waiting for me. So, I got up and walked out of the kitchen, down a narrow hallway into the bedroom. The sheets looked untouched; the bed wasn't even slept in. But that made sense, I supposed. The two girls were the only ones living here. It wouldn't have made any sense for them to sleep separately, but I knew they had to because of their status as Providers.

But what if they could change that status?

If I wasn't crazy, if all of this was actually real, then it wasn't fair. They shouldn't be denied basic human contact. The way everyone looked at me and other guys like we were gods to be worshipped. How wrong was this village?

I went to sit on the edge of the bed and felt it dip in slightly, making my whole body sink back as if being pulled. There was something strange about this world, about these people, this bed. Nothing made any sense. None of it.

Just as I was leaning back with my eyes closed, thinking about how it wouldn't make any sense at all for me to wake up from some nightmare, I felt a warm hand rest against my chest. When I looked down, it was only Yasmine.

"Are you okay?" she asked, concern written all over her face.

I could do nothing but nod in return. This had to be some sort of dream; at least, it felt like one. I felt her hand slide down my chest, over my stomach, to the waistband of my pants. My brain screamed for her to stop. This wasn't right, it wasn't fair, and if I wanted something else I should tell her, not stay silent like a damn coward.

Instead, my hips arched upward, giving her permission to go further. When she didn't protest, her small, warm hands dipped below the linen that covered my manhood. I watched her closely, looking for any sign of hesitation, but she showed none.

When she freed my shaft, she sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes widening. Was this really happening?

She started stroking, her soft fingers wrapping tightly around me. I groaned softly, closing my eyes and arching toward her hand once more. Her pace quickened, and I could hear my own blood pounding in my ears. A low moan escaped my mouth, and suddenly, her warm wetness took its place.

Her eyes held mine as she slid down upon me, slowly and surely. Her lips were parted slightly, and her cheeks flushed with desire as she took all of me inside. My breath came in short gasps, and every part of her was driving me closer. Her breasts pressed against my chest, their large, hard nipples brushing against my skin. Her arms tightened around my neck, and I grabbed her by the hips, thrusting upwards with each beat. The warmth that had been building inside me was becoming more intense and more demanding. All of a sudden, I felt everything within me release and empty into her.

For the first time since arriving in this strange village, I felt at home, like I belonged in this world.

Katia leaned forward, pressing her hot lips against mine. I eagerly kissed her back, wanting all of her. I could never remember being this hungry for a woman before, but her kisses only served to leave me wanting even more of her. The way she kept grinding her body into mine made me want to pin her against a wall and ravish her until she begged me to stop.

When she pulled away, she looked at me with satisfaction written across her face. Her breasts still heaved with each breath she took, and I noticed that little drops of milk were still dripping down her bare skin.

The heat rose to my cheeks again as I realized what had happened. It was just then that the milk-maid returned with the rest of my clothes, along with an extra bucket for Yasmine. She gave me an odd look as she entered, but I knew there was nothing to do except just roll with it.

As I redressed myself, Katia instructed Yasmine to go to the next hut over and help the other girls.

Before she left, I whispered a suggestion in the shy young maid's ear. She blushed brightly and nodded in agreement before scampering off.

Then I looked down at the two Provider girls who would be milking me every morning and afternoon and night and grinned wickedly. I could not believe how good I had it. This whole "being stuck in a fantasy world" thing was actually pretty great so far.

As soon as Katia was finished up, she pulled me toward her small cot that was pushed up against the corner. Then she fell onto her back, spreading her legs in invitation.

The scent of arousal wafted towards my nose as I settled between her legs and slowly rubbed at her core. I could already tell just how turned on she was as her juices covered my finger easily.

"Oh, you're so wet," I murmured huskily. I brought the finger up and sucked on it while watching as her eyes glazed over with lust. She was so sexy with her swollen breasts, her hard nipples, and her glistening pussy. And her milky scent had grown so strong it was making my cock ache with want.

She looked up at me, and my stomach contracted at the sight of pure need written across her face. There was such desperation in her eyes, such desire for me to fill her aching body. She couldn't wait any longer.

Her hand gripped my shaft almost painfully, guiding me to her. I knew I was bigger than she had expected. Hell, she was probably tighter than I expected.

Her breath caught as I positioned myself and eased just the head inside of her. She was so snug around my dick; hot and slick, that it took all I had not to slam into her tightness right then. The sensation sent a tremor through me as I tried to hold onto control.

My body quaked with lust at the very thought of taking this young maiden. I could tell she was innocent, though she desperately wanted to be defiled.

Slowly, I sank further into her depths. My eyes watched her expression, waiting for signs of pain or discomfort, but there was only awe and pleasure as she looked into my face. I held steady for a long moment when I was fully seated inside of her, enjoying the way she tightened around me and moaned loudly.

Then I slid from her in a long, slow thrust until only the tip remained, and then I plunged back inside her with just as much care. This time, when I was fully buried in her pussy, she began to meet me with tentative lifts of her hips as she moved in an unconscious rhythm with me.

Our pace was slow at first. Gradually building as our lust drove us towards that inevitable conclusion. Her breathing began to stutter as her muscles clenched around me. The feeling was amazing as she began to lose all control beneath me. Then she reached up to grab me, her nails digging into the flesh of my shoulders as she gave in to the sensations, arching her body to draw me deeper. I leaned down and captured her lips with my own before finally releasing the grip I had on my control. My thrusts grew more desperate, my hips jerking forward in short, quick bursts as we came together and I spilled my seed inside her.

The feeling of her wrapped tightly around me was like nothing else in existence, and it was only made better by the sounds of her gasps as her orgasm rocked through her body. The aftershocks of her release sent spasms throughout her muscles, causing her walls to clench rhythmically around my length, drawing every drop from me into her waiting depths. When her body began to go limp in relaxation, I allowed my body to settle on top of hers, my dick still embedded within her.

I let out a low groan, trying to hold myself back.

Katia smiles. I take off my shirt, then start undoing the knots on my pants.

There was no turning back from this. I had to have her, and she wanted me to claim her innocence. If anyone found out, it would be my death sentence, but that didn't matter. I was consumed with my desire, and nothing could stop me.

After I had stripped down to nothing, I stood before her naked, showing off my muscular body to her eyes. Even after all that we had done together, this sight was enough to make the beautiful maiden blush in shyness. Her bright green eyes traced my features, taking me in until her gaze eventually settled on my groin. The bulge that strained against my pants was obvious, even more so now that I was nude. With only the slightest of hesitation, she reached out to touch me there. Her face flushed a shade deeper and she pulled away in embarrassment.

This time she tried again and slipped her hand under the waistband of my trousers to grasp my throbbing erection through my underwear. As soon as she came in contact with my manhood, I couldn't help but let out a groan of appreciation. The sudden sound made her jump slightly in surprise, but she continued to stroke me through my thin briefs.

"Please," she breathed softly. "Take these off." She didn't need to ask me twice. A second later and my pants and briefs hit the floor in one quick motion. Immediately, her hand resumed its motions along my rock hard shaft and her eyes widened when she came face-to-face with the most intense display of arousal she had ever seen in her short life.

The sudden rush of fresh air was a new sensation to me and I had never been more turned on in my entire life. Her touch was so soft and delicate, not the harsh groping and grabbing I had felt many times before.

For several minutes, she just stared and stroked me, her other hand resting lightly on my abdomen. Occasionally I felt the soft brush of her nails as they traced along a muscle line on my body, but otherwise, she simply looked at my exposed erection. And all the while, she kept her eyes locked on mine, almost in a trance, unable or unwilling to look away.

I watched as a look of curiosity flashed across her face, breaking her daze for just a moment before she glanced down at my groin. She paused for a moment, seeming to contemplate something, and then her grip on my shaft tightened. With the palm of her free hand, she pressed firmly against my abs and leaned forward. There was a hint of hesitation in her expression, as though she was nervous about what she was about to do, and a sudden gasp escaped my mouth as I felt her warm, wet tongue on me.

A look of surprise flitted through her eyes at that sound and she hesitated, her mouth poised just inches above my cock. It was only a second before she leaned forward again and tentatively licked the side of my shaft once more. It seemed like she was testing the waters, trying to gauge my reaction as she made small, gentle strokes with her tongue. I didn't want to scare her off or make her nervous, but damn it felt good and my hand automatically reached out to stroke her hair. That contact seemed to encourage her and she quickly began to trace every contour of my manhood with her tongue, covering it in a thick layer of saliva. When she finally reached the swollen head, I held my breath and braced myself for her next move.

My body instinctively stiffened at the feeling of her soft lips kissing me right at the tip, and it was a miracle that I managed to remain still and not thrust my hips upward into her mouth. She kissed it several times before pulling back, apparently satisfied by that response. Then, without any warning, she leaned forward again and wrapped her pretty lips around me, taking half of my length inside her mouth. It was so damn wet and hot that my legs nearly buckled, and my hand fisted itself in her braids. Ilana's blowjobs were sloppy and inexperienced in comparison to this and I tried not to dwell on that fact because, after all, what kind of fucking hero would I be if I compared them like that?

Fuck.

The sight of my long cock sliding in and out of that beautiful nineteen-year-old virgin girl's face, coupled with the warm, heavenly sensations from her mouth and tongue, was enough to have me hard again in no time. I gritted my teeth in order to endure it as I watched Yasmine bob up and down with fervent speed, moaning and slurping and doing other incredibly lewd things with her lips and tongue. After only a few minutes I decided to take some initiative and tightened my grip on her braids to hold her in place. My hips started to move instinctively, my cock plunging even deeper into her mouth than she could manage on her own. She moaned in what might've been surprise at first but didn't resist in the slightest as I took control.

As a matter of fact, she made absolutely no attempt to do anything other than let me pump my hips back and forth in rhythm, fucking her willing throat while I stared down in amazement at the sight of her teary eyes and drooling mouth.

"You're really fucking good at this," I grunted out, my breath quickening.

My words must have made her feel good, because Yasmine started sucking me off even more wildly, trying to coax out my orgasm without any apparent thought to her own breathing. A minute later she gagged around me again, tears streaking down her face, but that didn't stop her in the least. She coughed and sucked for a bit before shoving herself forward, trying to get my cock deeper even when there wasn't an inch of space left between us. I could only groan as I looked down at my beautiful slave's face, twisted with lust, desire, and desperation to please her master. I wanted nothing more than to just lean my head back against the headrest and enjoy the pleasure...but something else was calling to me, something I had been missing my entire life.

Yasmine didn't see it coming; her eyes went wide just a half second before I thrust my hips upward and buried myself halfway down her throat.

It felt like heaven. She was tighter and warmer than any other woman I had fucked in my life, but beyond just that, there was some kind of strange connection I felt between the two of us in that moment. I couldn't understand it, nor did I have any way to describe it, but I felt a surge of warmth and happiness spread through me that had nothing to do with my impending orgasm. There was just something incredibly satisfying about knowing Yasmine was completely devoted to my happiness, that I could use her body in any way I wished, that I had her total obedience, trust, and respect, all given freely without coercion.


"Come on, girl, keep working!" I growled, grabbing her braids and using them as leverage to push her mouth even further down my cock. To my surprise and delight she came immediately, squealing loudly around me. That pushed me over the edge as well, and with one final thrust I buried myself completely in her mouth before shooting jet after jet of cum straight into her stomach. I held her head in place, grinding my cock against the back of her mouth, filling her as completely as possible before finally releasing her.

For a brief moment I considered forcing Yasmine to crawl under the desk and spend the rest of the work day sucking my cock while I finished my work...but that seemed excessive, so instead I pulled out, smacked her face playfully, and said "Good job."

She stared up at me from her position on the floor for a moment before collapsing on her back, apparently passing out. I smiled before tucking my cock away and stepping back to my chair. I felt fantastic. This whole experience had given me quite a high, and I was feeling ready to go back to work with new enthusiasm. I reached for the next file on my desk and began reading.

Katia is sitting behind Yasmine, whispering something to her. Suddenly, she grabs Yasmine by the shoulders and pushes her over the basin, leaning over her. It would almost be a sexual scene, if they weren't both fully clothed, except for their massive cleavage, and if Yasmine wasn't moaning like a bitch in heat, desperate for release. She lets out a strangled cry and I stand up, shocked. The noise makes them look over, but Yasmine moans even louder and buries her head into the basin, hiding her embarrassment. I see a little movement under her white skirt and realize Katia is kneading Yasmine’s ass, pulling her shorts up and pushing her legs wider and wider apart, massaging her.

"What are you doing?"

Katia smiles. "Massage. Relaxation techniques. She's always tight. Let me show you how to relax her."

I go along with it. I have no idea what that woman is thinking, but if she gets the sweet virgin to cum hard for me, I won't mind at all. And honestly?

If I'm going to be stuck here for a while, with these two hot women...why not make Yasmine moan and squeal some more? I think of myself as a gentlemen, but I'm a nineteen year old, and she's damn close to perfection, like someone sculpted the ideal body for sex appeal and femininity.

So, yes, if Katia's playing some kind of sexual game where she gets her innocent apprentice to break her purity without technically violating the rules?

Then I'm definitely into it.

I start massaging her breasts, kneading and rolling the firm, warm flesh between my fingers. She whimpers, shifting from side to side in arousal. Katia runs her hands over Yasmine’s breasts too, cupping them gently in her own hands.

"It feels...it feels different," she gasps out, trying to stay quiet. "Different, than when I do it."

Her breath gets heavier as I massage, and a few drops of milk spill out from her pink nipples. My hands move in circles, pressing gently against the sides, moving from her waist up to her shoulders, and I get into it, enjoying the feeling of her softness underneath me.

Katia has her hands on my hips.

A little bit of milk starts dripping down from the pink tip of Yasmine’s right breast, then the left.

She closes her eyes in pleasure, then whimpers, shifting from side to side as a huge drop starts to form, and suddenly, she cries out and slams her hands over her face in embarrassment as a whole fucking river of warm, sweet-smelling milk shoots from her breast and into my waiting hands. I start to massage with that much more pressure, trying to get even more out. It shoots and lands in the basin. She cums again as I repeat on the other breast. I lean forward, letting a bit of milk drop in my mouth. Fuck. The sweet flavor is intense. If you could describe ambrosia, I think this is what it would taste like. It's the most satisfying flavor I've ever had, and I don't drink too much before I have to push away, feeling like I'm going to float away with how satisfied I am.

She looks at me with pure adoration. "I...I..."

"It feels good, doesn't it?" I ask, smiling. She looks down in embarrassment as her legs are crossed tightly, dripping milk all over the floor as she's still in the middle of her orgasm. I smile, then walk over to Katia, who grins up at me. Her short hair is tousled and she looks sexier than ever, and it makes me wonder how I ended up here. I've never done anything even close to this, and I feel so comfortable.

Maybe it's an effect of the milfs, like they're radiating pheromones, making me act this way.

I grin at her. "So, when you come next time, think of me."

Her brown eyes widen in shock and she nods, breathlessly. I pick up a jar and fill it to the brim with milk, then head back outside to the warm night. My cock starts to get hard again almost immediately as I replay the scene in my mind—both of those women completely and utterly lusting for me, desperate for my touch, worshipping me, just my touch driving them over the edge into oblivion.

It's all too much. I take off towards our hut. I can smell Ilana, her sweetness calling to me in the cool, clear air, and she's standing up, waiting for me, looking out the window, watching as I approach. She's wearing a gauzy sort of dress that clings to her body.

"You took forever," she says, with a grin, her hands on her hips. There's a wet spot at her crotch where her arousal has started to soak through. "What were you doing?"

I swallow, because I'm going to break another rule. She's a fucking goddess, and even if I didn't see two hot-as-hell women get turned on and cum for me tonight, I'd be turned on as hell, desperate for release as I look at her perfect face, her perky nipples through her clothes, her toned calves and arms, and especially that thick, voluminous, wild hair.

There's no way I can resist her. "Well, I had to stop off at the barn before coming here. To, ah, pick up some supplies."

She smirks. "You weren't picking up any supplies."

"Oh yeah?" I ask, feeling my cock twitch again as it starts to swell.

"Yeah, because you stopped off with Ilana." She walks towards me, and I can hear her heartbeat, the sound of blood pounding through her body. My hands start to shake in lust as I remember seeing her in the barn today, riding my dick in ecstasy.

She slides my fingers under her tank top and I pull it over her head. Then she unclips her little shorts and lets them fall. I'm stunned by her perfection—the way her curves fill out the fabric, like she's wearing clothes two sizes too small to make her breasts and ass look even bigger than they are. In reality, she's the perfect mix of slender, long limbs, huge breasts, and that delicious, wide-set ass.

Her hair is still damp with sweat from this afternoon. The light in the hut glows dim and hot, a sort of orange flickering glow from our fire, and she's standing at the end of the bed, smiling at me as she strips her clothes off slowly. She reaches down, grabs my shirt with a playful smirk on her face, and pulls it over my head. I help, sliding it off my arms, and then I stand up to undress, feeling vulnerable.

Fuck. I can't believe we're naked in front of each other. She wraps her arms around my neck and presses herself against me. My cock throbs as it rests right above her pussy slit, my rock-hard body against her soft flesh. The warmth of her skin pressed against mine, the hardness of my cock against the smooth, softness of her thighs.

I want to slam into her, take her virginity, claim her with my cum.

She moans as I pull my lips away from hers for a second, kissing her forehead, grabbing her waist in my hands, holding onto that perfect hourglass curve as I try to resist temptation.

"I thought we were friends," I manage, through gritted teeth.

"I'm sorry!" she gasps.

I grab her huge, soft, bouncy tits in my hands and she looks up at me, breathing heavy. Her braids swing free over her shoulders, hanging below her chin.

"How could you be sorry? You made me...feel better."

She shrugs. "Because...they said Mountain Men only know how to hurt people. They don't want to get to know me. But they're wrong."

I squeeze her breasts tightly in my hands, pulling down with pressure as her mouth parts open and she gasps. Milk shoots into the basin, a fountain-like arc that seems never ending.

When the basins are filled to the brim with their hot milk, we set aside the pails, and she gets down on her knees on the woven straw mats of Katia's floor, leaning over a bedside table. She spreads her knees wide for me.

I've already been hard for awhile, ever since seeing Ilana, really, but this sight drives me wild. Her big, soft, jiggly ass, round and curvy as she offers it up to me, while her hands squeeze the edge of the table, begging for my touch. Her pink slit is visible from the back, her ass cheeks spread, practically dripping.

"Are you ready?" I ask, in a low rumble, knowing how much I'm going to torture her before giving her relief.

"Please," she gasps, her eyes half shut, mouth open. Fuck. It feels so right to claim these women, like their bodies need my control. I reach out and squeeze her ass, spreading the perfect cheeks. My huge hands seem to be almost twice the size of her body. I give a slight smack, not hard enough to leave a mark. She whimpers at the sensation, then I stroke her asshole with my thumb, lightly tracing circles against her skin, right above her tight little hole.

She groans and arches her back like a cat, sticking her ass further in the air. A drop of milk slides from her left nipple and splashes on the table. "What are you waiting for, Barbarian? I want to know what it's like to feel your touch."

Fuck, I can't keep calling her by her full name, she's a human woman, even though she does look like some sort of nymph, all long, black eyelashes and pink, pouty lips. "Your name, again?" I ask.

"Nala," she says, blushing. She seems shy, and I remember how Katia described her. 'An innocent, pure girl, still new to the world.' "You don't think we're being inappropriate, do you, Mountain Man?" she asks, sounding worried. I grab her hand in mine, holding it as comfort. She's so much smaller than me. When I'm squatting next to her, it feels like I could pick her up in one hand. Her fingers look tiny compared to my giant mitts. "No. I was just thinking about how beautiful your name is. It reminds me of a forest princess," I say. She blushes deeply at this, pleased. She looks up at me, batting her big brown eyes. Her dark skin and features make me think she might be mixed race, though it's hard to tell here. She smiles at me. Her teeth are white and straight. Damn, she must have perfect hygiene, because she has absolutely no gaps or discoloration, whereas most people have one tooth slightly different color than the others or one or two that they never got treated growing up.

Katia coughs, snapping me back to reality. Nala pulls her shirt down to her waist, covering up those big breasts. Fuck. The linen shirt is thin enough that I can see every detail, and I'm aching to slide my hands up under it and play with them.

I start milking Nala's left breast in small, firm movements. Her breasts aren't as big as Katia's, but they're plump and perfect. As I stroke her nipple, teasing the nub, more of her sweet cream spurts out and pings into the basin. It doesn't take long to fill it again. "How long does this need to go on for?" I ask, not sure if it's just going to be this short relief or something I'll have to visit twice a day.

"All day and all night," answers Katia. "But after you milk her, you can massage her nipples. Just do whatever feels comfortable. Sometimes she has to get in bed, and she plays with her tits with her hand until she falls asleep."

I squeeze harder at the thought of that. I want to see her writhing with pleasure. I know that's inappropriate to say around Nala, though, so I change the subject, even though every bone in my body wants me to keep exploring the limits of what we can do here. How far can I take these women without actually taking anything at all?

Nala blushes at Katia's words, clearly mortified.

"It doesn't sound fun, does it? You're lucky to be one of the most sensitive providers," Katia says, sounding apologetic. She reaches over, gives Nala a comforting pat on her shoulder. I have to fight not to laugh. Sensitive is definitely the right word for it.

There's a glint in Katia's eyes, though, and I know that she likes seeing Nala flustered. It's a strange dynamic—the older, confident provider trying to make Nala blush just because she knows how easily Nala can flush.

I wonder if there's more going on than I realize, but Nala is quick to turn the conversation in another direction. She's desperate to get Katia's mind away from the topic. She's afraid I'll realize, too. It's the only explanation for her quick shift in topics. "How do they feel?"

"Heavy," Nala replies with a pout. "Tight and sore."

Katia laughs. She takes a drink of her tea before continuing. "They won't stay there for long, don't worry about that. You've probably never known any pain worse than this, but your body will adapt. The village has been providing for decades, after all, and we'll provide for many years to come yet."

Nala glances at her breasts again. A drop of milk runs down the curve of her breast and onto her stomach. She shifts in her seat and the milk beads against the inside of her elbow.

"Come on," Katia says. "I think I'm ready to finish the day's work now." She leads Nala by the hand back through the room filled with pots and past the storage area to a smaller bedroom, lit by sunlight through slits high in the wall. A bed covered in wool blankets is in the middle of the room and next to it, a stone tub filled with steaming water. The room smells of herbs that grow in the forest surrounding the town.

Katia gestures toward the water. "Go ahead and clean off. I'm going to fetch Harod and Yasmine for you. We're not supposed to help with this part, but you deserve as much help as I can give you. Besides, they probably need a bath too. Maybe more than you do, honestly." She leaves Nala standing at the side of the tub and returns to the kitchen to find Harod and Jasmine still sitting. "Harod, Jasmine," she says. "It's time for your lesson."

Harod follows Katia silently through the house with Yasmine right behind. Katia walks past the tub into another room and turns to face Harod and Yasmine. The bedroom is lit by sunlight falling through openings high in the walls. It looks like a comfortable nest for one person--and a tight squeeze for three.

"Take off your clothes," says Katia.

Yasmine pulls her dress over her head in a smooth movement and stands facing them, naked and slightly self-conscious.

"Yasmine, sit on the edge of the bed and spread your legs for me."

She does as asked.

Katia gestures for Harod to move closer. "Look, his fingers are so big," she says, wrapping a hand around Harod's thickest digit. She squeezes her tit with her other hand, eliciting another moan, before reaching back down and wrapping her hand around his again. "It won't feel as good as you squeezing with both hands, Harod, but he'll be able to go deeper than I can ever reach..."

Harod moves to stand between her legs and leans down, putting one arm around her waist and the other over her breast. Katia lets her milk start to flow onto her hand while she watches Harod slowly start to milk her apprentice's teats, letting Jasmine watch the show with lust and anticipation. "That's right, squeeze...oh yes, Jasmine, keep your eyes open and look down," Katia said as she watched Harod's huge, callused hands wrap around the small, perky tits of her young apprentice. She smiled to herself as she felt Harod press himself against her back; even though she knew the younger woman was watching her, she let out a few soft moans as Harod leaned down and nibbled at her neck.

Yasmine is too turned on to be nervous. She looks back up at us, biting her lip, begging, then turns around. With the basin in front of her, her round ass is on perfect display. "Yes, squeeze harder, Barbarian," Katia whispers to me, encouragingly. The poor thing is practically dripping, and she's whimpering in need, but it seems like she's unable to ask me. That's okay. I love it.

I kneel behind her and slide my hand under her shorts. Her pussy is soaking, and her lips are swollen. I lean forward and whisper in her ear. "Can you say 'please'?" I purr, softly.

"Yes...yes," she responds in a whimper. I tease her, trailing my index finger up and down her slit, and I know she's ready. She arches her back, trying to push my hand into her, and that's it. I can't resist anymore. I press my finger against her and pull down on her swollen, ripe peach.

The reaction is immediate. She cries out, arching her back as the warmest, thickest stream of milk shoots into the pottery jar. It flows and spurts and jets in a continuous movement as Jasmine writhes and moans and finally lets out a relieved groan when it slows to a trickle, still dripping onto my hand as I let go of her tit.

Her cheeks are flushed red, and her eyes are dilated with arousal.

"You'll do well to hide that mark on your cheek from the villagers tomorrow, Yasmine," says Katia. "They might not forgive you for what they think happened today, but if you're pure, at least we have options."

The next day, my stomach is grumbling and I can't believe I'm waking up again without being fed. I sit up and stretch out, looking around the hut. Jasmine is missing. I look at Ilana's straw mattress beside mine. It looks a bit lumpy. Did she eat a pillow in the middle of the night? Is it a sign of some animalistic trait from her feral transformation, that she likes to play with her food before eating? I lift the blanket up, and then my mouth drops open.

It's not a pillow. There's a big, full bag of milk where her stomach would be, and it's practically about to burst. Her eyelids flutter, and I shake her. "Wake up, Ilana! Where's Jasmine?" I ask, anxiously.

She moans. "What the fuck...why am I so fucking sore, I just woke up...and oh fuck, what happened? This has never been this bad."

I frown. I thought it was strange that Yasmine disappeared on her first day as a Provider, after the feast she had last night with our village to welcome her in. Now, she might just be running errands and meeting villagers. I'm new here myself, only having stayed two days before heading to my first expedition to clear out the monsters in the west forest. I don't really know how her duties will go yet, but it seems like Ilana is as lost as I am.

"Let me go find her," I say, jumping up. I run out of the house, ignoring the curious glances from villagers I pass on my way to the square. A man stands up, his mouth opening, then shutting as he stares at my cock swinging. He steps aside and lets me through, his mouth dropping open again as my huge rod whips side-to-side in a motion.

When I open the door, my mouth drops open, and not in awe, or from an involuntary need to catch flies.

A huge-titted milf with green scales is begging me for relief. It would be ungentlemanly to refuse, right?

Milly's mouth opens to let out a roar, the dragon girl baring sharp fangs at me. Then she sees who I am, and her pupils change shape to become round with shock instead of narrow slits. I can't make heads or tails of her expression. She turns, flinging her clawed feet at me, her tail whipping against my stomach. The force knocks me back a few steps, and the claws dig into my bare flesh, leaving light, red scratches.

My own cock is rising, stiffening again.

She growls, low in her throat, pushing past me, but the motion of her hips rubbing against my dick as she shoves past is enough to ignite something inside me, and my hands dart out, grabbing onto her horns. Milly freezes, and I pull her head down by her horns, then press my lips against her cheek. Her lips are pouty, a little bit bigger than the other girls' that I've met here.

I'm pretty sure kissing wasn't covered in the laws and rules. But her body goes limp for a moment, as I press my lips against her mouth, tasting the flavor of fresh milk still on her tongue. She's frozen at first, confused, then as I run my tongue along her plump lips, I push into her mouth, feeling her tongue start to slide against mine, the kiss turning deeper and sloppier and hotter and sexier until I pull back for breath.

Her eyes are wide, pupils dilated in shock, her hands wrapped around the horns coming out of her head like she can't believe I'd be bold enough to grab those sensitive things and yank them to force her into a kiss.

"Harod, what...that..." She licks her lips as her words die in her throat, unable to finish whatever she was trying to say.

Fuck it. The way she was grinding against my dick, her wetness practically soaking through my pants, let me know she wanted it too. My huge rod twitches as I stare straight into her eyes, a hint of uncertainty in her expression. "Yasmine, bend over like Katia said," I say. She bites her bottom lip, still hesitating, then finally gets down on all fours with a groan. I pull aside her tiny panties that are soaked with arousal and press a thumb against her slick folds. She moans, trying to look over her shoulder but failing.

I reach forward, grab her by her black braids, and yank back hard, forcing her head up and to the side so I can claim her mouth for another hungry kiss. Her hips are writhing in need as my thick digit swirls around inside her core, feeling how tight and inexperienced she is. There's a little pop of resistance as she lets out a low whimper, her hot tongue pressed against mine. Her virgin pussy is the sweetest thing I've ever felt, even if she's dripping wet in raw, unfulfilled need.

This woman has no idea how sexy she is, her breasts about to fall free from the confines of her top as her nipples drip milk against the floor, but it makes me crave her even more, and as I pull back from the kiss I push another finger against her tight inner walls. She moans, gasping as I pull back further with her braids to arch her back, pushing another finger into her, thrusting into her roughly, fucking her with my fingers until her walls clamp down on my digits in pure bliss. "Harod," she whimpers, looking at me, then staring straight ahead at Katia as her first climax wracks her body, a moan escaping her throat.

The moment after, the door bangs open. "Did it come?!" shouts a short, rotund, balding man. He's dressed in the traditional outfit of linen pants and a loose-fitting shirt, but he also wears an expensive necklace that I didn't see anyone else wearing.

"No, the time hasn't passed yet, but we're very close to--"

Katia's words are cut off by a high-pitched, desperate, keening cry. All our heads turn to look at Yasmine as she stands up in the chair, her thighs shaking as milk splatters from her huge, dangling tits. I let go of her, but it seems like I don't need to--she's getting the relief she needs, and her hips gyrate as she lets out another cry, grabbing at her dripping nipples in desperation. She looks more orgasmic than even the girls I had sex with in college, when they begged for relief after their first year of abstinence. She moans, trembling and cumming, then takes a deep breath in. She lets out a final moan of relief, then gets her knees wobbly from under her.

She stumbles back down into the chair. She's breathing hard, a sheen of sweat on her brow, and all three of us stare at her as the sound of bells rings through the air. A bell has been struck, but I have no idea where, and all the windows here look out at empty fields.

Then Yasmine opens her mouth, and a huge jet of milk shoots across the room, hitting the wall with a splat. Her breasts shake as milk sprays everywhere. Katia's hands fly over her mouth to hold back laughter, but she clearly finds the scene amusing, her own breasts dripping onto the ground.

The door opens. "What is going on in here?!" shouts the same man, who's holding a book of some sort. "Did it come? Is it time to--" He freezes, looking around the room at the wet mess of milk. "Oh!" he says, his gaze lighting upon the milk leaking from Yasmine's breasts. "Well, I suppose it came and it did." His demeanor is completely different. "We just had to wait those last few minutes..."

"What is that book?" I ask, because something feels weird. It's a strange, slim book, bound with brown leather.

He looks shocked that I've seen it, and hides it behind his back. "It's nothing!"

He's lying. The village might not be as technologically advanced, but they clearly still have their secrets. "I know about magic," I lie, quickly. "That's the source of your power, isn't it? I don't know why or how. But let me take a look at that book."

He hands over the book in silent defeat. It's handwritten, written by several people who are terrible at spelling. In the middle, on a thick page of blankness, the following words stand out:

_Wishing-Day._

My blood freezes. It can't be. It can't possibly be, because it was never anything more than an urban legend.

"This... This isn't possible." My eyes run over the writing, and it takes me a few moments to make out what it says. It seems to have been written by people with very limited knowledge of their subject matter. But even so, what they describe, there's no question about. It is The Book, the lost Book. It doesn't mean there's no truth, though.

There are many false versions. Even if this is The Book, how do they know for certain?

What scares me most is, what if it's true, and there really are demons out there, ready to kill everyone I know if I'm not careful? I can't let that happen. Not only does the fate of the village rely on me, but more importantly, I'll have to stay here forever if they do. In order for this plan to succeed, we all have to be convinced beyond doubt, or else I'll have failed in the one thing I vowed to do.

I try to look at Yasmine.

She has her hands over her eyes, face burning with shame, like she's hiding from my view.

Katia looks at me sternly. "Yasmine, go change your pants before you mess them up any more than you already did," she chides her younger apprentice. Yasmine looks mortified, but she scrambles off her chair and goes down the hallway, holding the wall to support herself.

The moment she's out of sight, Katia gets up. "Please," she whispers. "Can you relieve me? No one ever has to know. We won't be doing anything forbidden..."

That doesn't sound right. If we do what I'm pretty sure she means, her precious virginity will be broken. And while she might not be pure, Yasmine could still milk all that creamy milk of hers. It isn't my business to point that out. I'm tempted, and I want it bad, but I also don't know where Yasmine stands on things, and I should probably check with her first. She's young, inexperienced, and innocent, after all, and there's no way she could understand why we're about to disobey a fundamental rule.

"Not today."

She steps up to me. We're practically chest-to-chest. She wraps her arms around my neck, her massive breasts pressing against my chest. She looks up at me in awe. "When?"

"We have to figure it out. But I...I promise I won't leave here without a word," I whisper.

Yasmine's eyes light up at the implication. Then she gives me the slightest peck on the lips. Katia watches us with something between disapproval, pride and affection, but she doesn't say anything as Yasmine lets go of me, and she and Katia go to clean up the messes we made.

The way that I'm starting to feel about Yasmine terrifies me. She's young, naive, and she has no idea what's happening between us. I've never been responsible for someone like her before. She looks up to me, thinks of me as an adult, but if I had more than a decade on her, not just a few years. And yet, I feel closer to her than anyone else, and I want her to be safe and happy and comfortable.

I need to come clean to her. She has to know exactly what she's doing and who I am before I go any further with her, no matter how good it feels to give her what I know she needs.

And then, I need to tell her that I'm leaving the village. If I wait until my wounds are healed to bring it up, it will seem even worse. I'll look like some sort of monster or beastman using her virginity to manipulate her into going with me as my little servant girl and fuck slave. I could say I love her, that she's special to me, but really I just want to fuck her tiny cunt and watch her scream and writhe every night. I want to leave town and travel in the wilderness to find my tribe of fellow half-beastmen, wherever they are, because they're the only other people like me that I know of, and maybe they'll have answers I've been looking for.

And that's the part that scares me the most—I don't think that will scare her away at all. I'm convinced she'd just go with me. She'll probably follow me out of the gates of this village tomorrow if I want her to.

Yasmine shivers under my touch as I start to massage her tits. The way she reacts makes me even harder as I feel how aroused she is. She needs this, more than anything. She was practically begging me with her eyes, but she wasn’t willing to ask me in words to relieve her tension.

I reach down to my dick to stroke myself.

The sound of footsteps interrupts me before I get far, and I turn in shock to see a dark-haired boy walking up the stairs and then pausing outside the room. He has a serious, deep frown.

I pull my hand away from my cock quickly, not wanting him to see us doing any of this stuff. If he runs off and tells the village leaders that I broke one of their sacred laws, or even got close to it, I may never be able to leave town.

He steps in. The look in his eyes is strange—almost like he knows what we just did. I don't like the kid. He's too serious and doesn't seem right to me. There's something almost dangerous about the way he carries himself, and he keeps his face completely blank instead of betraying whatever he feels. He glances between Yasmine, still flushed, and Katia, her lips stained white with my cum.

He frowns. "I'm here for my daily milk," says the teenager.

Katia nods. "Sorry, Aiden, I'm running late today. You understand, right?" She gives him an apologetic smile.

Aiden doesn't reply, just walks over, opens the jar, and pours it into the wooden basin. She stands up from her chair, pulls down her shirt, revealing her huge tits. Aiden puts his hands on both her nipples, pulling her nipples in his hands until hot milk comes splashing down from her big udders into the wooden bucket. When he's done with her, she walks back to her chair, her big boobs bouncing against each other, while Katia gets back to kneading Yasmine’s breasts with her hands.

When Aiden is finished, Yasmine goes back to working on her own breasts. She looks down at her hands, embarrassed at the sight of another woman touching her in public. As she does, little white drops of milk start falling from her breasts and into the wooden bucket. She has the most milk of all of the women, more than anyone except Katia, whose enormous tits look like they can't fit into any clothing not custom made for her size.

Yasmine's cheeks flush red and I'm transfixed as her breasts continue to let milk flow down and mix with the other women's. Then I get an idea.

I put my hand on her breasts and she tenses up. "No! What are you doing?" she hisses.

"Just trust me, Yasmine." I grab her huge breasts with both of my hands and squeeze as hard as I can. She whimpers and shakes a little. Hot milk gushes out of her breasts. The basin under her fills up.

"What-- what-- please don't...don't..."

The Provider looks utterly terrified, and her cheeks turn even redder. When the flow from her breasts ends, she slumps in her chair, looking exhausted, yet also oddly relieved. The only evidence that she actually orgasmed is the fact that she's slightly wetter than when I found her earlier. She won't give anything away; her short pants are thick enough to hide all the evidence.

I put my hand up to her chin, making her look up at me. "How did you make me do that?"

I frown. "I didn't know I could. I'll find out, if that's what you want. But you should know - if you're going to be a tease, I can be much crueler."

Katia raises her head, still smiling. Her skin seems a little flushed with pleasure, despite everything we did being against the rules. "Oh, I think Yasmine knows that now. Don't you?"

Her cheeks are bright pink with embarrassment, but she nods, her eyes wide as saucers. I can only imagine how scared she is. I've never felt compelled to act or move before in my life until I saw this skinny, petite girl struggling on the trail. And I knew if I ignored her, I wouldn't be able to rest easy, ever. So maybe the reverse is true for her.

If she teases, I'm more than capable of making her regret it.

"Now, Harod, you promised. Let me watch, at least," she says. "I don't ask much of you. It's...so rare for us Providers to get relief."

I nod, and kneel in front of Yasmine. "Can I see your tits, then?" I ask.

Her eyes go even wider. I swear they could swallow up her entire face, and it's adorable.

"They're..." She bites her lip. "I can't show you. It would be too dangerous. For both of us."

I raise an eyebrow. Katia, standing behind me, grabs one of her full breasts and starts massaging. Yasmine gasps, but she doesn't tell Katia to stop.

"For me or you?" I say, raising an eyebrow.

"Both of us!" she says again, and I frown.

"Show me. If you think that whatever blessing is keeping me alive will end if you do something innocent like let me see your tits, then I need to know."

She blushes. "We need you too, Harod. You're all we have left after everything that happened this year, everything that's coming towards us... But yes, you need to see."

"Do it, then," I say.

Katia kneels in front of her, undoes the hem of the shorts, and pulls it down over her slim hips. Underneath are the smallest panties I've ever seen. They barely contain her ass cheeks. When she stands up, I'm shocked by how long and graceful her legs are - she's practically a runway model. With two full melons attached to her chest. She bites her lip, shyly, then slides her thumbs under the hem of her tiny panties. She pulls them down, and reveals the softest, pinkest pussy I've ever seen.

Katia reaches over and gently traces a line around it. It looks impossibly wet, dripping, and she flinches from the touch. Her little bud of a clit is sticking straight out, begging for attention, and I reach for it, running my finger up and down her slit until I can rub my thumb against her clit. She lets out a moan, but I keep up with milking her breast. With each pump, she gets more relaxed.

I squeeze my fist tighter as I pull down on her tit, and she moans loud, bucking her hips at me. I grin, and squeeze a bit harder on my next stroke. Milk shoots out, and I slide a single finger in her virgin slit. She feels impossibly tight, even as I only slide one digit in, but she gasps and bucks again, grinding against it. Katia is watching us, eyes half closed in pleasure at Yasmine’s excitement.

I lean over Yasmine, still sitting in the chair, and press my lips against hers as I rub her pussy with one hand, milk her tits with the other, and kiss her with the ferocity she wants and deserves. The pressure on her clit, combined with the fullness from her milk, makes her go insane.

"Please," she begs into my mouth, "please." I can tell by the way she's bucking against me that she's trying not to cum.

Katia leans in to whisper in Yasmine’s ear, but her words come out too loud. "Cum for me, Yasmine. Cum on his fingers. I've never felt relief like he can give, it's the closest you'll ever get to your own, trust me. You want this as bad as I do, don't you? And I've never told a soul."

Her cheeks flush redder and redder, and her mouth opens wide as she moans a high pitched keen, bucking uncontrollably against my hand. It must be her first orgasm, and she has tears at the corner of her eyes, unable to control the overwhelming sensation. When she stops, she slumps over. She looks even more exhausted than before.

"What…was that?" she asks in a soft voice, staring at me with eyes filled with awe and reverence. I guess they never have had real orgasms. This isn't just some kind of tingling feeling, like they said they feel when they stroke their clits with their fingers. They're actually experiencing sexual relief, what it feels like for their bodies to finally get what they need, for the dam to break.

"Orgasm, it's called," says Katia with a knowing smile. "Now let's go. We're going to have to move fast, now, if we want to get the milk to everyone in time. And remember--it's our secret."

My lips are sealed, because if not, these three village women are going to be in deep shit. I'm glad they aren't mad at me for having my cock milked by the milf, or whatever punishment they'd receive for being "improper". But then, who knows? Maybe they'd be thrown out, too. Maybe they'd just lose their positions and I could fuck their brains out until they forget all about being proper.

The only problem is, I have this sneaking suspicion they're going to need a lot more "relief" with me, and I don't see myself getting much sleep with three new women joining us in our hut every day.

"Oh, by the way, when we're not in town, you can come back here. Anytime you want," says Katia with a little wink as we leave. I grab some cheese and smoked fish before we go to meet up with Ilana, and the rest of the village ignores us, thank god.

Katia and I have a lot in common. She's never been satisfied, either--and if she had been, we'd both still be living back in Minnesota.

It's a small world, but a fucking sexy one.

**

I have a huge problem. It might be the biggest one of my life.

In fact, I bet that when I think of this moment later in my life, I'm going to laugh because there's so much irony in this moment.

So the village sent me into their wilderness to kill a beast who was slaughtering their livestock and people, who had already gotten a couple of the farmers here. No way, no problem, right? That's basically like a walk in the park. But the best thing is, if I do manage to kill the beast, then not only will these villagers owe me a fuckton of money, but I'll also earn their blessing. A blessing is basically just a spell or a special power—something that gives you an unfair advantage over someone else, but which costs a ton of energy to activate. If I can get a blessing, then all the shit I went through training under a bunch of masters and studying for years on end actually pays off.

On top of all that, everyone thinks that the only reason the creature came into their territory is because something wrong with the land, so if I can kill him, I'll essentially bring peace to these lands and be rewarded by the gods for the next hundred generations. And yeah, killing a big monster is tough, but I've done my research. It has to drink human blood to sustain its life, so my strategy is going to be to lay traps. I'll hide in a trap, cover myself up in my cloak, and wait for the beast to get distracted by other prey. When it shows up, I'll cut the ropes and a steel net woven with silver should drop down and hold the monster in place. While it's stuck in place, I'll slit its throat, easy-peasy lemon-squeezy.

So what does all this have to do with milk? The beast eats children, so there's a high chance that it might come for either me or Yasmine as we sleep. So when Katia explains the danger to me and offers to let me sleep in one of the huts that hasn't been used for some time, I ask for Yasmine to stay with me.

As for the rest... well, things go exactly as expected.

Until they don't.
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We head to the forest, making sure to leave the path behind as much as possible. We don't want anyone tracking our footsteps in the snow, giving away where we're going. I think about how my plan should work: first, the beast should smell Yasmine’s milk from wherever I trap it, and then we'll find a nice log and tie it to a tree, where I can make the trap. I'd love to set some steel cables to help hold the thing down, but unfortunately, steel isn't cheap. I had to pay 150 gold coins for the net alone. If we had better finances, maybe this wouldn't be necessary.

"You still have time to back out."

The young woman shakes her head. Her breasts look ridiculous on her thin body, and my eyes travel downward, where I can see a little trail of light hair between her legs that makes me groan inside. It's been such a long time since I've fucked a virgin...

Yasmine turns red when she notices me staring at her pubes, and I force myself to focus on the mission. It'll be hard to keep my dick in my pants when I've already had so much trouble resisting these women. It would take a superhuman amount of willpower to keep my dick from exploding with all the temptation around me.

Katia leans in and kisses her protégé on the forehead, and the two exchange a meaningful gaze. They share some sort of moment, like they're communicating with their eyes, and Katia grabs my hand.

She squeezes hard. "Don't let anyone see this," she warns me. "This is very...unorthodox."

"Okay," I say. We both know I don't mean it, though. I'm still a man, and I need some form of entertainment, especially when most of my options involve snow and cold.

When I pull down on her nipple, I watch the jet of hot milk splash into the basin. A drop sprays onto Yasmine’s arm. The sound Yasmine makes is completely fucking different than the way Katia moaned; Katia whimpered in relief, pain and frustration.

Yasmine screams, "Oh yes, Harod! Please, give me more!"

The scream is loud, and she's making no attempt at being discreet or quiet.

Katia raises an eyebrow, watching her new protégé scream for my dick. I'm pretty sure she won't be as content milking these little piddling amounts from her tits, with this kind of release. And that's going to be a problem.
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It isn’t long before Yasmine stops screaming.

It sounds cheesy and weird, but I find it hard to think of her in a romantic light when we go out hunting together.

We set traps for rabbits. The weather has finally cleared up. After our morning walk around the forest, the sky is blue, and it feels like spring instead of winter. There aren't any leaves or anything yet, but the air has a certain crispness, the promise of something to come, and the village seems to have breathed a huge sigh of relief as one, all their worries alleviated by the warm temperatures. I think they expected a really cold winter and I was lucky to get here when I did. It would've been hell on earth if I didn't, and I guess my being here probably made it slightly more tolerable for them. They wouldn’t have been able to stock as many supplies of food in preparation, and maybe that would have meant some of them wouldn’t have survived the winter.

When I say I find it hard, that's not the whole truth. Part of me doesn't even think about sex when we hunt, because I'm enjoying my time with Ilana so much. But part of me keeps thinking about taking Yasmine in my arms and thrusting into her until she screams my name, like I just saw Katia do, as she gets fucked by her Barbarian, like I imagine Ilana was fucked a long time ago by those men who kidnapped her. And sometimes, I look at Ilana, and think to myself that I shouldn’t care about anyone except myself, and that I should just do whatever I want, take what I want, but every time, I resist it.

The only thing I can explain it as is the fact that if I fuck Katia, I don’t think I could bring myself to stop.

Maybe I really am falling in love, then, but my desire is warped by the strange rules in this village. There's something in the air. This whole place makes me dizzy, and it's impossible for me to think straight. Maybe it's the lack of food these last few weeks—I ate everything in my rucksack within four days and since then I've had barely more than two pieces of bread each day, along with meat from the rabbits—but it's also because every instinct in me says I should be fucking Katia right now, claiming her innocence and her body for my own.

It feels like it'd be natural. Righteous.

Instead, I swallow hard, trying not to get too hard at the sight of another eager, dripping female who needs my strong grip to pull her milky release.

With shaking hands, she moves into position, putting one hand on either side of the basin, and squeezes her eyes shut. She leans her massive rack over the ceramic basin as far as possible. It must be the most erotic view ever from behind—her full, pouty lips are wide open, a flush coming over her body, and her massive, ripe breasts are hanging over the bowl. Her pink little nipples are leaking milk already, droplets hitting the sides of the ceramic bowl as it starts to fill. I can tell I should go easier with Yasmine than I did with her teacher. Her tits must hurt as hell when she goes to sleep at night.

Katia grabs some more of that lotion from the jar. Without even hesitating, I lean down to Yasmine, whisper into her ear:

"Relax. You're safe." I run one hand up and down her upper thigh, massaging, and I cup her left breast, starting to massage and work it with long, gentle strokes of my thumb. There's no need for me to rush, even though I'm tempted. The tension in her shoulders falls away in seconds at my touch.

"This is nothing. This is nothing," she says, her breathing rapid. She lets out a little sigh, pushing her ass back against me as I squeeze, pull, and massage her right tit. "Oh shit! Oh fuck, yes, please!" she gasps out as milk starts to stream out.

It's so wrong. But it's also exactly what all of us crave. With a growl, I slide my hand further up her thigh, my finger gently touching her wetness. She arches back and moans in reply.

Then my fingers find her clit.

I can't help myself—I start rubbing my fingers over her soaked slit while I milk her, and she whimpers and pants in lust. The pressure seems to be unbearable as I stroke, rub, and push inside of her.

I have no idea how the next twenty years will pass. No fucking clue how we'll avoid going mad when we can't stop seeing her and knowing that I could ease her pain forever with one hard thrust into her virgin cunt.

She comes harder than either of us expected, and there's a flood of creaminess between her legs as I pull on her nipple, milk flooding the ceramic bowl beneath her tit. Her face is bright red, eyes rolling back. Katia stands up, looks over at me.

"We have more supplies to pick up later. If you happen to run into us then...well, Harod, I don't think either of us want to go through twenty years of this. It hurts every time she starts leaking, and it never seems to end." She sighs. "Maybe I'm being selfish...maybe it isn't right..." She puts her hand on my shoulder. "But I'm willing to beg for mercy."

I look over at Katia, standing over both of us, and a smirk comes to my lips. "How about now? Do you need relief?"

"No!" Yasmine snaps, blushing and turning around. "No, we...we just met!"

"Yasmine," I say, softly. I run my finger through her blonde braids, letting them fall down on her back. Her skin is so silky and soft, she must not even remember the outside world with that luxurious life. But even so, she seems eager for me to explore it.

"We..." she starts again, but her face twists in pleasure when she sees my fingers tracing down the curves of her spine. The arch of her back is beautiful, and my cock is twitching as I watch the milk drip down over the edge of her pink nipples and onto the floor. I stand right behind her, my hands on her hips. I lean forward and breathe against her neck, then lick her earlobe. I nibble on it and suck. "Harod," she whines, leaning back towards me.

I slide my hands over her hips and gently squeeze her breasts. "Please. You've got all that pressure..." I whisper.

Her lips form a trembling pout, and then she moans as I press my hardness against her ass. My thumbs brush the base of her tits, circling underneath. Milk drips onto my palms, and she leans against me with her ass grinding against my erection. Katia stands up and leans against me too, pressing her own breasts into me from the other side. I'm sandwiching myself between these two women, feeling the heat of their lust, their desperation. The smell of pussy, sweat and milk surround me.

It's so damn good, better than I imagined could ever exist.

Yasmine nods once, and Katia turns around, reaching out to open a drawer near the door. She reaches inside and brings out two huge vials made out of blue glass, filled with some kind of sparkling liquid. She puts them on the floor and pulls the cork from the one labeled with a small, curvy 'B'. The sweet scent of berries fills the air. "This is the purest relief," she whispers, handing it to me.

I hold it against the bottom of her breast and let it fill with milk until it almost overflows. The magic of it, like the strange lotion, never seems to end, and finally, with the two women pushing in the air like she has to pee, Yasmine gasps as she climaxes, squirting all over the chair.

I take that as a signal, and stand up, running outside in an instant. I'm holding the vial in my left hand and I need to escape before they convince me to try something else.

I don't remember how I get home. The next thing I know, I'm lying on my back in our hut. Ilana and Marla are gone for their own tasks, and Yasmine is sitting at my bedside, watching over me like some kind of nurse.

"How are you feeling?" she asks softly.

"What happened?" I look down at my hands. "Why do I have lotion on my hands?"

Then I realize the other problem. My dick is achingly hard. I have no idea if I jerked off or not, but there's pre-cum all over my crotch area and the tip of my dick.

"That lotion on your hands lets you milk people," she says, in a whisper, leaning in closer. She pulls me close by the hand, then puts the bottle against my palm and squeezes a generous glob into it. Her lips are against my ear. "And the reason you're hard as a rock, Harod, is that it was magical, enchanted by the sorceress who provides the village with our milk. It makes sure we'll want it," she murmurs.

Oh shit. I had a feeling, deep down, that was what happened. This magic milk is fucking powerful. I reach out and grab Yasmine’s tit, squeezing firmly. I milk it just like I did Katia's, and she moans as relief floods into her, but she can't seem to take her eyes away from mine as I keep milking her, and her legs are spread wide. She's sitting on her ass, and her pussy lips are dripping wet through the short shorts. "Can you touch yourself?" I ask. She lets out a moan and I freeze. Katia puts her hand over Yasmine’s, guiding it lower, sliding it down underneath her little shorts to where her clit is. Katia makes eye contact with me. I get a rush of lust to my head again. She knows exactly what she's doing. She wants this more than I do, she wants my cock in her, she wants to be fucked like the cougar-cow bitch she is, but the rules won't let her.

So instead, she has her nineteen-year-old pupil guide herself to her first climax ever, showing off her breasts while another woman shows me how to please her. Katia rubs in small circles, then lets her go. Yasmine picks up the rhythm automatically, rubbing herself in small circles over her clit, grinding her ass back against the chair as she looks at me with eyes begging me not to stop milking her.

It's the hottest fucking scene I've ever seen, and she cries out, biting her lips, as I feel a warm rush of liquid from her nipple under my palms.

The young virgin just squirted her very first load of milk onto my hands. It feels different than the cold liquid from a cow or a goat or even Katia's milk. It's more...thick, and hot, and creamy.

Fuck. I'm really glad I've had plenty of milk. If it was my first taste, I'd be addicted before I knew it, and if the rules forbid it for another twenty years, I don't think I could resist having both these women every single day until I died of thirst and dehydration.

I can only imagine what Yasmine will look like when she hits twenty-five or thirty.

My dick twitches at the thought, then starts to get hard again.

She gets up awkwardly and bends over the basin, and I notice her hips are wider than I realized—a perfect hourglass shape, and she has a round ass sticking up in the air. I feel myself growl and try to push it back. There is no way I can let out a noise like that when we're already breaking so many laws.

But I am tempted as hell. All I want to do is to spread her pussy lips and pound the fuck out of her. The moment my fingers touch the soft skin of her neck and my thumbs caress the back of her earlobes, I feel the tension building between her and I. The way my large rough hands rub gently against her neck relaxes her and turns her on. I slide my hands down to her shoulders and then to her upper arms to work on the knots I find there. When those knots are out, I move on to her lower back. This whole time her chest is dripping onto the floor.

With each stroke I am getting harder and harder, but I resist. I focus all my energy on her muscles, loosening and relaxing each one until I have gone down her entire back, massaging the sides of her waist, but never touching any part of her ass or anything that can get me into trouble with her or Katia.

I'm a big boy. I can play by their stupid rules for a year, right? It's not worth dying over. I mean, they've been milking for how long? Two hundred years or more? It will only be a little bit longer. In the meantime, I'll drink, and then I'll go back to fucking my hot wife's brains out, and we can enjoy being a happy little threesome in our house for now.

But fuck. I want the other woman's virgin pussy so bad.

I look up at Katia for confirmation. She nods. I put my hands on either side of her tits, trying to stay in as much control as possible. Then I squeeze. My thumb strokes her nipple as I work, and she lets out a moan. Then I let out a groan myself. This nineteen-year-old has wayyyy more milk than Katia does, and with each stroke, white milk jets across the room. She cries out in ecstasy and pain, begging for more, as the sound of the splattering milk fills the air. I squeeze tighter, harder, but not rough enough that it hurts her. I milk her gently, firmly, my hands massaging her breasts, pulling milk into a never-ending stream until both the jars are filled and there isn’t even a stain in her bra.

When I move away, she leans against the chair, her legs shaking. Katia smiles.

There's something about milk on your lips. The second time we fucked, Ilana and I did it in a meadow by a pond. She rode me like a goddess, and when I came in her, my seed spilled onto her stomach and on her massive breasts. A few minutes later, we fucked again. I leaned forward, taking a sip of the sweet milk, lapping it off of her skin, as I took her doggy-style.

It was just as erotic as the first time.

So yeah, if you were wondering why I got another hard-on so damn fast, it's because Katia grabs the jar, and scoops some on her fingers. "My mother told me the milk helps relieve aching muscles," she explains. She starts rubbing it against my shoulder, then squeezes out more milk. Yasmine leans over the basin, resting on her knees with her perfect ass up in the air, sticking straight at me. Then Katia slides her finger from the bottom of Yasmine’s ass, to where her spine hits the top of it, rubbing it all the way down in long strokes, like she's trying to stretch her.

"It should feel warm. When it does, massage her."

I step right behind Yasmine, and start to massage her shoulders, while Katia runs her hands down Yasmine’s spine, rubbing it gently, but firmly. The second I touch her, she groans. It takes a couple minutes for the lotion to work its magic, but I'm hard again. I don't need lube or anything else except the thought of what's coming next, when I grab onto both of her shoulders. I squeeze. She lets out a soft moan, but I know she could take much harder. She can take it rough and brutal, like my goddess can, I bet. The second milk shoots from her nipples into the jars, Yasmine cries out. I squeeze tighter, and I feel her shudder. Milk is streaming from her tits nonstop into the basins, and her ass is shaking like crazy as I squeeze. "That's it, keep milking me," she gasps, and I feel like an absolute animal, but I can't stop myself. I keep squeezing harder. "Please don't stop," she pants. "Oh…oh," she says, in a whisper that goes on and on until she starts panting. "Fuck," she whimpers in desperation. Her milk stops dripping. "I'm going to—"

Katia slams her breasts against the back of Yasmine’s ass, her nipples hard and wet as she wraps them against the base of her spine, grabbing onto her hips, squeezing her own breasts with both hands, making long jets of milk spray all down Yasmine’s back and her ass. She looks up at me and grins.

Yasmine comes apart.

"Harod…thank you," she pants, as Katia finishes the job, milking her. "Don't stop, don't stop...please," she moans.

"We've got a little problem," I say to Yasmine. My voice comes out low and husky.

"What?"

"If you're going to thank me properly, that breaks the rules. I've already stretched them far enough for one day."

Yasmine is panting and moaning, so turned on she can hardly think, but she slowly processes what I'm saying. Her face is shocked and confused, but not horrified. If anything, the idea makes her wetter. She stares at the door as if half expecting a posse of angry villagers, or their leader with a burning torch, to come rushing through it at any moment. She gets up on shaky legs, leaning over the basin with both her huge tits dangling down.

I walk behind her, my hard cock swinging between my legs as I kneel, rubbing my palms up and down the back of her spine. Her skin is the same perfect, warm smoothness of Ilana's. I run my hands over the curve of her back, grabbing her waist, then move them down. I caress her firm ass cheeks, feeling her tremble and shiver. She is achingly beautiful, dripping her milk down into the jar, which is still two thirds full.

I gently touch her slit with my right middle finger. She practically yelps, moaning and wriggling, so turned on she can hardly handle it. My finger easily slides inside her hot little slit. Her whole body shudders. I start to gently push and pull my finger in and out, as my other hand squeezes and milks her left breast. The effect is electric. Yasmine comes apart at the seams, almost collapsing onto the basin as she cries out in relief. She has the biggest orgasm I've ever seen as I milk her of all her built up milk. The pressure in her boobs lessens, as I feel her hot pussy clamp and unclamp around my finger, like her body is sucking it deeper inside her.

I grab and massage both breasts in my hands, squeezing milk out with every stroke. After several minutes of Yasmine coming down from the best release she's ever felt in her life, I slowly slide my finger from her sweet honey pot.

We look at each other for a long minute, and Yasmine is clearly thinking something over, chewing on her lip as she stares up at me. I expect some shy gratitude, or maybe a nod that I've done well, but instead, she turns, drops to her knees, looks up at me and licks her lips.

"Is it okay if I..." she trails off. She knows we're treading new, dangerous territory here, and I look down at my softening cock in Katia's mouth. I shouldn't even risk it.

But I find myself nodding, my cock twitching at the idea of being worshipped by the young nineteen-year-old beauty. I swear, she was born for my dick, because as soon as I say it's okay, she doesn't hesitate, grabbing my cock by its shaft with her small, slender fingers and wrapping those pouty, pink lips around my head. She sucks hard, letting it plop from her mouth, then takes a big gulp of air, and takes my whole length into her hot, wet mouth and throat. She chokes, tears streaming from her eyes at the same time that they light up, and I know she'll take it without complaint if I decide to fuck her face right here. I resist the urge though, stroking her braids while she tries to fit my whole cock in her throat. I'm still big even when I'm not erect, and it has her straining. Still, her eagerness and willingness to keep trying even when her throat is aching gets me off.

This time, I cum fast, my orgasm slamming through my body with a force unlike anything I've ever felt before, and she does her best to take my hot load into her waiting mouth, but she can't keep up, so the rest spills onto her tongue, drips onto her tits, and dribbles from her lips.

Katia's got her shorts off, and is fucking herself hard with three fingers.

Yasmine stands up after her orgasm, a thin strand of my cum dripping from her lips. She stares into my eyes. Her cheeks are flushed pink, a shy smile playing on her face as she bites her lip.

I can tell we're already crossing way, way over the line.

I shouldn't go back with Yasmine for her evening duty, but fuck it. No one heard us. Even if they did, they won't come check on us or risk getting cursed by the gods, and we're both safe as long as she doesn't take my seed. The only problem is I've got such a fucking hard cock right now, I feel like I could bend an iron rod with my dick. There's no fucking relief from the sexual need except going to be buried inside of these women, claiming their innocence, making them my property and forcing them to submit to me, taking charge of everything from milking their huge breasts to making them ride my cock in submission while I claim them as mine.

I'm just helping her with her tits, that's all. She needs the relief and I'll make her feel better. I don't mean to do anything wrong. That's all I can tell myself to make my way back to the hut.

***

I open the door to our little hut. It's just big enough for my sleeping platform in the center—which is basically a huge slab of wood resting on boulders of varying heights, piled up in the corner of the room, covered in furs. On my left are Ilana's supplies, her cooking pot and jars filled with herbs and other medicinal supplies. And on the opposite side, across from me, there's another small nook for a wooden stool and washbasin. A narrow gap down the middle leads to the entrance.

I see her, asleep, wrapped in a blanket, curled up on the floor next to the bed. I shut the door as softly as possible.

"You came back late." Her sleepy voice fills the hut as she stretches out on the floor and yawns. It doesn't seem like she heard any commotion, if there even was any, but there's no hiding the fact that I definitely didn't have an easy time finishing with Ilana's potion. I feel too damn awake after what just happened. My skin is flushed and buzzing. My cock still feels like it could punch through wood.

"Uh..."

Ilana laughs quietly, standing and smoothing the wrinkles from her shift. "I figured something was happening. You never needed a stamina potion before. You're not used to taking them...you'll need more training, but at least we tried it." Her eyes sweep over my body and she smiles knowingly, her eyebrows raised. "Oh..."

I look away, suddenly self-conscious and ashamed. Shame is a new feeling for me and I don't like it one bit. I'm not supposed to be thinking about other women while I've got the perfect one in front of me—or is it? "Sorry," I mutter.

Ilana shrugs and runs a hand along the curve of my shoulder and down my biceps. She looks as beautiful as ever in the soft light. I feel bad for even noticing. "It's okay. But don't worry about my mother's tits." She squeezes my ass cheek affectionately, giving it a little smack. "She's had plenty of partners, despite her purity oath. This isn't the first time she's been turned on by the sound of another woman fucking. I know the village elders always talk about how pure the Providers must be to keep our stores of milk strong, but in reality, every man within a few hundred miles comes to visit the huts at night. Mother doesn't have many men left that she hasn't taken to bed. She's old now, but when she was young, the whole valley was scared of getting a curse."

I swallow hard, picturing her milky breasts spilling out from under her clothes as she lays on a bed somewhere with an older man. "How old are you? How long do you have until you become a Provider?"

"I'll start serving in a year." Ilana steps between me and the door, sliding the latch into place, then takes both my hands in hers. She pulls them gently until the backs of her thighs touch the bed, making me sit down. Her hands trail down to my crotch. Even through my pants, my dick pulses at her touch. It's like she can turn it on instantly. "I'll be taking your virginity when I start, if you stay here," she promises in a husky voice, her cheeks pink. I nod, swallowing hard. The more I learn about how Providers serve the villages, the less guilty I feel about fucking them—even the younger ones who are just on the verge of starting. If she's got all that practice, how bad can it be for her? Besides, she's hot. She's not like other girls in my village, so sweet and innocent. She's something new, a girl that's been brought up in an all-girl world where she knows the power of her sex and owns it. She doesn't blush and stammer and play coy. She tells me what she wants.

Ilana leans in to kiss me on the lips. Her kisses start out gentle and teasing, but get hungrier, demanding. "Please don't fuck Yasmine, though," she begs.

Yasmine sits down next to me. Ilana pulls away just in time to see Katia get down on her knees, right at Yasmine's level. Katia has to reach up as she slides a hand down Yasmine's shirt, caressing her nipple, squeezing. Ilana gasps as Katia yanks down Yasmine's shorts to the ground, then Yasmine raises up to slide out of them. Her panties follow, and there's a stain against them already.

Katia slides a hand between Yasmine's legs, feeling the wetness seeping out of her slit. "Harod, would you get another jar?" she asks. There's one more clean, empty pottery jar under the bed, and she puts it beneath Yasmine's pussy, which she spreads wide. Fuck, she's dripping wet, almost pouring clear liquid from her pussy.

Katia strokes two fingers up and down Yasmine's tight slit, exploring. Yasmine lets out a little moan at each pass of Katia's fingers, biting down on her lip hard, trying not to cum from just the gentle exploration of Katia's hands.

I take her hands away and grab her nipples, pulling firmly. The first jet of milk shoots so strong that it splashes against the side of the clay basin. Then I pull again, twisting in a different direction. I have to keep doing it faster, finding a rhythm, and she finally cums, letting out a little whimper.

Milk streams down in a river, but even as the pressure lessens, it's obvious I'm only getting started. She still seems so full, with milk leaking down her massive tits. Katia is grinning, watching in lust. "That was her first orgasm," she says. "She didn't even touch herself this whole time. That was all you."

I nod, my dick tenting in my pants as I continue to milk Yasmine. When she lets out a sigh, finally done, I wipe a drop of sweat off my forehead. Shit. I don’t think I knew just what kind of monster I was fucking with. Her milky boobs aren’t going anywhere—they keep dripping, milk seeping down her bare breasts, leaving streaks of white on her tanned skin.

Katia grabs Yasmine by the shoulders. I start putting my clothes back on. She stares into her student's eyes, her expression a serious one. "If word gets out, you're dead, Harod."

I give her a grin. "That's one of those threats we use where I'm from."

Katia sighs, looking away. "I wish I could go there," she whispers. "Instead of having to provide here..."

"One day. Just hang tight for twenty years, and I'll find a way to bring you back to the mountain."

"Promise me?"

"Promise," I say. I know it sounds ridiculous, but hell, I survived a trip to the desert, didn't I? I guess this is my new job, then—travel to a new place, save lives and get some milfs off. Sounds like a sweet deal to me.

I grab the heavy, milk-filled breast firmly, massaging the underside of it in firm circles with one hand. Yasmine is whimpering already, and I'm not surprised. With two strong hands and the added benefit of friction from the basin, she must have been craving a relief that she could never satisfy on her own. She looks down, staring at the sight of my muscular hands wrapped around her big tits, stroking her pale, full breast, and her hands wander down to her nipples and begin to twist and pinch them, pinching them harder when I go faster. I squeeze hard and milk begins to dribble from her nipple as I slide my palm along her underside. She squeaks, looking up at me as though she doesn't want to be watching what her own body is doing. But she is unable to resist.

"Just like that," she says, breathless and panting, "just like that, please.."

"Don't make her wait for it, Harod," Katia says, as she watches her former student start to come undone in my arms. Yasmine lets out another hot moan when I massage the bottom of her breasts with both hands, sending spurts of milk into the basin. Her hands slide from her nipples and wander down the hemline of her tiny shorts. When her fingers slide under the cloth to stroke her wet pussy, I take that as permission to squeeze her even tighter, using her whole breasts now in a milking motion that has her squirming. She whimpers and moans, the noise escalating into loud cries.

"Please..." she mumbles again. I know that begging, but I'm not giving her the full orgasm she wants yet. I keep playing with her tits, feeling her breasts relax with milk that's finally finding relief. The milk is pouring from her nipples at such a rate that I switch from one breast to the other every few minutes, until she's leaning against me for support, still whispering my name over and over, begging for release. She lets out a long sigh, shuddering against me, then sits up straight and looks over at me.

"Harod," Katia whispers, "what do you think about doing that for twenty years?"

I stare at her. Then Yasmine speaks up, blushing. "The only way out of service is if we provide, Harod, or find our fiancé. It would be a shame to let a perfectly good penis go to waste."

Katia laughs, and I just shake my head.

How is this even real?

This might be the weirdest thing to ever happen to me. Well, it is pretty damn funny, if you think about it: A hot twenty year old woman literally begging me to touch her tits because she's so sexually frustrated she'd do anything to cum. And not just that, but two women, both incredibly sexy and desperate for orgasm. All in all, I figure, that's not such a bad deal. Sure, it's strange, but what does strange matter? Not when you consider the alternative.

That's enough thinking from me. Now it's time to put my hands to better use.

"What should I do?" I ask. Yasmine looks down shyly, but doesn't answer. The fact she's letting me this close means she trusts me completely. She looks as though she could melt into my touch with a mere glance, and the very thought sends an excited shudder through my body. I can tell it would only take me a moment to give her the release she craves; her neediness was obvious from the start. If she keeps moaning like that, I don't know if I'll even last long enough to make it back to Ilana before I have to fuck somebody...or something.

Her skin is hot as my hands slide over it, and when I reach her nipples, I'm careful, not wanting to scare her away. She arches her back at the slightest touch, and it's like she's made from the softest materials in the world. Her breath is shallow and light, and I want to bring it to a stop, to take it from her. For some reason, all I can think about is those cute little nipples dripping with milk, the taste of that sweet nectar coating my tongue. But that's only for people who have a role in this village, and I haven't even started building yet.

When her hands grip the side of the chair, and she bites her lip, I get a thrill of adrenaline. My fingers trace around her nipple, feeling the way the skin hardens under my touch. I let out a groan at the sight. I've never met anyone as perfect as her, or with curves as beautiful as hers.

But when I squeeze her nipple lightly and milk begins to spill from the end of it, the whole mood changes. Yasmine lets out a soft squeak, as if surprised by it, then a low moan escapes her lips. I grab at her other breast, repeating the same process. She looks into my eyes, pupils dilated as they watch every move I make. Her nipples start leaking more steadily now, and she grips the basin harder. "Keep going," Katia whispers, leaning over Yasmine’s shoulder. Her long fingers stroke Yasmine’s neck softly, and I squeeze her other nipple again, watching as another stream of liquid shoots down into the basin. Yasmine moans loudly as the pressure is released, and her eyes close. Katia keeps whispering to her, telling her how good it feels, and Yasmine shivers against her touch.

"Oh..." she mutters, barely audibly, and Katia kisses her shoulder gently. I keep milking her steadily, watching as she slowly begins to relax. Then, suddenly, I pull my hands away from her breasts, and she whimpers as though it's taken all her strength just to hold herself together. Katia looks up at me with something like amusement in her gaze.

"Are you going to stay with us for dinner?" Katia asks, and the question hangs in the air. My stomach growls at the thought, but there's something else there too. Something deeper than just wanting to be fed - although I can't deny that my muscles ache with hunger after so many days without proper food.

"What?" I reply, unsure what to say.

Yasmine looks up at me from where she had been resting her head on the table. "Please," she mumbles. "Stay."

Her voice is soft, hesitant. When she meets my eyes, there's a shyness there that draws me in further. She looks away almost instantly, but the blush in her cheeks tells me she wants me here. My eyes dart to her breasts, heavy on her small body. If anyone has ever been as in need of relief as these two, I've never seen it.

But the consequences...

Katia moves closer to me, stepping quietly on the wooden floors of the hut. Her face is close to mine, and as I take in her huge, firm breasts and pouty lips, I can't imagine why she doesn't have men falling all over her. Surely they'd give anything for such a beautiful woman to touch them. Her eyes flash with heat. "What do you say, Harod?" she asks softly, placing her hand on my chest. "If we're still virgins, it can be done, and..."

"And you'll die of the need?" I finish for her. I want it. I want it as much as she does, even more. It's not fair, not when there are two women practically begging me to relieve them.

I reach for the strings holding up her linen shorts. One swift pull and they're sliding down her creamy thighs to the floor. "Good answer," she murmurs. She looks over at Yasmine; the shy beauty who is leaning over, bracing herself with both arms in front of me, moaning and dripping. "Take your time with her. The poor girl is bursting. I'm afraid she'll explode."

As she turns around, Katia places her left tit in my palm, and I instinctively start milking it, squeezing out one or two jets of milk. I use the milk to coat the breast in her own hot lotion, then reach for the other nipple. I do the same thing, coating both massive breasts with the slick substance, so her huge tits glisten in the lantern light. My dick is ready to burst again.

Yasmine’s breasts hang above the basin, and as I lean forward to get a closer look, she moans at the feeling of my hot breath against her skin.

"Relax," I say, leaning in closer to whisper into her ear. "Just relax and trust me."

She lets out a little whimper as I gently brush aside her braids, tucking them behind her shoulders and making her hair frame her face. It's such a simple move, but I notice Yasmine shiver in anticipation. Her cheeks flush at even the slightest intimacy. I can't help myself, and I trail a finger from the nape of her neck to her upper spine, sending a trail of goosebumps along her soft skin.

"Oh fuck, I need you so bad, please Harod..."

Her begging gets me every time. And I want it—bad. With Katia I wanted release so bad, and now it's even worse. It's so tempting, too tempting, to bend her over and shove my dick into the sweet slit of this pure virgin.

I slide my left hand down under the hem of her short shorts, and she gasps and moans. When I pull up on the fabric, my index finger slips between her labia.

Katia watches with lust in her eyes, taking every movement in as I make the first virgin I've ever fucked cum on my fingers.

Her clit is engorged. It must hurt like hell, and when I flick it and play with it, Yasmine arches her back and lets out a high-pitched gasp that has Katia squeezing her breasts again. I reach underneath the shirt, cupping Yasmine’s heavy breasts. They're just as huge as Katia's, maybe even more so because she's so much skinnier. There's not as much milk there yet, but I'm sure they'll be bigger soon, and I can't resist squeezing and pulling her right nipple, feeling hot jets of milk shoot against my wrist.

She bucks against my fingers, sliding my index finger up inside her pussy. She gasps at the intrusion, and it feels so fucking good, her inner muscles gripping my digit like a hot, wet vise. She slides around it, and when I start thrusting my index finger into her virgin cunt, she groans and writhes in absolute pleasure. She spreads her legs wider, and the look of total shock on her face makes it clear: no one else has ever touched her virgin pussy before.

Her eyes roll back into her head as she arches her back in ecstasy. A jet of milk shoots out of her right tit as her whole body shakes in need. Her skin breaks out into goosebumps, and she's shivering as she cums hard all over my fingers, screaming loudly.

"That's how you do it," whispers Katia, licking her lips as she watches my thick digit plowing into Yasmine’s wet, soaking slit. "I haven't had any relief in twelve years, except for the day Harod showed up."

The thought that Katia was waiting in bed, writhing for twelve years makes me even harder. It explains why she seems absolutely obsessed with my dick.

Fuck. It would be a lie to say I don't want to break her vow. But now that I'm not just desperate for release, I realize that breaking her purity is absolutely forbidden. I'll end up dead and they'll still come after the women. Even Ilana, who's too strong to fall to those monsters easily. They're just a hair away from their freedom. It will give Yasmine a few decades before she has to live trapped in her own body, constantly aching for relief, and Ilana will finally have what she needs—her own land to call her own and raise a family on. I can't destroy their future for my own greed.

I slide my finger back into Yasmine, watching her writhe as I fuck her faster. Her breasts drip milk down, splashing into the basin as I add another finger.

"Faster, Harod," she begs, whining in need as I stroke my fingers in and out of her little pussy. There's no question about it, her virgin slit feels amazing around my thick digits, gripping them and sliding down in ecstasy as I thrust deeper. She bucks against me, and it's fucking adorable to hear her tiny, helpless gasps as I touch her in ways she's never experienced before. I add my thumb to her clit, massaging the bundle of nerves as her legs start to shake and the whole world starts spinning. "Yes, please, more, faster," she whispers. I keep pumping my hand into her soaking cunt, listening to the wet sound of her pleasure, imagining how it will sound when she cums all over my cock. I try to focus on making this about relief for her, instead of my own urges. I add a third finger and curl them up inside her tight hole. Her breathing gets frantic, like a cornered, hunted animal, and I can see the stress melt out of her body as she relaxes and arches her back.

Yasmine shudders, moaning in pure need. Her tits spray milk everywhere, splashing hot cream into the basin as she lets out a desperate wail. She looks like she's having trouble breathing as she bucks her hips uncontrollably and I stroke her throbbing clit with my thumb even harder, drawing the pleasure out of her young body as she goes through wave after wave of pleasure, her body trembling as she rides her first orgasm.

She falls limply against her chair, looking up at me, dizzy and drained. Katia hands her a glass of water from a jug that's on the far side of the room, and she takes a long drink. "Are you okay?" asks Katia, sounding concerned.

Yasmine takes another deep breath. "Oh, god," she whispers. Her cheeks are burning red. She seems shocked by how hard I made her cum. "Yeah...yes, thank you." Her voice sounds so sweet, so innocent, I just want to eat her up. Ilana's been fun, but Yasmine’s shyness, how awkward she is around men, makes me want to devour her. She looks like she doesn't even know what a cock is for, which only makes her cuter.

"Alright, then, Harod. Get out of here. I'll meet you at dinner. Try to talk to a few of the guys in your own age range before tomorrow. You know, people your own age..." she says, giving me a wink. "But thank you for that, really."

I take a last look at her. It would be easy to pick Yasmine up, pin her against the wall, spread her legs wide and pound her with my cock until she was shaking and coming on me. I can practically imagine my cum shooting deep into her fertile cunt, impregnating her like the little maiden bitch she is, so ripe for the taking.

With a last smile, I turn away, leave the milk hut, and make my way through the town. The walk is nice enough—the village is laid out around a large field, where a lot of the farmers seem to cultivate their crops. There are some gardens on most people's huts, but it doesn't look like much is growing right now. I'm reminded again that winter is around the corner. Even though the days are still hot, and most of us have our shirts off, the evenings are cooling fast. We're running low on firewood.

I pass a group of women, all with huge tits and wearing similar outfits to Yasmine and Katia, sitting in a circle playing what looks like poker. One of them calls out to me: "Hi Barbarian! Welcome back to civilization!"

It doesn't sound particularly friendly. I keep walking until I hear one of them snort. They're clearly making fun of me.

"Yeah, if only I were twenty years younger," I hear the woman yell. Another cackles.

I turn around to face them. I know I'm being provoked, but they'll find it more and more difficult not to like me once they realize how charming and sweet I am. And then maybe I'll finally get some fucking answers about why I'm here. "What are you talking about?"

One of the women with a round belly, big breasts and blonde hair grins at me. The other three aren't smiling, but their expressions soften when I look into their eyes. "Oh, Harod," she says in a motherly tone. She has to be in her forties, but I guess that's considered young compared to most people in this village. "That poor thing. Yasmine. Don't you pay attention to what's going on around you? I know you've been isolated since you came here, but..."

I narrow my eyes at them. I'm starting to really feel out of the loop with everyone making comments about my arrival, but no one gives me answers. It feels like no one wants me to know anything.

Another one of the women speaks up, also a motherly type. She seems sympathetic. "I suppose she was too ashamed to explain to you. There are certain...rituals for each season, Harod, as you well know. They are kept secret from those who are not involved. And the ritual that must occur right before we celebrate our Autumn Equinox is very...intimate."

"What is the Equinox?" I ask, then shake my head. "What do you mean, 'intimate?' You mean like sex?"

She nods. "We don't know who or how the people are chosen, Harod. But every year, the same four individuals are selected. We do not know who. Some years we might recognize their faces. Sometimes they are strangers. It is only when the Autumn Equinox begins do we learn who has been chosen by the gods, and of course, we have never asked the chosen ones their names. We have no idea when we were selected. For all I know, I could be the one this year. But whoever has been selected, they come here to our village and live amongst us. On the night of the equinox, they leave our gates to find their mate in the wilderness."

It dawns on me exactly what the woman's saying. And I know that this time around, I am in real fucking trouble, because the four chosen have already made their appearances at the banquet, and no way is there going to be a different person from my clan.

"The night of the equinox is...tonight," I whisper, dread filling me. I'm trapped in this village, because if I leave right now, there's a good chance the horde will get me. If not tonight, in a few weeks when I've finally learned how to use a fucking spear. I think of the four other Mountain-Men. They can't survive out there in the snow, none of us can, we'll die before morning. There's no way any of the men I'm traveling with is supposed to be this 'chosen one,' either. There's no telling if this is all bullshit or not. Maybe the old hags are just messing with me, trying to scare me.

She nods, looking solemn, and then I look over at Katia. It feels so wrong, but she looks so hot, her cheeks flushed with arousal. She wants me inside her so badly, and even though there's something sacred about the whole thing, some stupid fucking tradition, I want to take her innocence. I want to grab her thighs, shove them open and claim her with my cock, but she can't be taken away from her village. Yasmine, on the other hand...

I glance back at the beautiful maiden. She's biting her lip nervously as she watches our silent exchange, like she has a suspicion of what's going on in my head. Yasmine isn't as well-developed as Katia—the milf looks more like me than the younger girl, whose tits aren't as big, her ass smaller, the muscles on her arms and legs more toned than bulging. Still, I look at Katia, the hot milf who wants to feel relief so fucking bad that she'd risk the village dying from her actions. And I turn back to Yasmine, the innocent, virgin teenager that can't get the relief she wants, and I know I'm going to end up getting into trouble today.

But not with Katia. She smiles up at me, watching me. "She needs you more than I do. But, Harod... If the Chosen One doesn't come, don't run tonight," she says, her voice full of meaning.

Then I grin down at Yasmine, who squirms under my gaze. It's obvious she wants my dick as much as the rest of the females in the village, but she's a good girl who follows the rules. The thought of tainting her purity makes my cock get hard as a rock all over again. I look straight in her eyes, then squeeze her nipples harder, and yank downwards. A thick jet of milk sprays out from her tit, splashing into the basin, and she moans, shuddering, and I can't stop myself. I keep milking her nipples, back and forth. My cock feels painful, pressing against my pants again, and I know the second this innocent beauty turns around, her pussy's going to have it's first ever fuck.

I bet it will be the most intense experience of her life, too, as much as Katia just gave me.

She moans as I slide both of my hands over her breasts, squeezing and kneading her warm mounds. The feeling of her milk shooting from her nipple as I tug on it makes me want to claim her even more, and my dick gets so fucking hard that it starts to hurt. Her eyes roll back, and I know this is a huge turn-on for her, like her nipples are a direct line to her brain or something, making her see stars.

"Oh, I can't wait until you're the next Provider," Katia sighs in longing, biting her lip. Yasmine smiles, lost in her own ecstasy at finally getting some kind of release. "Your tits are bigger than mine were before I turned thirty...I can't imagine how much milk you'll give once you can bear children."

"Yeah..." whispers Yasmine. "Can't wait either."

My dick is rock-hard, and I can already picture myself sliding between those sweet thighs of hers, giving her virginity to me while she begs for me to milk her tits until she cums all over my thick rod. She looks up at me with innocent green eyes, spreading her legs, then leans over the basin of water on all fours, pushing her chest straight down and raising her ass up towards me, offering herself. I've been told time and again that she's off limits, but as she whimpers in need, I can't stop myself.

She slides off the little tank top, leaving herself totally naked except for her short shorts. Those look even smaller on her ass now that she's spread in front of me, but I grab her nipples. Fuck. They're huge, at least six inches long, each. The sight of a nineteen year old girl with massive tits dripping milk is making my cock harden faster than it's ever done before. Fuck. She lets out a loud moan as I stroke up and down, and then I lean forwards, running my tongue on her nipple. She groans.

"Suck it. Please suck it," she moans.

I open my mouth and take the whole fucking thing. I've never been with a woman before, so I'm not sure what I'm doing, but the sound of her moans tells me I can't be that far off. I reach down, slide my hands over her flat, muscular stomach and under her shorts, where I find her soaked slit. There's no hair. Just soft, shaved skin and a warm, wet pussy, the juices dripping onto my fingers.

The taste of her milk is salty. Like almonds, or some exotic nut. My other hand plays with her hard nipple as I flick my tongue over the tip of her breast, then take another deep sucking movement. "Fuck," she groans. "Do I always taste like this?"

She's writhing in my touch, her voice filled with desperation and lust.

I grin, but I don't talk. I pull away from her tits and lean forward. It feels strange, but in a good way, to press my lips against hers and slip my tongue into her mouth. She eagerly opens it, moaning against my mouth and sucking on my tongue while her hand finds its way to my cock. I'm still fully dressed, with the exception of my pants being slightly opened, and she starts stroking my shaft right through my linen tunic, making my erection pop through.

I reach down and grab her waist, bringing her even closer to me so that I can feel every inch of her body pressing against mine, especially the parts of her that I've been thinking about all day long: those glorious mounds of hers.

There's something so incredibly sexy and naughty about this. I didn't think there was anything that could get me to do things like these, but somehow the idea of getting caught is such a turn on that I can't stop myself from reaching down and pulling one of her enormous breasts out of the top of her dress. They're not huge enough to hold without spilling, so I squeeze the heavy flesh while I pinch the hard nipple.

That's what gets me started. The first little burst of warm liquid coming out of her is so startling that I pull away for a moment before I realize just how much fun this is. I start to twist and roll my fingers over the tip of her hard peak and milk dribbles out with every stroke.

The only thing more erotic than the sight of watching those creamy white drops come out is the sweet smell of it. Yasmine’s milk smells sweet like her, just as I imagined it might if she ever let me taste it. I have to resist the temptation to dip my face in her bosom and lick her nipples right now, just to sample the flavor of the woman I've wanted for so long.

I don't know why this is such a turn on. It should feel weird and awkward. Hell, maybe I'm in shock after being transported to another dimension, or in shock at realizing I need to milk her tits just to release the pressure in them and keep them from aching all day. Maybe the fact that this feels natural just makes it even better.

If milking her tit gives her the same relief that Katia got earlier, I'm happy to be of assistance. The first milk comes out a little slow, and then it starts to get faster. As her tit really lets go, I start to pull my hand upwards instead of down, just like how she demonstrated with herself. Her mouth is wide open with pleasure, a little moan escaping as more of the creamy milk shoots out into the pottery jar.

"I think we need two," I say, and Katia immediately gets up and puts two more jars down below Yasmine's other nipple. By now Yasmine is moaning, writhing in the chair, the front of her shirt starting to soak through with milk. Her face is flushed, but there's no denying she looks utterly blissed out as I milk her heavy breasts.

I could sit here all day, enjoying the sight of her squirming in pleasure as her breasts slowly relieve some of that pressure that was driving her crazy earlier. Her skin is flawless, smooth and soft, and the smell of her arousal is mixing with the sweetness of her milk.

Katia looks at me, and smirks. She kneels down behind Yasmine and starts stroking her shoulders and back. I wonder what she thinks about, looking at me with this smug little expression. My mouth goes dry and I suddenly can't stop fantasizing about how exactly those pouty lips and big tits would look like around my cock. If it wasn't so risky to do anything with Katia, I would grab her by the hair and slide her to her knees, or lay down flat and pull her on top of me, my hard dick waiting beneath her, teasing her dripping pussy before I finally slid into her warmth.

I feel a little dizzy from being so turned on again already, but when I reach my other hand to stroke her left tit, I start to notice that my vision is fuzzy and darkening around the edges.

My head swims, and suddenly I remember the last few moments.

**

It's like swimming to the surface from deep underwater. Everything feels slow and distant, like I've been watching things happen in fast motion and am now suddenly coming back to earth.

My memories are still vivid and clear in my mind. For some reason, when I close my eyes, I feel like I can smell Jasmine and Katia's musky, aroused scent. Katia with her creamy tits dripping in front of me. Jasmine, shyly sitting there and biting her lip in pure, unadulterated need. My body has a few more muscles, my shoulders straining in my shirt, but I'm still the same skinny nineteen year old who went to sleep in his bedroom on earth. I wonder how I even got here. One moment, I'm lying on my bed, and then I'm walking through snow, surrounded by monsters?

There are people staring at me, waiting. What did Ilana just say? I'm supposed to get the first pickings for all I want. They've left a huge wooden tray of roasted meat and vegetables for me alone, which isn't so strange considering the rest of the table is already piled with dishes.

I reach for my phone and pull it out of my pocket automatically. There's no signal, not even an Internet connection, and the battery is at 9%. What am I going to do with it here? I set it down on the bench next to me, but when I open Facebook and type my password, nothing comes up. Instead, a black screen appears, saying something about an invalid account.

"What's your magic name?" asks Lina, and everyone stares at me. They're all smiling. Why should I trust these people? Maybe they want to kidnap me or steal from me. It doesn't make sense though—if they wanted to kill me, why bring me to their village? Or maybe that was the whole point—make it seem safe, then stab me in the back while I'm sleeping.

Ilana has been eating and watching me, not speaking, waiting for me to start asking questions. "What if I don't have one?"

I turn back to my phone to see that my entire apps list has disappeared, and the wallpaper on my home screen is blank. The settings have completely changed to a very boring layout, and when I go to type my password in, my keypad doesn't even show the letters I'm typing. My phone is broken. I set it down on the table—it isn't useable anyway.

Everyone at the table seems disappointed. What the fuck do they even care? I stare out the window. It doesn't look like I've ever been anywhere near snow in my life before, except one time I went skiing with some friends once in Aspen, which means I should be freezing, but instead I'm fine. They all want me to join them so badly, and I have no idea why. I keep expecting there to be a camera crew here—maybe one of these assholes is going to say, "Haha, fooled you, welcome to America's Next Top Reality TV Prank Show," any minute now, but no one does.

"Are you sure this is right? Maybe they messed up."

The man next to me, Tirand, turns to face me. "That is correct, I believe. You are twenty years old, and have just come into your magical strength. This is what the elders say, though I do not understand how they know such things. If they say it, it is true. Perhaps it is one of the blessings we are given to survive such an inhospitable mountain."

Well, this is getting more bizarre by the second. They all act like there isn't anything wrong with it at all, like being magically whisked away to a mountain village and given a different birthday is perfectly normal. At least we're going on an adventure with a giant sled—I'll finally get a chance to get away from here, even if it's only temporary. I try to figure out how I've ended up in some fantasy world where all the girls have massive breasts.

I turn away from the busty blonde in front of me and smile, trying to ignore how good she smells as I look at the other woman, Ilana. She's also insanely beautiful, with deep, mysterious dark brown eyes that remind me of melted chocolate. She has the body of a runner, muscular arms and legs, toned muscles in the places men would be hard and soft everywhere else. In some ways she makes the busty blonde look weak and out of shape, but they don't match each other, they just go in opposite directions.

"Do you want to explain what all of this is about?" I ask. I'm getting tired of playing games. It might be a dream or whatever, but I wish I could just enjoy it, and not be in constant danger. My hands clench. I know I should run—if it was anyone else asking me to stay, I would've turned my back and left long ago—but the strange, inexplicable magic here feels like home, and I don't know if that's a part of why it drew me here. It has been twenty years since I came here, I can accept it without thinking it's a delusion, but what about these women? Have they just accepted they are going to milk their boobs forever? What about having sex?

"You've never done this before? Not even when you were alone..." says Ilana in an incredulous voice, shaking her head, her black hair flying. "How did you resist? The first time was excruciating. All I did was rub myself against a tree. It felt so good," she continues, her voice low, almost lusty, even as she's explaining what sounds like the most mundane thing: masturbation.

The thought of her moaning my name sends me to the verge of full hardness, but then again, we are talking about milking boobs and rubbing dicks with tits, so nothing is quite what it seems. I shake my head.

Katia takes my hand with one of her soft hands and guides it over her right breast, under the tank top. I give a small squeeze, just to show her, but then her huge tit fills my hand perfectly and I feel the milk. There is a wet spot on her shirt right next to the nipple, which is rock hard, and there's this warm fluid leaking out. She looks up at me, and lets out a breath, biting her lip as she squeezes her thighs together. My fingers go to that wet spot and spread, massaging the milk all over her tits. I'm still turned on from getting off, my dick twitching against my leg, but this feels so incredible, such a unique experience that I can't look away.

"Mountain Man, please." Her words send me back to reality, the situation in front of us. I nod at Yasmine, then turn to Katia, who just watched as I grabbed another woman's tits. Her face is flushed pink. Her tits are wet from my groping, her pussy dripping from the stimulation, and I wonder why she hasn't masturbated. If I'd had two weeks of frustration building up inside my breasts... I want to fuck her into oblivion, watch her writhe in need as I slam my dick inside her cunt and let her cum to the point of unconsciousness.

I step toward Yasmine, who looks at the door then back at us. "Harod?" She stares up at me, pleading for me to start before we change our minds. My cock twitches, and I lean down to her ear as I pull both of her full, luscious breasts out of the thin shirt, feeling her bare skin on mine. Her breasts are fucking huge, round and gorgeous, and there's little pools of milk in each of her dark, erect nipples. I slide my dick in between them, slowly, gently, and she whimpers and gasps as she leans further over the basin.

"No one will know except Katia, and she's already in too much trouble to care. Just pretend that this is happening only in your dreams," I whisper.

She nods.

I give her an Eskimo kiss, our noses touching, and she moans softly and looks down as her lips part and my cockhead touches her throat. I start sliding up and down, between her massive breasts, slowly at first. I cup the huge globes, holding them together, trying not to come apart in this incredible feeling of a nineteen-year old virgin. Then I pull down with my strength, groaning, and it's a violent tug as the milk shoots out of her tits in a long jet.

The relief she feels is obvious. She moans and writhes, panting in ecstasy as her pussy drips its sweet arousal, staining her pants as I keep milking her tits like I'm some kind of Mountain Man cowboy.

As if. She's the one who really deserves the nickname Mountain Woman, or better, because she's still on top.

I reach my other hand out to stroke Yasmine’s cheek while I pull her other breast, and she opens her eyes at my touch, looking up at me and whining. I groan.

I wish I could give her release, slide my dick inside her, but she's off limits. Instead, I reach my thumb over her lips. They part.

"Mountain Man...Harod..." she whimpers around my thumb, starting to suck on it like a horny little animal, like she wants to suck my cock. My cock starts hardening again just looking at her and she moans in response.

Damn! Is everyone in this village magically linked together or something? I'm not even sure if she realizes that I'm starting to get turned on again at her reaction, because she's too pure to understand her desires and what happens to me.

I don't want to let go, but I have to if I'm going to milk her.

My dick is almost fully erect again as she gets up and bends over the basin like a milky cow, putting both tits down, leaning one hand against the rim. As I move closer, I'm practically hypnotized by her big ass. There's no way she could ever wear any jeans in the future without splitting the seams.

This village should have a few rules on wearing skirts.

Her shorts are still wet with arousal, and when she notices my gaze, she looks back at me, blushing. "Katia's right, you're the only one who can give me relief," she says in a shy whisper.

I reach out, sliding my thumb over the wet spot in her shorts, rubbing slowly over the fabric that separates us from each other. She bites her lip to try and hold back from crying out from pleasure. Katia smiles at us, watching, then Yasmine groans as I grab her huge, pillowy breast with both hands and squeeze tight. A jet of milk shoots out of her left breast like a water hose. She whimpers.

My cock is fully erect, ready for a second round, so fucking turned on.

I slide one of my hands down, pressing against her cunt through the shorts as I continue milking her. I stroke my hand up and down in short, slow movements, and she opens her mouth in a wide gasp, unable to believe the feeling of my strong, manly fingers touching her untouched pussy. There hasn't been another woman in my life since Ilana came to me at home, I think. I keep milking Yasmine’s right tit as I tease her pussy with the other hand.

She gasps for air like a wild animal in heat. I grin at her pleasure, feeling myself losing control, knowing how I must look—like a Barbarian claiming a young virgin who is ripe for breeding, just as my mother told me to avoid. My fingers explore lower, teasing over her slit, pushing against her panties as she starts to tremble all over. I squeeze her tit and slide my finger down in a quick, hard movement. Her orgasm shoots through her like a bullet as her breasts let out a massive stream of milk. I can feel how tight she is even through the fabric as her legs clench around my fingers in the strongest climax of her life.

I milk her for the second time. She looks in dazed euphoria as my hand slides up and down. Her cheeks are red and hot with her climax. Milk spills over the sides of the jar as Katia grins proudly at her protegé. I wonder what's going through Yasmine’s head right now. Her breasts empty slowly, and as I move towards her other tit, she stops me by grabbing my wrist. "It's better this way," she whispers, still flushed. "If you milk me again, then they'll fill back up. And I might lose all of the relief you just gave me. Better to wait."

"I get that. How much is this milk worth? Back home, it would go for a lot of money. Like medicine," I say. They just shrug. No concept of currency whatsoever, or any kind of value system outside of the rules. Fuck. They really are cattle. They don't even know about how people would pay thousands for milk like this.

I have to keep reminding myself there are creatures lurking around in the night who'd kill us in an instant if we're not careful. I've seen those things with my own eyes, their bloody maws dripping gore and guts and bits of flesh.

We walk back in the evening, me with the big baskets full of milk on my back, Ilana helping Yasmine support the smaller pottery jar. It's been a damn strange day. I can't believe that Yasmine, or Katia, just got me off. It's the hottest thing that's ever happened to me. I have to hope it wasn't my first mistake. If we're caught, and they know there's another way for the women to be relieved without using their virgin pussies, then I'm probably screwed.

Katia made it sound like it was a loophole in their laws. That, since she was still technically pure, I didn't threaten their virginity—and they had never considered that relief could come from a woman's breasts before. But I have to hope her milk-making magic and powers of being a virgin would hold up.

When we get home, Ilana puts away our milk. We've filled up four jars. I can see the village clearly in the summer dusk. There are rows upon rows of deserted houses, all dark inside. They only inhabit what's right in front of us. I know now, they've built a fence around what's left of their town. The old ones, the elders, the ones too sick or too infirm to serve as Providers, live on the other side of the wall.

I watch, transfixed, as Katia takes her own basket from her hut. She goes to an area I thought was part of their gardens, and opens up a door in a stone slab. She throws down the jar of milk, and I hear it splash against something, then I hear it rolling as it makes its way down the tunnel.

Fuck, it must lead outside their fenced-off town, and that's why they're forbidden to go into the forest. All this time they've been hiding the old, frail ones behind a secret gate.

That's when a realization hits me.

Why did I come out here? I came to this strange world searching for my soulmate, and I found not just one but three soulmates...in a different era, in a different culture and species, even. But if we do end up together, will our children be safe? Or will they throw them over the wall? Will there always be a secret place to hide them from view of the elders?

It makes me shudder to think how these women have kept on living for hundreds of years, forced into a society in which they're never allowed to let their guard down, where they must constantly prove themselves for fear that they'll lose their lives.

"I thought you needed to touch her pussy. Isn't she also pure?" Katia points out, reminding me what's at stake here, pulling my attention back to Yasmine, whose eyes go wide at her mentor's words.

"Oh yeah. Thanks for reminding me," I say. She's right. The rules said the Providers couldn't cum, but they weren't going to make them walk around for hours with a needy clit like Yasmine does. She was about ready to burst just watching. I kneel behind her, spreading her legs apart easily. I pull up her skirt, and my breath stops at the sight of her beautiful, virgin folds. They're dripping with want, soaked, and as I grab both her big, heavy tits and give them a few pumps, my dick gets harder in my pants. She starts shaking immediately, the pleasure too overwhelming, and she lets out a series of moans.

When she cums, the orgasm makes a pool of hot wetness appear between her legs, soaking her pants, and I know that if I don't have her, I'm gonna explode. She's got the most erotic moan I've ever heard in my entire life, high pitched, almost singing in ecstasy as her nipples gush more milk than I've ever seen come out of her tits. "That was...ohh..." she moans, shuddering. Then her eyes go wide and her cheeks blush deeper when she sees the evidence of her intense orgasm has made a puddle on the floor between her legs. She clamps her thighs shut, hiding it from view. "I'm so sorry, Katia," she says, looking at her mentor.

"I'll get a cloth," says Katia, getting up.

"Wait." Both women look at me, and Yasmine squirms as I gently squeeze her heavy tits, getting ready for a second round. A dribble of milk starts dripping, and I feel like I could be a dairy farmer all day. "It's my mess to clean up," I say. "Both times."

The idea seems to send them wild with lust, and my cock is hard again in seconds. "Please, Harod. Thank you so much," whispers Katia. She looks like she just found out there really is a god, and he's answered her prayers. I kneel before Yasmine, whose eyes are already rolling back as my hands slide down her body, finding the knots of her linen shorts. They come loose easily and drop to the ground. My heart stops when I see her slit—it's glistening and flushed in pure lust, and I know she's got the shaved, perfect pussy of an untouched, young goddess. She blushes, covering her face with her hands.

I spread open her legs, sliding down, putting my mouth to her sweet, innocent slit. I let out a low, long breath right over her clit, and she moans instantly. Then my tongue slides up her folds. She's soaked with arousal, and so responsive to even my slightest touch. "Harod, I think I'm going to…ohhh...yes..." she cries, already overwhelmed after so little foreplay. I lick her slowly, gently, and she lets out a shriek of pleasure, throwing her head back, grabbing my hair with one hand as she thrusts herself up on my face, riding me, and slams her other hand against the back of the chair, bracing herself as she shudders uncontrollably. Her whole body goes tense, then limp.

I give her a few minutes, licking her sweet folds. It feels wrong, tasting the juices of an underage girl I've just made cum, but fuck, her slit tastes pure, like the milk running through her tits. Finally, she gets a blissed-out smile, looking like an angel that's been sent directly from heaven to me. She's staring into space.

"My turn," says Katia, and she grabs the jar of lotion. She pulls a chair over, positioning herself next to us, and sits in the chair, spreading her thick, beautiful thighs wide. I'm torn between who to pleasure first. Then I lean over, and grab Katia's hand as it slides toward her shorts.

"No. Leave those on, Katia. Keep yourself covered."

"What?" she cries in shock and disbelief, staring at my cock, which has sprung back to life, aching to be inside her tight slit. "Why? Why can't you just take me, please?" Her voice is nearly a sob.

"Don't tell anyone this, but the Providers are off limits. I'm already risking so much just by going near either of you, but I knew I couldn't resist. Besides, how do I know your curse wouldn't extend to me, and kill me if I violate you?"

"But I know that I'm meant to belong to you," she pleads. "I don't want you to die, Harod, but you're all I want, I know you belong to me. It feels right..." She tries to touch me again, her huge breasts heaving.

"Stop, please. Just keep your distance. The moment you stop, I will. Okay?"

She nods, stepping backward, but keeps her eyes on me. The hunger in them is overwhelming. If she's a starving lioness, then I must be her prey.

I grab Yasmine’s arms gently. This girl is tiny, barely 5'5", maybe not even that, and when I sit her down on Katia's stool, we're almost eye to eye. Her face is flushed with arousal, and she looks dazed, as though I've drugged her with lust. Fuck. My cock starts to ache again, and I have to push images of picking her up and slamming her down on my rock-hard shaft right into her virgin walls to the back of my mind.

Her tits are leaking milk steadily, wetting through the thin material of her shirt. I squeeze her left breast with both my palms. She groans, and I have to remind myself again and again that I can't touch her any lower than this. I can only tease her with pleasure, as hard as I am, knowing I can never give her true release.

But what she said yesterday gives me a wild idea. I want to test it out. I grab one breast with each hand, pressing my hands down against her nipples firmly. She squirms a little. Then I slowly slide my hands down, letting gravity help me out, sliding from the top of her tit down to her nipple. A clear jet of warm liquid shoots into the jar. She groans, biting her lip and closing her eyes in pure pleasure. It feels good.

"That feels amazing," she moans, and her eyes are glued to my hands, watching me stroke up her right tit, then back down to her nipple, getting more milk out of her.

A lot of milk. We're filling the jars faster than we ever filled them before. "Can you...keep doing that, but for both of my breasts?" she asks shyly.

I squeeze both her nipples at once. She groans at the added pressure, and two long jets of milk shoot out of both nipples. My cock springs back to attention at the erotic sight.

Katia sits up. "It's a good idea, Yasmine, to help your friend out," she says.

Yasmine bites her lip, then slides her tiny shorts down her legs. She's shaved and clean. She lays back on the table, spreading her legs, her knees bent in the air. "Here, it's just like what you've heard from the guys in your village," says Katia. She picks up a glob of the stuff she rubbed on her tits, and slams it in between Yasmine’s legs. It makes a wet, slick sound, and she's got her eyes closed tight, like she can't bring herself to watch her own first pleasure. Her cheeks are red, and Katia rubs more and more of the slick onto Yasmine’s slit. Then, Katia looks at me.

"It'll be the best for her if you stand, so she's comfortable," she suggests, and I nod, standing in front of the chair I was sitting in. Katia grabs one tit, then the other, and presses Yasmine’s massive chest around my cock, sliding her slippery skin up and down. Her eyes open in awe as she watches her mentor slide me in and out of her slick breasts, getting them dirty with my cum.

It's incredible, having my cock between these two milf mammaries, but Yasmine seems frustrated, squirming slightly, clearly unfulfilled by the pressure on her chest. It's a little thing, but it makes her realize what's missing, and she trails her fingers to her pussy, moaning softly, stroking her clit. I feel like a dirty prick, using the nineteen-year old's tits and fucking into them until my hips slam against her hard nipples as she's too overwhelmed to be embarrassed that I'm watching her play with herself to the sight. The second time, though, she doesn't do anything-- she just opens her legs wider, and looks at me with begging eyes.

Her face is flushed red, and she bites her lip as she pleads. Katia pulls her away, and she squeezes her legs together in frustration, trying to stop the leaking milk.

Then Katia slams her own tit over my dick, milking it even harder, staring up at me to see the pleasure in my eyes. Her tits are bigger and softer, and my load washes over her with no warning, sending cum spraying across her cheeks and tits and the ground. She rubs the cum all over her cleavage and squeezes her breasts, letting out a little cry of relief as the pressure drains from her swollen tits. "Oh, fuck," she gasps. "How much milk does your cock drain out, Barbarian?"

"I have no idea," I growl, standing up. I can feel a strange sort of power coursing through me, because these women are literally at my mercy, begging for me to use their tits for my pleasure. It's like a dream, but real.

"Harod, you've only drained the left, twice. Are you...can you keep going?"

"I think so." I reach for her, grabbing both tits, but she's the one who takes control. Her nipples are so hard they could cut diamonds, and she moans as milk spurts out of her nipples all over my chest and pants. The sound that comes out of her mouth goes straight from my ears to my dick, because it sounds so erotic. "I don't...I don't mean to..."

She doesn't even finish talking, and it's clear I've barely started with her, as she writhes in need, arching her back for more. She looks up at me with those eyes again, like I'm the hottest thing she's ever seen, like she'd do anything to be taken. "Yes. Keep going, Harod," she whimpers, closing her eyes. She squeezes her knees tighter together, and I watch her cheeks flush pinker.

Katia leans against the wall, watching as Yasmine loses control of herself completely at the feeling of me squeezing and milking her, her hot white milk shooting straight into the basin. I have to stand up at a certain point because my legs are starting to cramp from squatting, and the whole time, Yasmine is begging for relief. Milk leaks out of her nipples no matter what I do, dripping down her breasts. She has to stop for a second to slide her braids from her shoulders and behind her neck, and I pause as she rearranges them. Her movements are elegant, graceful, and for someone that young, so desperate with need, she seems almost...seductive.

The room feels hot, and my skin tingles with energy. I'm not sure if I can handle this. There's something different about me now than I used to be. Even though Ilana had the power to draw the curse out of me and destroy it, a seed remains, something primal that's awakening. It feels good to dominate, to take what I want, and what I want is every virgin in this town, claiming them like bitches.

I need to leave before I break all the damn rules.

Katia smiles, and then I realize she was testing me. Yasmine didn't beg for it, or anything, she just gave me one look, and I saw the pleading in her eyes, and I knew I could break her, claim her, take her as my bitch, make her scream out my name as I fill her up. "You know if you do, he can drain your milk," Katia says.

Yasmine flushes a deeper crimson. "I don't think..."

"Let's go," I say, holding out a hand.

Yasmine stands, and I lead her down to the other empty room, closing the door behind us. It's a larger bedroom, with an enormous bed, the frame carved from wood in beautiful patterns. This one has large windows to catch the sunlight, not hidden to the side like the one I share with Ilana. It looks like it's about to be stripped clean, because it's filled with various baskets and linens, which I slide onto the ground.

I gesture towards the bed, and Yasmine lies down, her back propped up by pillows. I reach forward to touch her, and she whimpers slightly, as though I scare her, like some strange dog sniffing at her feet. I stop immediately. "Have you ever been touched, before?" I ask gently.

"N-no," she says, "not even by me."

I'm surprised. "Do you play with yourself?" I ask, and then feel like an insensitive idiot.

Yasmine doesn't look offended or confused by my question. She nods. "Every day for months now, I've played with my pussy, hoping it will feel better, but it always builds up and up, I keep thinking something is going to...explode." I notice Katia's cheeks flush and she starts to stroke her own thighs, lost in some sort of fantasy as she watches us both, waiting for me to go to her student.

"What's 'play?'" asks Yasmine.

I realize that I don't even know the term in their language for it. But I can show her.

I reach forward. She lets me take her hand. Slowly, carefully, I trace circles around her palm.

Then I reach between her legs and slide my index finger against her panties, gently pushing under them to touch her dripping wet pussy. She makes a little whimpering sound. "Harod..."

"Is this what you were imagining?"

"Yes!" she gasps, then bites her lip. I've seen how quickly she cums from her playing with herself. She's been so desperate, begging for release, for the past few weeks, and for once, she can get relief.

But if it's me who does it, the whole village will burn me alive.

I can't stop. I nod to Yasmine.

In one swift movement, Katia takes all the clothes from her body. My breath is taken away by the sight of the cougar. She has small waist and full hips, her pussy dripping wet, her breasts so huge and round, with dark pink nipples that are still leaking. They're so big I bet her back aches, carrying around those big tits. She walks towards Yasmine, her pussy lips brushing against her student. Then she leans forward, gently pushes her onto the chair, and climbs on top of her. She grabs Yasmine’s tit, lifts it up to her mouth, and starts to suckle like an infant, closing her eyes and groaning in relief, while Yasmine whimpers. The older woman grinds her hips slowly down against the younger one. "Yasmine, sweetie. It's okay to play with yourself...I can feel it building up inside you...just touch your pussy."

Her tiny hand disappears between her legs and her fingers go straight to her clit. Katia reaches between her legs and starts to play with herself, too, and the moans both women make echo around the empty hut. My cock springs back to attention, and I walk closer behind them. This is even more erotic than titty fucking—I can see both women from the back, two perfectly shaped asses spread out in front of me. The contrast between Katia's thick, wide hips and big, full ass cheeks, and Yasmine's narrower frame and slender limbs, is incredibly hot. They're grinding against each other and moaning, lost in pleasure, and the milf pulls off her student's nipple and moves to the other one. Her left tit gets so swollen as she drinks its contents, it overflows as her tits jiggle, and the jet of pure white liquid shoots forward. Katia has been trained to use all of her muscles, her core so strong, and I admire how flexible she is—she reaches a hand backwards to play with herself at the same time she continues to massage her massive breast with the other hand. Yasmine is whimpering, her face bright red, and she cums quickly, her orgasm shuddering through her entire body. I reach forward with my cock hard again, grab Katia's hips, and start to fuck her pussy, sliding inside her. It takes every single muscle in me to be strong enough to maintain that balance on one leg and keep myself upright as I ram her cunt. She's so fucking wet, soaked to the point I hear the lewd sounds of squelching between her legs. Then the dam bursts for her—her whole body is rocked with orgasms as she's filled with my massive cock. At the height of her lust, her milk jets shoot out in a wide arc, splashing all over me and Yasmine and the floor, and it only takes a couple strokes more for me to finish with another load inside of Katia, and we end up collapsing to the floor in a heap.

"Oh..." I whisper. Yasmine giggles softly.

Katia stands up and I look over, feeling my eyelids starting to droop with fatigue. "Don't fall asleep, Barbarian! You need to come with me—and hurry. It's almost midnight."

"What?" I ask, standing up. I look over at Yasmine with concern—but then realize that if it was past midnight, she wouldn't be sitting there, looking completely fucked silly, with a grin on her face.

Katia looks down at our mixed mess of fluids on the ground. She doesn't say anything—clearly she doesn't want to tell her student about the nightly tradition where all the young, virgins like her go to bed and sleep alone. Instead she simply leads me into the next room over, into a bedroom, and we step outside through the sliding door onto the porch. There's a path leading up the mountain that wasn't visible before—like someone's enchanted it, hiding it until midnight.

As we start up the mountain, we pass by more torches, making a path along the rocks and dirt, and in the distance, I see a light source shining like a spotlight. That must be what we're headed to. My body is exhausted, but somehow I find new energy to keep moving upwards, and my head gets foggier the closer I get to that bright spot on the horizon. I can hear chanting from the village in the distance behind us, and there's music. Ilana is down there somewhere. I wonder if she's still pissed about this whole situation.

I hope she isn't—not just because I'd like to get some good dick-sucking going on, but also because she's in danger if she pisses off these villagers, especially if they realize who she is. We didn't realize it at first, but it soon became clear after our first day in this place. She's one of them, related by blood or marriage, and if she does something to ruin our position here, I doubt they'd be as forgiving with her as they've been with me.

Finally I make it to the top, to a little plateau in the middle of the mountain with stone walls and torches. A big stone altar rests in the middle, covered in flowers. At first, I don't see the man—if it is a man. The only person in the plateau is the beautiful blonde goddess-like woman standing there. She has long, blond hair, and piercing blue eyes. She seems to shine with an aura of moonlight. I stare, and then gasp, realizing what this means.

It's the moon goddess. She's the one who blesses them.

"Harod," she says, her voice calm and soothing. It takes me a minute to realize she knows my name. Did I introduce myself already? No, that wasn't it. It seems that in all of the places I've travelled through, this world I'm stuck in is not like any other. Time doesn't pass here the way it does in real life—in fact, I suspect it may be stopped. There aren't days or nights, or at least if there are, they're very short. It feels almost timeless, except I keep counting the sunsets, and there haven't been many. Ilana and I seem to have spent maybe two weeks in this place, but we might as well have spent years. Weeks and months are different where I come from, I understand that much.

But no matter how beautiful and peaceful it is in this place, this isn't my home. And I'm not giving up on it just yet.

The moon goddess stares at me, looking at the bow in my hands. I'm ready to fight her if I need to.

"I don't want your kind here," she says. I wonder who she means—me and Ilana, or all men? She certainly hasn't done much to help us out when we've been stuck here.

"I need your help." I try to speak as politely as possible. There's something about the aura of the moonlight that seems to force politeness out of me. I could never imagine being impolite to the moon goddess. In fact, now that I have the time to observe her, I realize she doesn't have the same power that most deities do, not as much as the gods I fought before I entered this world.

She raises an eyebrow.

"I can tell. The magic you use is weak," I continue.

Her face becomes cold. She glares at me.

"Let me serve you. Your power will be enhanced greatly, enough that you will not need to depend on the blessings of other gods."

She looks intrigued. "My power?"

I nod.

"How could someone who is stuck in this realm possibly grant me more power?" she asks.

"There is something special about myself and Ilana — that woman with me — that you haven't seen before. If you help us, we will help you."

"And you promise to give me power? Real, tangible power?" she says.

I swallow hard. At the rate things are going, she might be helping me sooner than expected... "Yes, we both promise."

She considers this for a long while, before speaking again. "So...why did you come here exactly?" she says.
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We stand next to each other, panting, as if we were actually in the thick of the battle and not hundreds of miles away.

He turns to me as if he can hear me thinking and smirks. A bead of sweat rolls down the side of his face. I fight the urge to lick it.

My hand goes to the dagger sheathed against my chest and pulls it out slowly. The cold metal rests in my hand perfectly, like a puzzle piece slotting into place. It feels like an extension of me, as though it was made for my hand alone.

It was made for me and for moments such as these.

The air becomes heavy with my power, and I can feel the earth beneath my feet shift. It listens to me and gives me strength. The grass grows taller around me as I pull power from it, from the trees that now bend down toward me. My eyes flash with golden light as I stare at the creature in front of me.

_Tags: harem, shifters, fae, paranormal_

I turn to find three large, burly men approaching me from behind. The one in the center of the group is a mountain of a man, with dark hair and tattoos covering the length of his arms. But it's his eyes that cause a fluttering sensation in the pit of my stomach. They're the darkest shade of green, so black they almost look obsidian. But as the sun continues to make its ascent, shining down on him, I notice flecks of gold around his iris. I've never seen anything like it. And he hasn't taken his eyes off me.

His lips curl slightly as if he can read my thoughts and it's enough to shake me from my trance. _"What do you want?"_ I hiss at him through gritted teeth.

"It's okay, Alayna. Don't be frightened," the man says, taking a slow step closer. I notice his body is completely rigid as though he's not sure how I will react. "My name is Darragh... We were sent by The Order to assist you with your transition into the otherworld."

He smiles again at me but all it does is make my heart beat faster. I narrow my eyes at him and his friends who stand at his back and stare at me with equally intense scrutiny.

When I don't respond, he speaks again, "We are a family and I'd like to show you around our home if you're willing to stay."

It is then that I remember my plan.
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"Good morning, gentlemen," she says, smiling. There's a flush of red on her face as she glances at my naked chest, my tattoos exposed. But she turns towards the others quickly as I smirk, pleased that the shy human thinks I'm good looking. I can smell her arousal in the air, and I can see the slight stain against the fabric of her shorts where she's soaking wet for me. "My name's Allie. Who're all of you?"

We introduce ourselves. The one who tried to push me aside is Liam. Another tall, lanky blond, another pretty boy. The big one with thick shoulders is Teddy, with dark hair and eyes, his mouth set in a serious expression. Then there's Nix, the third in their group of friends. He's not as muscular as the other two, with sandy-brown hair, eyes so dark brown they look black, and a tattoo snaking up his neck. They're wearing jeans and t-shirts like I am, which are comfortable for hiking. They don't seem as shocked at our first encounter, though Liam seems to be glaring at me every chance he gets.

"Where are you from?" asks Teddy, glancing at all of us as if deciding which to pay attention to. "I'm from Boston."

"Born in Boston, too, but lived all over the place until college started. How 'bout you, guys?" asks Allie, looking at Nix and Liam.

"Brooklyn. And the Bronx," responds Nix, smirking. He seems like the one with the attitude out of the whole lot, his eyes glimmering in the late afternoon sun. It's getting darker fast. If we're not quick about getting a shelter together, we'll have to spend the night exposed to whatever this world has planned for us.

We walk faster, the girls leading the way with the map, trying to find some sort of landmarks. The forest is endless, green, quiet except for the sounds of bugs. I can barely think with the pain in my stomach, my mouth drier than I could ever imagine it getting, even though I had the gallons and gallons of water.

"Hey, stop!" yells out Allie from ahead, and we freeze, walking slowly behind her. There's a stream in front of us, cutting across our path. It must have once been shallow, but something in this world is making everything larger.

The brook is now practically a small river. "Should we cross?" I ask, looking down. I can't see the bottom of the bank, but it seems like I should be able to wade across. The other side is less densely covered with trees and bush, more sparse and welcoming.

Allie pulls a stick of wood out of her pack and walks a little further upstream to the right. She pokes the stream with it, and then pushes it straight in, as if it was hitting the bottom of a pond.

"It's not going to be safe to cross here."

Liam squints his eyes, walking in between Allie and the brook, checking it out. "Why don't you guys make a bridge?"

Nix scoffs. "Yeah, that sounds great. We'll just carry a whole ass bridge around with us. How the fuck will we manage to transport that thing?"

"I meant magic, dipshit. It wouldn't take much. If we're in your world, shouldn't you be all powered up?"

My face flushes. I hadn't even considered that, but I know from what the goddess told me before I traveled here that he's right.

In fact, I might be the most magically-strong person here. But still, I've never practiced it.

It does make me wonder though. I'm in such a hurry to get home... Why didn't the goddess just send me straight there? Instead, I'm walking through the forest? Is it part of some sort of plot against me? Or could it just be coincidence?

The questions swirl through my mind, and I'm lost in thought while Jen helps me into position. I watch in awe as she pushes down the straps of the dress that's covering her shoulders, revealing her nipples.

The sight of the big, pouty nipples draws a gasp from my own lips, and Jen smirks at my reaction, letting the material drop to show her giant, jiggling tits, hanging freely. She takes the breast pump off the table, attaching it to her left nipple, pumping a little bit to start the flow of milk.

My eyes almost roll in the back of my head in delight as I catch a whiff of the scent. Sweet, like pure sugar. She grabs my dick in her other hand, and starts to pump my shaft.

Before I can stop myself, I grab her, squeezing her free tit, pinching the nipple lightly. It's been forever since I've had sex, and I can't control myself any longer. As soon as the warm milk hits my tongue, I can feel it surging through my body. My dick throbs painfully, rock hard within seconds.

There's no point in trying to resist, so I reach under her, sliding my thumb across her clit as I continue to knead her huge boob, swallowing hard, drinking down every last drop of the sweet milk.

Jen lets out a whimper. I'm so turned on it feels like I'm about to burst.

I lean into her, running my lips along her neck. "Please...more." I can hardly breathe, feeling her skin on mine. I've never needed to be touched so badly in my life.

"You need to stay pure," I say.

She reaches down, grabbing my hand and placing it over the crotch of her little shorts, where it's soaked. She grinds against my palm, and I groan.

"Fuck. No. Jen..."

My words die in my throat, and she lets out a groan. A stream of milk sprays out from her nipple, soaking my chest. "Harod... I've never had anyone touch me there," she moans.

I growl, and she lets out a strangled cry of need. I want nothing more than to rip her panties and tiny little shorts to shreds and shove my hand down into her soaking wet pussy, but I know I have to keep her innocent. So instead, I slide my thumb up and down over the fabric of her shorts, stroking over her clit. I can tell she's inexperienced. Her whole body jerks as I make contact, and she looks at me with wide eyes.

"Please...oh God..." She trails off into another moan as I slip my finger under her little shorts, rubbing against her bare pussy lips, coating my fingers in her wetness. She bucks against my hand.

Her huge tits slap against each other as she gasps for air, and she grabs the hem of her top, pulling it up and over her head. The milf does the same, stripping bare in front of me, and I grin at them. Both of them.

Yasmine has perfect 42DD tits, with hard, pink nipples, and she moans as she runs her hands along her breasts, tweaking her own nipples while I slide a single thick finger into her virgin hole. The walls of her pussy tighten around me instantly, and she whimpers when I push deeper, crooking my finger inside of her, finding her g-spot.

I grab Katia's wrist and pull her hand down. "Play with her clit," I command. She bites her lip. For whatever reason, the cougar is even more turned on by bossing around a girl younger than her than she was about sucking off a guy in his prime. I grin, adding a second finger, and Katia flicks her tongue in a little circle at the top of Yasmine’s slit. Yasmine cries out in need. I can tell both girls are totally new to this, but when they're this turned on, it's easy to make them cum.

"Jen, can you milk her?" I ask. She nods, wrapping her mouth around one nipple and squeezing her tit, milking her right breast while I plunge my fingers into the virgin's g-spot, over and over, faster and faster.

Yasmine screams. Her whole body bucks forward as I slam her pussy with my palm. Katia swallows every drop of the girl's milk, looking like she wants to lick her lips in pleasure at the taste of the sweet liquid. I reach over with my other hand and start stroking Katia's clit. She moans against Yasmine’s breasts, but it feels fucking good, rubbing against me. She doesn't know how close she is from the last little push.

Katia starts to scream too. Yasmine leans further down, so that she's holding onto the edge of the basin with only her tippy-toes barely touching the floor. It tilts, the jars clink, and she cums hard all over the stone floor below us as the two women orgasm at the same time. My balls are swollen from their need. Even though I came less than two minutes ago, I can feel myself already starting to get rock-hard again.

We're not in the clear yet. We've been in here almost forty minutes by my estimates, and I have no idea how close they check on the Providers. They might get punished if we're found out. Yasmine collapses into her chair, completely spent and totally drained of her pent-up milk, and Katia grabs the towels, wiping up her own floor.

"You have to go. If anyone finds out..."

I nod. "I won't be here next week. My twenty days are up tomorrow, and the village will send me somewhere else. Thank you for taking care of me in my short stay," I say, grinning.

There's a part of me that wants to see Katia and Yasmine again. They're going to cum even harder now, after getting off with a man once instead of being locked up like nuns.

They look disappointed.

"Maybe we'll see you in four years then," she says, and there's a smile on her face that tells me she still remembers my name, despite everything that has happened today.

It was a memorable day all around.

Then I grab Yasmine’s massive right tit in my palm, squeeze tight, and pull downwards hard, making her moan, squirming under my hands. The jets of hot milk shoot from her huge nipple as I squeeze again, her whole body writhing. I switch to the left tit, pulling, squeezing, and milking the young Provider.

In four years, Yasmine will be a total babe with huge tits.

Maybe she won't be the shy virgin anymore by then, or maybe she'll be forced to keep to the rules no matter how bad she craves to be plowed.

Either way, I've got a feeling that if she ends up in the same position as Katia, she'll be begging me for another good, long milking.

She bites her lip and I kneel behind her as Katia leans in close, stroking her thighs. She slides her little shorts off. She isn't wearing underwear, and she's practically dripping wet.

"Katia?" Yasmine whispers. "Can he-"

Katia nods, smiling. "It's okay," she says. She's clearly lost in her sexual haze, and is enjoying having the young Provider being taken care of by the Barbarian she brought in for her training. Yasmine turns, her ass resting on the back of the chair as I grab both her tits, pulling.

Yasmine lets out the sweetest whine ever as milk sprays all over the front of the basin and drips to the floor.

The poor thing doesn't even have time to savor the relief of getting milked properly before my fingers trail between her legs. She gasps as I find her clit, playing with it while I squeeze her tight and empty out her milk.

Katia moans along with Yasmine, clearly turned on by watching, but I don't dare go further. If I lose control, I'll slam my rock-hard dick right inside Yasmine’s little virgin pussy, and I'll put every single inch inside, not caring if I wreck her or not. It's taking all my willpower to resist, and I don't want to break the sacred rules that will lead to a terrible fate if I don't follow them.

Finally, after I've been finger-fucking her hard enough that I can see wetness dripping from her cunt and pooling onto the chair, she leans back and moans, and then the flood gates open. She squirts everywhere as I continue to milk her tit, and I'm impressed by the sheer force of it. My linen pants are soaked when she's finished, and her milk-covered nipple shoots another jet into the basin, which has overfilled, white liquid streaming down the sides and hitting the floor with a soft plap sound.

Yasmine’s breath is fast and heavy. "Wow," she says simply, looking up at me. I step closer, grabbing her right breast with my left hand, then my right, and start to pull. Yasmine gasps.

"Harder! Yes! Please!" she begs. I lean in, and lick the droplets of milk from her other nipple.

"Fuck," she whispers, looking down at me with lust-filled eyes, and then I empty her out completely. Both tits shoot jets of milk straight into the basin, but my attention is distracted by the way she grinds on the chair in need, like a bitch in heat.

Finally, she lets out a soft, feminine cry, squirting her juices all over the bottom half of the chair. Her orgasm makes me hard again, and I have to pull back once more, before I'm lost in these two gorgeous women and forget the laws and consequences.

I want both of them, and I'm not sure I'd ever be able to resist that temptation...

I run back to the hut and grab Ilana, hoping no one sees my raging hard on. I throw her down on the bed and slam my rock-hard rod into her as soon as I'm inside our quarters. We get a little rowdy, and I accidentally wake up Alexis. The two of us spit-roast her while she gets used to being part of the harem, and by the time we're finished, she's exhausted and happily sleeping, cuddling against me like I'm a god.

We sleep for a few more hours, before there's a knock on the door. A man enters the room with his head bowed, apologizing to us in a hushed voice as he sees Alexis is asleep. It's another servant, who says that since I've claimed the second woman, I'll have a better place to stay.

The three of us are relocated to a house twice as big as the original hut, closer to the center of the village, in the nicest building around. I'm getting settled in when the old woman with long white hair, and the same purple robe with strange symbols woven into the fabric, comes to visit.

"You are pleased?" she asks, as Alexis looks away, too shy to stare at her naked body.

"Very. But I'll be claiming even more."

The woman seems a bit alarmed. "It will make the magic weaker," she says simply, which surprises me. "We must find a way to compensate for the amount of milk we lose to your harem..."

I frown. If the women aren't producing enough food to sustain everyone, it's obviously a problem.

But I'm also not willing to sacrifice my girls. "There's no way I could give up any of them."

"Then how do we solve this?" the woman asks, looking around at her people.

And then an idea pops into my head. An amazing idea. The solution to all the problems I'd been faced with before, and then some.

"Do the milk-bearers come to you to be blessed?"

The woman shakes her head. "The gods bless us on the day of our birth."

I frown. This might be a little more complicated than I thought. But then I realize how the system works. The old people who need a few drops of the women's milk? Those must be the sick, the elderly. I'll bet every single time the snow melted and the men disappeared into the forest to find their new wives, the poor villagers suffered. And now here I am, and I'm saving the lives of the women that have been forced into these awful roles.

They won't need as many children, not anymore. And the women will finally have relief, even if it's just once a week, while I fuck their brains out.

"We need a solution to sustain all the women," I tell the group of elders. I walk over to the old woman and kneel next to her. "What if I claimed them?"

She furrows her brow. "How can that be?"

"One at a time. I'll take care of their needs so they're producing milk for the village."

It takes a moment for the woman to consider what I mean. Then she gives me a shy smile and nods. "Take good care of our women, then," she says.

"I'll claim them all."

She grins, shaking her head. "So sure of yourself..."

And maybe that's why I can't resist Yasmine. The challenge. Katia had submitted herself to me as a way to get her needs met. I know the next Provider I take will have the same desperate need in her eyes. But with Yasmine...it'll take a little more than a gentle touch to take her innocence.

Yasmine shakes her head at my suggestion, not budging an inch. And fuck, I just want to pull her over my knees, bend her over and spank her ass while she begs me to make her milk and teach her a lesson. Katia watches the two of us in the tension with her pouty lips parted. She might not want to actually fuck me, but I see her legs squeezing together. The cougar is turned on as hell by her mentee going up against me.

"Let me show you how he milked me," she says to Yasmine.

That does the trick. Yasmine slides up to Katia, who takes my chair and leans over it. She pushes the huge, heavy chair against me, giving me room to stand behind her, and Yasmine kneels on the ground next to her mentor. It gives me a perfect view of her round ass. It's like her body is perfectly sculpted. It's the best ass I've ever seen on a woman. My hand itches to reach out and grab it. Katia reaches around her back to slide up her little cotton tunic top, giving me a glimpse of her creamy stomach and the edges of her bra-less breasts. Katia looks at me with an intense gaze. Her pupils are so dilated in lust, they're nearly black, and she lets out a deep groan when my hands first touch her breasts.

Katia gasps and groans as I milk her. The two women watch in an erotic mix of awe and desire. My grip is so much stronger than hers. There's milk squirting out of her left tit as soon as my fingers make contact, and it doesn't stop until the basin is half full. I don't hesitate and move my hands over to her right, and her head spins like she's in ecstasy as she gets more release. With both breasts empty, I have to squeeze hard to get every last drop, and she's moaning under my grip, turning her head back to look at me, wanting to watch my reaction. I can tell she wants me to kiss her, but if we break another rule, no amount of pleasure could save me. And besides...I want Yasmine.

And if I get caught, Katia will be kicked out. They need her milk. She might look thirty, but she'll live two hundred years and will still be milking herself here, serving her village. There's no escape from Providing, and I should be ashamed of myself for taking advantage of these women. But they know the rules better than anyone, and they'd rather risk death for a moment of relief than let it go untouched.

As my hands finally pull away from her massive, warm tits, her mouth is hanging open as her body relaxes. It's obvious she's never felt real relief like that, and a deep satisfaction takes me. I love to see this powerful, confident woman satisfied.

"How's that feel?" I ask.

She lets out a long moan. "I feel like you sucked every muscle in my chest. Like I've been relaxed down to my bones. Thank you, Barbarian."

"It was my pleasure." And my eyes go from the milk-covered peaks of her perfect tits to the wet spot in her little shorts, and I know she'll be jerking off to me every day until I'm gone.

And I'm sure I'll be doing the same.

"Would you do it for Yasmine? She wants your release, too. There's only so much milk our little Basin here can hold."

Yasmine’s cheeks turn even more red at the thought of letting me milk her, but the lust in her eyes wins. She stands up. Her breasts are huge on her frame and as she reaches down and unknots her linen shorts, she lets them slide off her legs. Her pussy is pink and clean. Her body is beautiful, perfect, and ripe, untouched, the skin as clear as cream.

I want her so fucking bad. But it's not right. They'd kill me, I tell myself, over and over.

"Can I touch you, Yasmine?"

"Yesss," she says, looking at me with pleading green eyes, and then she licks her lips. "I'm scared."

I stop dead in my tracks. "We don't have to."

"I don't want you to stop. I'll be punished forever if I never break the damming. Just touch me...down there..." She pauses. She's practically trembling. "Just your fingers...not inside me. If I could just cum, if I could finally get release, maybe this feeling would go away and I could stop thinking about men and sex and how I feel so damn frustrated."

I nod. Fuck, she's so fucking innocent, even though her body has matured. I love knowing this beautiful nineteen-year-old milf's never touched herself, or been touched by anyone else. She's completely pure. My cock starts to harden again.

I stroke her back with my left hand, then gently trail my hand down to the waistband of her linen shorts. "I'm going to touch your pussy, Yasmine, okay?"

She whimpers, bites her lip, and looks straight at me, those emerald eyes wide, filled with lust. "Do you want this?" I ask.

"Oh yes," she gasps.

I slip two fingers into the waistband of her tight shorts, under the band of her panties. They're dripping with wetness, and she leans into me, moaning, as I stroke her smooth pussy lips, then gently insert the tip of my finger into her slit.

Her hips start to move in response to the pleasure, thrusting into my finger, and I slide a little further inside her, moving my other arm to circle around her waist. She groans in pleasure as I thrust slowly into her cunt. She's so tight, and she grinds into my touch. "Please, please..." she whimpers, and the sound goes straight to my dick. I push two fingers into her slit, curling upwards. Her eyes squeeze shut, she gasps, and she reaches her hand down, grabbing my wrist with both her delicate hands as I thrust into her.

She starts to moan and rock her hips as I finger her. I move a little faster. She feels so good, and I can't help myself, grinding my hardening cock against her ass while I play with her tiny pussy. Fuck, I want to spread her legs, slide my cock into her and fuck her until she screams out loud in pleasure, but I know there's no way it can happen, not here.

Yasmine’s breathing grows more erratic, and I know she must be close, since she's never had an orgasm before. Her mouth is wide open, her eyes squeezed shut, as her nipples leak milk that drips on the floor. I thrust harder, rubbing my index finger over her clit while my middle and ring fingers curl against a spot that makes her moan uncontrollably, arching her back against me. Her body starts to shake, and her grip on my wrist tightens, and her pussy convulses around me as she explodes in her first ever climax.

"Fucking yes, you sexy little bitch," I growl as she cums so hard on my fingers, grinding her hips, moaning. Milk is spilling out of her, and I know if she'd let me, I could give her so much relief. If we had all night long, if we were somewhere private and quiet where no one could hear her scream for more, I could bring her to five, six orgasms.

Her grip goes slack as she finishes, and she whimpers. When I slowly slip my fingers from her slit, she looks at me with wide, emerald eyes, panting. I don't even wipe them, sliding my slick fingers straight into my mouth. Fuck, she's delicious. Sweet and addictive, and I wish I had a third finger inside her to taste her cream.

When the three of us calm down, I help clean up the mess. The rest of the milk can be taken away, but Yasmine and Katia are still in their short shirts. They need to put on a new one to get back out into the village before someone notices, but I don't know what to do with these two leaking breasts. "The milk needs to go back into the skin somehow, or else your breasts will swell and become too full again," Katia explains to me.

So I guess they're both stuck shirtless.

It's torture watching Yasmine’s nipples bounce against the light linen, wet with her milk. There are two stains down her front and I'm sure it's getting cold out there. It'll be a long walk back home. We finish cleaning up quickly, since I helped the Providers get ready this morning, and we walk out the door. As soon as we step outside the hut, I stop in my tracks.

A small crowd of people has gathered around the doors. Men and women stand, holding empty pots and bowls and looking around. When they see us, they cheer. "Provider!"

They bow towards us, and then rush over, taking up whatever jars I left sitting around and bringing them to us. We fill them up with the remaining milk. I can't help but notice some of the men in the back row watching Katia with hungry eyes, but if they heard any of the noises she was making when she deep throated my cock, they pretend like they didn't. When our jars are filled up, we turn to leave. I try not to make eye contact, not wanting to talk, just wanting to get back to Ilana before anyone starts asking questions.

There's an old man at the back of the crowd. He comes up to Katia and kisses her right on her lips, whispering his gratitude.

Katia takes her empty hand and gently brushes it against his cheek. She looks up at me as she does. Her eyes are grateful.

"We all thank you," says the man.

The crowd breaks up, leaving their empty jars behind, and everyone gets back to work.

"It's your turn," Katia whispers to Yasmine, when the coast is clear. "I don't know if we'll get another chance like this, when Harod is strong enough to be helpful."

A second chance to keep myself under control? I'm going to take it.

Yasmine’s shyness evaporates, and she stands up, quickly unbuttoning the linen shirt, revealing her huge breasts and puffy nipples. I take the sight in, the beautiful little nineteen year old, her breasts larger than should be humanly possible, her skin glowing gold as the morning sun streams through the window. There's milk dripping down her front, splattered against her tiny shorts.

I take a moment to drink in her beauty. Yasmine is fucking adorable.

Then I move behind her, taking her left tit with my left hand and her right with my right, while she leans over the basin, and I start milking her like a cow. As I do, she moans, and the relief must be insane, because she has to bite her own hand to stifle the sound. I pull her tits down hard, squeezing in the way I just watched her mentor show me, and then the relief floods over me. The tension of not releasing earlier leaves me. My shoulders relax, and I sigh in pleasure. This feels good—not just her breasts, but helping her. It feels like that sensation of giving is what I've been seeking all my life, and the more I give, the more I need to keep giving.

I continue to squeeze her breast downwards, and I see why I'm doing this, as a stream of milk arcs into the basin in front of us, landing perfectly inside the white marble. I switch between her breasts, left to right, faster than with Katia. I have a better grip.

"Fuck, Harod, fuck, don't stop," whispers Yasmine, leaning her head against my chest as I stand behind her, gently milking her. I feel a surge of affection, and I rest my cheek against hers for a second, kissing her cheek in between strokes as her milk splashes into the bowl. Then the door swings open.

We freeze. The woman who enters is young. She's about our age, with long dark hair and eyes as pale blue as Ilana's, but that's where the similarities end. Whereas my lover is curvy, this girl is thin, with angular features. A long sword hangs from her hip, and a quiver full of arrows is strapped on top of her pack, along with a long bow. "Oh shit, sorry," says the girl, then she pauses as she sees what I'm doing. Her cheeks redden. "That looked really nice," she says, staring openly. I pull my hands from Yasmine’s tits immediately. My cock is rock hard again, and it looks like it's going to get harder.

I feel like someone's just given me a second shot at playing soccer. "Hi, I'm Harod."

"Hi, I'm Lira."

The three of us are silent, Yasmine embarrassed as hell at her huge breasts and obvious arousal. I can't seem to stop looking at her chest, either, and Katia has that same hunger as before.

Lira glances back at the village, then closes the door behind her.

I'm not sure I've ever been more turned on than right now, and Katia knows exactly what we're all thinking.

She turns to me, and licks her lips. Her voice is sultry as hell as she says, "You'll just have to help us be careful and stay pure for the next twenty years...and you won't tell the other villagers about our arrangement, either."

Fuck yes. A beautiful girl begging me for release without me breaking any rules.

Yasmine stands up, and walks towards the basin. I don't need Katia to tell me what to do.

I move right behind her. As much as I want to touch her ass, I know I shouldn't. My cock twitches again, and she gives a little groan, leaning forwards, and I can already see wetness staining her shorts. "Ohhh, it's so painful, please Harod," she begs. I grab the top of her shorts with both hands and rip them downwards. Her panties fall, too, exposing a smooth slit and cute, pert butt. "Don't stop."

"Oh fuck," I groan, wrapping my right hand around her waist. I slide my middle finger from my other hand into her pussy, making her moan. Her pussy clenches hard on my digit as her tits gush into the bucket. I keep pumping my finger into her hot hole, finding her clit with my thumb and rubbing it, then I feel a sudden surge of power overtake me. She lets out a long whine of need, bucking backwards into my hand, cumming hard on my fingers, spraying milk every which way as I milk her, then she goes limp. She almost collapses into my arms as I lift her up and carry her back to the bed.

Fuck me if those weren't her first orgasms of her life. Her eyes are glassy, and she keeps staring up at me adoringly as I lay her in the bed.

"Good?" I ask her.

She blinks a few times, and giggles shyly, blushing all over and smiling at me like an absolute angel. Her entire face is pure and angelic, with freckled cheeks, dark blue eyes and pink lips. "That was amazing. Thank you, Barbarian."

Fuck me if my dick didn't get fully hard in less than three minutes. That's gotta be some kind of record. But if she had the choice...

I know I shouldn't even bring up the subject. As soon as Ilana and I leave here, I might never see these two women again, and that'll be for the best. But I want to know...

"Would you have chosen a different profession? If you could do something else, instead of being a Provider? If I was here, and your other options weren't as dangerous..."

Her lips tremble. "The only other option is marriage to one of the Guards or Protectors," she says, "and then we're forbidden from having sex with anyone but them until we're old and useless. It's either the job or the bed. There aren't many Providers that ever make it to the end of their twenty years."

Katia's voice turns bitter, and angry. "I've never gotten pregnant in five kids. None of them had our milk-producing ability. So I'm still the best provider, in their eyes. Even if my milk isn't as good as yours. If my children survive childhood, I'm pretty sure they'll take me out of Provider duty soon."

There's a pause. It feels almost like a test. This entire village has been fucking weird, from the moment Ilana and I stepped across the boundary and saw it, hidden in the forest of dark, gnarled trees with moss growing everywhere. It's been a constant balancing act of following their laws and finding ways around them at the same time, so that they think they're getting what they want but I don't do anything that will get me kicked out.

But I can tell from Yasmine’s expression that something important is passing right in front of us, even if I don't quite understand it. I could say no. Or, worse, I could refuse to help Yasmine, because maybe I won't be punished for what happened here today since I didn't take her virginity, but if I did it for her, if she asked, and I refused...

There's something about the way the three of us are sitting in this room, naked from the waist up, with the empty jars of milk and the pail of my cum, that changes things, and I'm not sure why or how or what's at stake, but Yasmine leans forward, grabs both hands in front of herself on the footstool for balance. Her breasts practically dangle into the basin. She looks up at me, blushing a deep red, embarrassed.

Katia says softly, "The first time is usually uncomfortable, but if you trust him, it will feel good soon."

I can hear a tremor in Yasmine’s voice. "What happens to me if we do this?"

Katia's smile turns almost evil, her face flush with lust, and I notice that her hand has crept under her little shorts, which are pulled down to show a hint of pussy hair. "No matter what you've done with him, or without him, it won't count against your purity. You'll still be able to serve the village as a Provider, and no one can accuse you of having been deflowered. But after it's broken, and you cum, he's right—you're mine, until the end of your service."

She looks over at me. "We have all night."

This is some twisted game Katia is playing, but Yasmine seems to go along with it willingly. Or maybe I'm delusional, caught in some spell that they cast, because I couldn't tell myself no. The idea of going to another hut, even to have the mindless fucking I used to always crave with women from every town and village, makes me ill.

Yasmine moans. Katia is behind me, grabbing more jars for us, which I use. I squeeze, stroke, milk. Pull, then milk. Each tit, one after the other, slow, torturous, making it last.

When I finally give Yasmine relief, her moan of pleasure as she feels the long-awaited orgasm flood through her body fills me with triumph. Her relief, the feeling of relief that courses through both of us, is enough. I don't care about being horny or hard, I've been given this chance, this gift, and I won't ruin it. I won't push further, not here. I could get her shorts off and taste the little nineteen-year-old cunt in front of me, and I bet her tight pussy would be soaked with anticipation...

Fuck. No. Stop. I turn away. I can feel Yasmine watching me as I grab a jar of milk, pour a little into a cup, and take a sip.

The cool relief of the sweet liquid sliding down my throat hits me. I know I have no right to ask this question, but I have to. "How old were you when they chose you?"

"I was born on the same day as Aiden's first son," she says, her eyes still hooded from her orgasm. "He'll always remember that his youngest brother was born at the same time as his oldest child, but I will never forget the day I first provided. I had never felt relief before that moment. I used to feel it building, but never quite going over. They waited until the very last week, until I was old enough. I don't remember what it felt like before, just having my nipples sucked and nothing ever happening. Nothing ever releasing." She shakes her head. "Then that morning, Aiden showed up and they told me I would provide, and suddenly...everything flowed." She turns to Yasmine. "And I'm so grateful to be able to provide now for Aiden's family, for my family. That was what mattered most to me."

Katia sighs.

Yasmine doesn't answer for a long time.

I wonder where she came from.

Ilana told me all these women were forced to come here--forced to leave their former lives to serve a year. If Katia was born into this, she didn't really have a choice, I guess. If they started milking at eighteen or nineteen, that means this is the first year she hasn't had a constant flow of milk for her husband. The villagers must have known she would produce a lot more than normal and waited until she was nineteen for that first birth. That's a pretty crazy gamble. It's a good thing her older sister gave birth that same day, giving her relief.

Maybe that's why Yasmine has the chance to choose. She's the second oldest girl born in the village that week, so the oldest one had to come and provide...and this year, so does Yasmine. She wasn't born into it like Katia, though.

I wonder what makes someone want to make a choice to be a provider. I can't help it--my curiosity wins out over my willpower. I've been dying to ask. "Why would a woman choose to become a Provider?"

Yasmine shrugs, and I can tell she isn't just not used to having male company--she's just uncomfortable talking in general. The silence she's used to, but her own voice must feel foreign. I keep my hands to myself, trying not to stare at those massive globes dripping milk and the wet patch of arousal on her shorts. I can practically feel her thighs, sticky from her excitement.

Finally she finds her words. "My mother did it."

"Really?" Katia raises an eyebrow, but nods in approval. "You're very brave, Yasmine. Not everyone is fit to do this service."

I still don't understand. They give up everything to become slaves here, in a sense. "So is it your duty?"

"We each get to choose," says Katia. "For one year we provide, until we age out, and then we get to decide if we want to start having families, or if we want to return to life before that and serve once again. Many prefer life afterwards to life here, but...but some of us enjoy the choice we get to make, the freedom of it. We must go through two cycles, but it isn't for every woman. The ones who come back to provide again are the ones who understand what we bring to our community--that the sacrifice of some brings relief to many."

Wow. So Yasmine has never been with a man... And I'm about to deflower her tits, so to speak. She whimpers under my touch.

Katia reaches forward, and with a smoothness born from practice and habit, squeezes both of her breasts, making another jet of milk spray into the bowl. Fuck, I love this. My dick hardens instantly as she makes more of that milk squirt out. There's something primal about these huge titties producing milk for all of the village. This must be how it's been for centuries, except no one gets to touch the women's tits like this. Until me.

It's almost like their religion is built around milking, and I'm their sacred, forbidden god.

"Harod," she whimpers. "Ohh..."

I can tell from her voice she's imagining the feeling of those long, massive fingers inside her pussy, not the little girl slit she plays with. She's so much hotter than Ilana, too, and this is an even more sexual situation than with the teenager. I've never thought of myself as a boob kind of guy, but these aren't boobs--they're fucking milksacks.

My cock stirs, hardening as I watch Yasmine’s back arched, ready to be milked.

This is too easy. She's like a bitch in heat, all spread out and waiting. I could just plunge into her virgin pussy while I milk her, and take that too. But...I shake my head. If I don't cum again, then I'll never lose my control. So I focus, grabbing Yasmine's tits with both hands and sliding them over her chest. A trickle of milk runs down from her hard, pink nipples, and Katia grabs it in a wooden bowl.

She slides the jar of lotion right by her chair, where my feet rest, and I nod, squeezing her breasts as I grab my cock and stroke. Yasmine looks up at me, her pupils so dilated I can see pure lust in her eyes. I've never seen a woman look more aroused and turned on than Yasmine as I squeeze her perfect tits and pull downwards, more and more milk splashing out into the wooden basin. I'm trying to get relief as fast as possible, jerking my cock hard and roughly. The quicker I cum again, the sooner I'll stop thinking about how delicious that pussy is going to be once I break this little village virgin in.

And if it wasn't a sin, if they'd throw me out for it...I swear, I wouldn't give a damn about getting cursed again. I'd happily fuck and fight whatever horrible monsters this place can think up. I'd kill every single one if it meant I got to stay in this village, living on the edge of sanity with my new wife.

It takes some of the edge off how painfully horny I am, to know what my life would have been like if Yasmine hadn't given me permission. If I was back there, in the forest, hunting and fucking and drinking. I wouldn't let myself feel a single ounce of guilt, knowing what my alternative was.

"Oh yes!" shouts Yasmine as she writhes against her chair. The relief I'm giving her is so much greater than the few spurts she got to rub out before, when she snuck in a quick jerk-sesh. Her entire body spasms as I use her perfect tits to stroke my cock, feeling the relief flood my mind with clarity. Her pink nipples are rock-hard, the cold air from the cracked window caressing them, making her shudder harder.

I pull hard and long on her massive, perfect breasts, my dick swelling as I slide them up and down my cock. Katia smiles, biting her lip in lust as she watches me squeeze. "Yes, oh goddess," moans Yasmine. I don't even have to ask, just grab another handful of that warm lotion and start doing the other one, giving her tits equal amounts of pulling motions, tugging my cock all the while. She shudders, her pussy dripping in pure lust, and finally, it's too much for her.

Yasmine whimpers and cums from the sheer relief, her little body spasming as she rocks on the chair. "Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!"

She lets out an even longer stream of milk than her mentor as I watch her shake and spasm. When it's over, I give her one more long pull to really drain her milk, then wipe my hands off on a piece of linen nearby. The jars are filled halfway to the top, and I know that I'm going to be a fixture in this room for the rest of my time here, giving these women relief as they produce milk every single day.

Fuck, I bet they'll find ways to make it more fun. Who knows, maybe Katia will suck on my dick when it's been too long, begging me to spill my seed into her mouth, then swallowing every last drop.

There are worse fates. 

cover.jpeg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




