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Author’s Notes
 
   This is the second episode of the fantasy game world series “Freelance Saga.” This series is set in an adult subject matter oriented reality. This episode does not include hardcore erotic content. In fact, the sexual nature of the world is implied more than it is shown in most portions of this installment.
 
   However, there are instances of men being captured by monsters for use as breeding stock, a food source, or just because they are pretty. There are a few graphic scenes of violence and sexual domination. If this subject matter is not to your taste, it would be best to avoid this series. It should go without saying but this series is meant for mature audiences only.
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Chapter 1: Painful Discovery
 
   Pain! He awoke to darkness and indescribable, all-encompassing, pain. When his vision returned he was greeted by whirling patterns of light and discordant imagery. His ears betrayed him by playing a dissonant chorus of riotous notes that he could barely decipher.
 
   Even in his current state it was obvious that something had gone terribly wrong. Scott Hunter, freelance beta-tester, moaned aloud then struggled to sit up. 
 
   He looked down at his hands and saw that they were red, raw. In time he began to put words and feelings into place. His body felt as if it were both frozen and on burning at the same time. It was as though someone had put him into a microwave and hit the popcorn button.
 
   He struggled against the weakness and pain for a time, and as a reward for his efforts he was finally able to speak the words, “What the hell?” 
 
   His voice came out as a hoarse croak. It was a damaged sound that greatly reminded him of his equally mistreated body. Scott closed his eyes and relaxed back onto the ground. He did not have the strength to rise. Darkness claimed him once more.
 
   Time passed and the sun wheeled by overhead. The moons rose and set. It was midday on the following day before he awoke again. This time his injuries were far less severe. He had survived the cold, lonely, night and the rest period had restored some of his strength.
 
   He looked around bleary eyed then gazed down at his hands. They were no longer red and raw. Instead he was now covered in a myriad number of hideous bruises. Every part of his body protested when he forced his way to his feet.
 
   “What happened to me?” He leaned heavily against a nearby tree and tried to catch his breath. Even breathing was a terrific agony.
 
   Where was he? He did not know. His memories were jumbled and scattered at the same time, a technical impossibility but who was he to judge? 
 
   Tears poured freely as he struggled to move forward. The overwhelming sense of pain was too much and he fell to the ground. More bruises would be added to the collection.
 
   He reached out and clutched at a clump of grass. The stinging pain of moving his arm allowed him to gather his thoughts and focus his mind. He used the new pain to fight off the effects of his original pain. It was all he had to work with.
 
   Breathing was hard. His body felt heavy, useless. His chest could barely push against the ground. It did not matter. What mattered was determining what had happened. Scott needed to understand what was happening and why he was in this situation.
 
   He squeezed the clump of grass, felt the mild stinging pain, and tried to remember. It took a while, far longer than he would have liked, but memories did begin to surface. The game world, he had tried to return to Alterra. The time limit of twenty-four hours had ended and he’d readily attempted the quantum transfer protocol that would allow him to return there.
 
   Whatever had happened afterward had left a blank spot, a hole in his memories. His sole recollection from that space of time was nothing more than a kaleidoscopic maelstrom of darkness and pain. 
 
   “Did I even make it there?” He struggled to look around but he was still too weak to move properly. He had used up all of his strength trying to stand earlier.
 
   His vision began to fade and he knew that he would lose consciousness again soon. The last thing that he saw before the darkness claimed him once more was the clump of grass in his hand.
 
   Scott lay on the ground completely vulnerable and exposed to the vagaries of that foreign world. Whether it was due to sheer luck or divine providence, nothing molested him in his time of need. Though all around him the forest was filled with terrible creatures and inhuman monstrosities, he slept without being disturbed.
 
   He awoke once more after several hours had passed. Night had fallen and the moons had risen. 
 
   The blinding pain had subsided to a dull-ache. It was a sure sign that he had made it to the game world. Wounds healed rapidly and most moderate injuries would fade after one good night’s rest. While he could not claim that he’d had a good night’s rest, he had at least slept for a while.
 
   Scott sat up slowly then dragged his exhausted body to the tree that he had leaned against earlier. He managed to crawl up the trunk just enough to get the leverage that he needed to roll over.
 
   Now that he was sitting up properly he could breathe with greater ease. Softly, he whispered, “Fuck.”
 
   There were no words for the kind of pain that he had experienced earlier. Even now his body ached all over. Scott was afraid to close his eyes again. He had a strong feeling that the next time he closed his eyes he would not wake up.
 
   Instead of giving in to his body’s demands for rest, he looked up at the night sky. He was sitting in a forest clearing at the moment. The sky was open to him, and beautiful.
 
   While he sat there sounds and gentle lights began to make themselves known to him. He had been in too much pain to pay attention earlier, but he could hear a subtle noise in the background that sounded like a soft lyrical melody.
 
   He listened to the background music, the night-time symphony of the forest, while watching the dancing lights. “So, even here there are fireflies?”
 
   The gentle dance of the insects put him a little more at ease. Despite his exhaustion, and the nagging ache in his body, he could feel at peace for the moment.
 
   The moons of Alterra caught his attention next. The largest of the three moons looked like it took up half of the night sky, though that was obviously a trick of the light. “Bright blue, it looks like Earth.”
 
   He raised his hand and reached for that massive blue orb. How could it be so close that it was this large in the sky? Wouldn’t the gravitational force do terrible things to this world? It was just another oddity of this strange land and its game-related laws of physics.  
 
   Scott sighed softly then dropped his hand. He should just try to head back to Earth. Maybe if he transferred home he could get answers from the corporation.
 
   “Transfer protocol window.” Scott spoke the words loudly, clearly, but nothing happened. He stared at the empty air.
 
   He called out for the protocol window once more and it still did not appear. Panic began to creep along his spine. Slowly it wormed its way into his chest and his heart began to beat faster. The transfer window was not responding!
 
   A terrible suspicion overtook his sense. He began calling out for the menu screen, his inventory screen, anything that he could think of that might work. Nothing worked. He was completely cut-off.
 
   During the tutorial he had been able to use those functions with impunity. Now he had no access. He could not even return home!
 
   Normally he would attempt to think of some way to rectify his situation. However, the combination of pain and bewilderment caused him to do something he would not typically allow himself to do.
 
   In the darkness he breathed heavily for a moment. Then, slowly, he drew his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. His body began to shake and tears streamed from his eyes. Quiet sobs echoed softly through the night-time woodland.
 
   Reality had set in. He was lost, alone, and injured on an alien world. There was little that he could do till morning despite the gnawing hunger and burning thirst that he felt. He did not know how long he had been unconscious but he needed food and water desperately. There was nothing that he could do but wait for the morning to come, and hope that the dawn would bring new possibilities.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 2: Alone
 
   Life in the wilderness had a strange way of forcing people to do things that they normally would not do. Scott Hunter had finally reached the point where he could no longer ignore the needs of his body.
 
   His stomach growled fiercely. The beast dwelling within demanded tribute. It had been quite some time since he had eaten and his body had started to rebel against his tyrannical rule. Scott staggered forward and began to look for something, anything, that he could eat.
 
   A fallen log nearby promised all the insects that he could desire, but he wasn’t that hungry, yet. He could not trust the handful of berries that he had located, either. In short, he had no idea what he could eat here.
 
   “Dammit...” This was too much. He had not eaten in days and the only thing he could find were suspicious berries and hideous insects. The water situation was much more of an issue, however. Scott did not know how long he had been unconscious, either time, but it had to be at least a day or two.
 
   He ultimately had no choice. He would have to move on and hope for the best. Scott reached over and picked up a hefty looking tree limb. It would make a reasonable walking stick. He could not trust his legs to carry his weight fully at the moment.
 
   The perpetually tired man struggled to move across the landscape of the alien forest. Movement was slow and painful. In some ways it felt like the first time he had come to this world. His stats had been very low and even walking had been difficult.
 
    Luckily the forest seemed to be old growth wilderness. The brush was sparsely scattered and he could see where he was going with ease. If only he’d had an idea about where he should go!
 
   Several hours passed during his journey. His hunger and thirst grew to fiercely demanding levels. Scott winced slightly after he turned over a rotting log. The squirming things underneath threatened to make him gag. He could feel the liquid contents of his stomach wanting to rise at the thought of what he was about to do.
 
   “I hope none of you ugly little fuckers are poisonous.” That would just be the perfect end to an imperfect life as far as he was concerned.
 
   Trembling fingers slid down into the space where the log had rested. Scott scooped up a fat grub-like insect that was roughly the size of his thumb. He pinched the head and it popped with a sickening sound. It was like some great wriggling zit had exploded between his fingers. 
 
   He shuddered briefly then wiped the destroyed insect’s body against his pants. The asinine desire to at least attempt to clean it off a little before sticking it in his mouth was nothing more than a delaying tactic. The idea of actually swallowing the hideous thing was almost too much to bear.
 
   His hands shook as he raised the thing to his lips. Scott popped the disgusting thing into his mouth and tried to avoid tasting it by raising his tongue. It did not help. His entire mouth had become suffused with the taste of alien grub worm. The feeling of chewed grub in his mouth sickened him to no end. Some people found insects to be a delicacy. Scott found them to be disturbingly chewy.
 
   He’d had to eat similar things in the army during SERE training. Surviving, evading, resisting, and escaping were all good training ideas... until you had to eat bugs from under a log.
 
   Scott finished swallowing the tiny meal then made a sour face. Ah, sweet protein. The other wriggling and crawling insects that had lived alongside the recently deceased Mr. Grub tried to escape, but their fate had been sealed. He picked them up by the handful and popped off their heads. “What can I say? Life’s tough.”
 
   After he finished his meal, and managed to keep it at least some of it down, he felt strangely better. The juicy nature of their plump little bodies seemed to have sated his thirst slightly as well.
 
   After his meal, Scott continued his ceaseless march through the underbrush of the alien forest. He would get nowhere by standing still.
 
   
  
 

********
 
   A loud sneeze erupted from abused nostrils. It was a harsh and pathetic sound that echoed through the air storm laden air. Scott huddled miserably within the boughs of an aging oak tree.
 
   It was not the best place to be during a thunderstorm, but trees were everywhere in the forest. Where could he go to avoid one? Besides, he figured that if this was the one tree in the forest that was struck by lightning it would justify his belief that nature really did hate him.
 
   Soaked to the bone, Scott could not help but find his situation sad and humorous at the same time. Just an hour before he had wished that he could find water. Well, he’d gotten his wish and now he was figuratively drowning in it.
 
   He lifted a makeshift leaf bowl to his lips and drank deeply from the water collected there. It was something that he had rigged up a few hours prior. Earlier he had found a bush with large leaves that were naturally cupped like a bowl. He’d stuffed several of them together and used the result to carry dead bugs, but when it had started to rain he’d found a new reason to use it.
 
   Scott sneezed again then sighed. This world hated him. That was the only answer.
 
   The storm ended by morning and Scott had set out to find a better place to dry out. Eventually he had made his way to the edge of a high hill. 
 
   His clothes hand been hung out to dry on the limb of a nearby tree. The world weary adventurer now sat on a flat rock, as naked as the day he was born, looking out over the valley below. It was another tree strewn wilderness but the slight clearing at the bottom of the hill provided a nice change of scenery. From this vantage point he could see for miles around.
 
   He was so enraptured by the view that the change in the surrounding sounds went unnoticed. Insects stopped buzzing. The few birds he’d seen had stopped chirping. Even the ever present omnidirectional background music had changed from a soft melody to a more sinister tone.
 
   The croaking of a particularly large frog did not garner his attention at first. When it did register his eyes lit up. “Frog!”
 
   He was not exactly interested in eating frogs normally. Still, they would definitely be a step up from grub worms and the damnable berries that gave him temporary, but explosive, diarrhea. He had been right to be suspicious of them. 
 
   Scott turned to get his whacking stick and came face to face with something truly strange! It was not a frog. It was a girl, sort of. She had the general body proportions of a well-endowed human woman. However, her eyes were roughly human sized but faceted like an insect. The strangeness did not just end with her eyes; she also had dragonfly wings and a scorpion tail protruding from her backside. 
 
   He did not even have time to scream before the strangely beautiful girl raced forward and grasped him by the neck. She slammed him heavily against the same tree that his clothes were hanging on. Insult was added to injury when the swift movement through the air caused his clothes to come loose from their precarious perch. They silently fell to the muddy ground below.
 
   “Human iz pretty.” The insect girl held Scott against the tree by his neck. Her grip cut off his air supply just enough to choke him, but not enough to force him to lose consciousness. She leaned in and parted her surprisingly human lips.
 
   Scott felt her warm wet tongue slide along his cheek, then up to his ear. “Make zzpawn with Dekoni huzzband.”
 
   His eyes went wide as the truth of the situation finally became clear. The insect girl’s freehand moved down and firmly gripped his readily available man-hammer. Her body began to buzz and hum. It was like a weird cross between a bee and a fly. “Pretty human, Dekoni zzo hot.”
 
   She pressed her heavy breasts against him and began to rub her body up and down against his chest. “Zzay you love Dekoni...”
 
   Dekoni kissed him on the ear then gently began to stroke his shaft in a slow rhythmic motion. Her loving, but insistent, hand motion sent electric tingles along Scott’s spine. “Zzay it.”
 
   Scott gurgled out something that she could not understand. Dekoni grew angry with her captive because he would not say the three little words that she longed to hear. Of course, Scott couldn’t have spoken even if he wanted to at the moment.
 
   “Zzay you love Dekoni!” She screamed. The croaking sound in the background stopped for a brief second then returned with a vengeance. 
 
   He gurgled something once more and in a fit of anger she hurled him away from the tree. The force of the throw was enough to send him skidding toward the edge of the hill. Dekoni placed one hand on her curvaceous hips then pointed a demanding finger at him with the other. She whipped her tail back and forth twice and said, “Zzay you love your zzweet Dekoni!”
 
    Scott’s throat was red and raw from her actions. She had left a ring of bruises on his tender flesh. He did not think that he would be able to speak at all, but something happened that changed his mind. A sudden arrival caused him to cry out, “Frog!”
 
   “Frog? Why izz it that you zzay frog, huzzband?” The shockingly pink tongue that shot out and wrapped around her waist answered her question.
 
   “Ahh, zztupid Mud Frog! Don’t interrupt Dekoni and Dekoni’zz huzzband!” The insect girl leapt toward the yawning maw of the massive creature. He arm shot out and powerful winds began to swirl and flow around her body. Just before she would have been swallowed whole, she unleashed a powerful gale force wind attack directly into its mouth. The frog’s body bulged outward comically then exploded. Chunks of gore and frog ichor showered the area coating everything in the remnants of battle.
 
   “What is wrong with monzzterzz today? Don’t they know Dekoni izz trying to make zzpawn with Dekoni’zz huzzband?” She stood there for a brief moment basking in her righteous indignation then turned to check on her potential mate. Her precious little buggy heart sank when she saw that he was gone.
 
   “Huzzband! Where did you go?” Dekoni ran to the edge of the hill and saw that her would-be baby daddy was at the bottom. Even now he was trying to stagger away from her with all the speed that he could muster. 
 
   She called out, “Huzzband come back! Make zzpawn with your zzweet Dekoni!”
 
   Another tongue lashed out and wrapped around her waist. More frogs had arrived and she was forced to face them. “Zztupid Mud Frogzz! Dekoni needzz to get laid! Zzummer vacation endzz zzoon!”
 
   “Keep running huzzband! Your Dekoni will find you after beating up thezze zztupid frogzz!” The girl shed a single set of tears at the loss of her chance to spend time with her beloved husband, but set about the task of teaching the cock-blocking frogs a lesson. Hell hath no fury like a horny insect woman denied the sweet touch of new husband penis.
 
   Scott sneezed twice, hard, but staggered on. He was now naked. He was sick. Now he was battered again due to the rough slide down the rock-strewn hill. Still, for the moment he was safe. The insect chick hadn’t been eaten by that frog but she was still not following. It was probably the best way to end things. Dekoni had been strangely beautiful with her jewel-like eyes and amazing body, but she was obviously bat-shit crazy. For the first time in his life, he was happy that he’d avoided having sex with a hot girl. While it would have been nice to talk to someone and get some answers, something told him that answering his questions was not something that she would be willing to add to her current agenda.
 
   
  
 

*********
 
   A wooden shaft whipped through the air with incredible speed embedding itself into a nearby tree. Scott rolled to the side once more as another projectile split the air. He was being herded, that much was obvious. Each of the wooden projectiles had barely missed him. Given his current body condition and lack of martial prowess there was no way that he was narrowly avoiding the death missiles using only his own power.
 
   A phantom blur mocked him at the edge of his peripheral vision. His attacker stayed outside his field of view, but allowed him to catch a fleeting glimpse of her form. Whatever she was, she was fast. 
 
   Arrows pierced the forest air and chased him through the wooden lanes. Whenever he tried to veer away from her designated travel plan, an arrow would scream out and just barely avoid piercing his flesh as a warning.
 
   Soon the sound of flapping wings and the piercing cry of a hunting hawk split the air. It was joined by more of its kind. Scott was forced out of the woods and into an open clearing. 
 
   He staggered to a stop and stared up at the sky. Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of birds of prey circled overhead. Interspersed among the birds were a number of humanoid forms. 
 
   A multitude of screams bore down on him from the legion of predatory avian monsters. He fell to his knees and clutched his ears reflexively as the dire cacophony overwhelmed his senses.
 
   He shrieked in agony as a wooden shaft violated his left shoulder blade. He looked down and saw the extent of his injury. A shaft of wood roughly the thickness of a pencil had punctured the meat of his shoulder completely. It not stuck through the left side of his chest and poked out several inches from the front of his body.  
 
   His breathing became labored and tears began to blur his vision. The hateful screams of the predatory birds combined with the overpowering agony of the arrow protruding from his chest were too much for him to withstand. He could feel his life starting to slip away.
 
   It was then that something truly bizarre happened. The light of day died away and he was left in near-perfect darkness. Only a singly light was left to shine down from above. It provided light that allowed him to view a small circular space surrounding him, but provided no further illumination. The world and all its terrors grew silent. Only the sound of his beating heart could be heard as it echoed in the stillness. Ba-bump... Ba-bump...
 
   Scott’s ragged breathing eased a bit and he could draw in breath without pain. Then the sound of his breathing joined the rhythm of his beating heart. After that, his breathing and heartbeat were the only sounds that he could discern for a while.
 
   The silence was broken by a soft, feminine, whisper. “Is this truly all you have?”
 
   Scott did not answer her, he could not. The voice continued to speak. “You who crossed the threshold... You who dared to trespass on my beautiful wilderness... You who have chosen the hardest path... Is this the extent of your power?”
 
   His heartbeat became erratic. His breathing began to worsen and become more difficult. Strength rapidly left his body. Scott could barely keep his eyes open, now.
 
   “What a fragile creature. Did you truly think that you would survive with such pathetic power?”
 
   Finally, Scott found the will to reply to the voice’s taunts. “I’m not dead, yet.” His labored breathing made it hard to speak, but even if those were the last words he would ever voice in this life, they were good words.
 
   Harsh laughter erupted from all directions at once. The scorn of her mocking laughter echoed in the darkness for several seconds before she asked, “You are surrounded on all sides by a legion of bird monsters. You have an arrow sticking out of your chest. You can’t even stand up. How are you not dead?”
 
   “I’m not dead until I am dead.” He did not know where those words came from, but he felt them to be true. He did not want to die in this alien world. He didn’t want to give in and be eaten.
 
   The laughter came again, but this time it was a soothing lyrical sound. “It’s too bad that your body is weaker than your spirit.”
 
   Scott fell forward and began to pant. He could feel the life draining out of his body. It would not be long now.
 
   “She dreams about you, you know.”
 
   The gentle tone of the voice drew Scott’s attention away from his approaching death. “Who dreams about me?”
 
   “You forgot about her already?” The voice seemed angry at the idea that he had forgotten the one that she was talking about.
 
   “The only person I know here is Scarlet and she doesn’t answer when I call.”
 
   “She doesn’t? That’s strange.”
 
   Scott’s vision began to fade once more. Even the miniscule light shining down on him in this abyssal darkness was no longer enough to allow him to see. “None-none of it works. I can’t even use my skills.”
 
   The voice did not answer immediately. The silence took on a tomb-like quality that made Scott wonder if he had truly died. 
 
   When the voice finally came again it did not seem happy. If anything it seemed angry. “Poor child, what has become of you? Your soul is twisted and corrupt, yet the corruption is not born out of any fault of your own.”
 
   Scott had no idea what she was talking about and did not have the strength to answer even if he did. His body grew heavy and he fell to the ground. His eyes began to glaze over as death swiftly approached.
 
   The voice spoke once more, this time in a soothing motherly tone. “Rest dear one, this is not the end. You are stronger than I thought. You will receive my blessing. Rest, rest for a time and do not fear the fangs and claws of my children.”
 
   Then even the sound of his breathing and of his heartbeat came to an end. The light shining down on him in the darkness faded away. In the wake of its passing nothing remained.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 3: Carry on My Wayward Son
 
   The steady drip of water hitting stone greeted his sense long before he fully regained consciousness. Drip. Drip... Drip. Drip...
 
   Scott opened his eyes slowly and found that he was once again embraced by darkness. It was not the eternal blackness of empty space, like before when the voice had spoken to him. This darkness seemed natural and somehow, safe.
 
   He sat up and looked around. Faint rays of light streamed through an opening nearby illuminating the interior of what looked to be a shallow cave.
 
   “Where am I?” The last thing he remembered was being laughed at by an unseen woman. How had he gotten into a cave?
 
   Scott was greatly surprised when a message screen popped up. He stared at the new arrival while his mouth hung open like a stereotypical slack-jawed yokel.
 
   “A message screen? They’re working again?” He read the screen quickly to see what it had to say.
 
   ~*~
 
   Greetings, Scott Hunter. Due to quantum interference during your last login attempt your data file has been corrupted. We were made aware of this by the lunar goddess Seductia.
 
   The timely intervention of the goddess has allowed us to locate your quantum signature once more. We have completed the restoration of your original file based on your last saved state. Unfortunately, certain functions cannot be enabled at this time due to the prior event. These functions will be reinstated as soon as possible. Please take note of the estimated repair time next to each function and plan your time on Alterra accordingly.
 
   Currently unavailable functions:
 
   Enhanced Experience Gain - 47 Hours
 
   Quantum Transfer Protocol - 567 Hours
 
   Reincarnation Protocol - 623 Hours
 
   Skill Usage - 42 Hours
 
   Telepathic Whispers - 38 Hours
 
   Please note that it is inadvisable for you to die before the transfer and reincarnation protocols are reinstated.
 
   ~*~
 
   He finished reading the message screen then closed his mouth. Those bastards had screwed up his data file somehow, and now they advise him not to die until repairs are complete? He had been right! If he had died it would have been permanent!
 
   Scott started to check his menu screen since that had not been listed on the unavailable functions message. However, another screen popped into view.
 
   ~*~
 
   You have been granted the Lesser Blessing of the Mother Dragon.
 
    All stats increase by 10 points.
 
   Hit points and mana increase by 25 points.
 
   You gain the skill: Serenity
 
   Serenity grants you the power to avoid conflict with monsters for four hours, once per day.
 
   ~*~
 
   Scott stared at the new message screen then curled his hands into fists. He raised his arms then lowered them. His body felt much lighter after the increase to his stats. It was like he had been wearing weighted clothes and had finally taken them off.
 
   He tried to check on the serenity skill. Unfortunately, a message screen popped up to remind him that he could not use skills at the moment. 
 
   “Now that’s just bullshit!” He had the power to be free of monsters for four hours per day, and he couldn’t even use it!
 
   Suddenly, the high-pitched shriek of a hunting bird echoed through the air. Scott stopped cold and turned toward the opening to the cave. Were the damned birds out there? 
 
   He crept over to the opening and attempted to take a look. The entire time that he was in motion he prayed that the birds would not see or hear him. 
 
   The massive creatures circled overhead, but from what he could see they did not seem to know where he was. Quickly, he moved back into the darker part of the cave. He could not help but feel like a rat cornered in a hole.
 
   A female voice called out to him. “Huuu-man, come out to plaaay-yaaay.” 
 
   Scott did not know which was worse, the unrelenting attempt to get at his sweat meats or the horrible reference she had unwittingly made. He drew further back into the cavern and sighed.
 
    There was no way out of this situation. They would easily catch him if he left the safety of his hole. Even if he had been at one hundred percent he would have been too slow to escape.
 
   Despite his recent stat increase, lingering injuries and stiffness would make it nearly impossible to get away. The arrow and its accompanying wound had mysteriously disappeared, but he still looked and felt like an ill-used punching bag. 
 
   Several tense minutes passed before something strange and terrifying occurred. The bird woman from before cried out, “Found you!” 
 
   He looked around frantically but there was no sign that his haven had been compromised. A panicked shriek from outside caught his attention and he moved forward to risk taking a look. Scott shuddered involuntarily. One of the flying women had captured a man, and now held him up by his ankle.
 
   “You thought that you’d get away from Momo? Silly boy.” She twirled around happily. The motion caused her captive to start screaming again while he went on a terrifying ride. The strength of the monster had to be enormous. She was hovering in mid-air while holding a grown man by the ankle!
 
   “Let me go dammit!” The man attempted to kick her with his free leg but she easily avoided the awkward attack.
 
   “So feisty, and you’re sort of pretty for a human! We’ll have cute babies, I think.”
 
   “No! No!” He began to blubber and cry, like a terrified child.
 
   The harpies and hunting hawks laughed. Yes, the hawks laughed as well. It was creepy and sinister in a way that only a laughing bird could be.
 
   Momo the Harpy Queen, as Scott started to think of her, simply giggled at her prey then said, “Its ok. You’ll like being one of my husbands. At least I won’t eat you for a while.”
 
   The wail the man unleashed was heart wrenching. There was nothing that he could do for the hapless man. That could have been him up there begging and crying to be released. 
 
   The harpy queen and her retinue flew off with their prize. The man’s screams echoed in the distance for only a short time but they were burned into Scott’s memory.
 
   He had just witnessed something terrible. He had been powerless to prevent that poor man’s abduction. This fantasy world had proven to be a terrible place for humanity in general. How this could be seen as a game was beyond his understanding.
 
   Scott waited a short time then slid out of the safety of the tree root cave. He had to keep moving. If he really was in the game world, and all signs did point to that fact, there would be human civilization somewhere. He would not be able to survive in the wilds as he was now.
 
   While he was tempted to simply stay in the cave and try to wait things out, he knew he would need food and water. He would have to come out anyway. Besides, there was no guarantee of safety in that cave. It had served him once, but who knew if it would continue to be safe?
 
   The last few days had been horrible for Scott. He had survived by drinking rain water from oversized leaves and eating whatever roots or insects he could find. He had grown sick after being caught in a heavy downpour. He had even been molested by a bug woman and chased by birds of prey!
 
   He walked through the forest. Every sound or sudden movement caught his attention. It was slow going, but he persevered. After a few hours of wandering he managed to reach the edge of the woodland and saw a river in a relatively open area. 
 
   There were more trees on the other side, but this was a good sign! A water source like this would be vital to civilization. There had to be a human town or village along the course of this waterway.
 
   “Finally, a break.”
 
   Scott decided to observe the area for a moment. He wished that he could use the skills that he had acquired during his tutorial. The identify and observe skills would have saved him a great deal of heart ache and intestinal trauma.
 
   Just when he had thought that it might be safe to head toward the water he noticed movement from the opposite embankment. In the distance he could see a creature that looked like a cross between a giant rat and a lizard amble out of the woods. It had a spiked fin running along its back. That much he could tell. It was a little too far away to see every detail, but he believed that there were scales running down its overly long legs. 
 
   Silently, he considered the creature. It would probably be able to run quickly. He had not seen a monster like it on this side of the forest, so it was either rare in the area or its kind chose not to cross the water for some reason.
 
   The creature looked around suspiciously. Scott wondered if it had caught his scent but it seemed more interested in the river bank than the woods on his side.
 
   Slowly, the bear sized monster padded toward the water’s edge. The closer it came, the more cautious it seemed to become. It drew its head down and looked around tensely.
 
   It sniffed at the ground then looked around again. When it reached the water it stood there for a moment gazing into it. The monster seemed like it was searching for something. 
 
   The monster leaned forward and began to drink from the river. Scott wondered at its caution. It was a big creature, even for this bizarre planet. It would probably have had few to no natural predators on Earth. 
 
   Scott’s attention was drawn away from the monster. Something in the water, he had seen something move in the water. That something was a dark shadow that seemed to sway and move with the current of the river. The shadow began to slowly drift toward the monster drinking on the opposite bank.
 
   From his vantage point he could see it, but the rat-lizard would probably not have had that luxury. Suddenly, the monster lifted its head. It sniffed the air then looked left and right. Carefully it took a step back.
 
   However, its caution would not save it. Dozens of tentacles ripped outward from the deceitfully still water and thoroughly ensnared the beast. Scott watched as the writhing mass wrapped the creature tight, squeezed the air from its lungs so completely that even its panicked scream had been rudely cut-off, then dragged it swiftly down into the depths.
 
   The water was barely disturbed after the initial assault ended. Just as suddenly as the brutal event had occurred, the area went back to a scene of perfect tranquility.
 
   Scott looked down then turned away from the peaceful scenery. It would not prove to be his savior after all. Even the monsters only went there out of desperate need. The rat-thing had known that going to drink could lead to its death. It still went. Nothing but severe thirst would have driven it to do such a thing.
 
   He sighed softly then started to walk again. The river was out, but if he stayed far enough from the water he might be able to occasionally use it as a guide. He would have to watch for river beasts and the occasional thirsty monster, but it was the best lead that he’d found so far.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4: Soft and Pink
 
   Soft pink lips parted gently then formed into a tender smile. It was the fleeting glimpse of a warm and friendly personality. “Do you love me?”
 
   Delicately tapered fingers traced the curve of the man’s jaw before she leaned in to ask him again. “Say it. Say you love me.” When he refused to answer she pouted cutely at him then reached toward his shoulder.
 
   The scream that erupted from his throat echoed throughout the forest clearing. Her slender hand, delicate and refined, gripped the arrow protruding from his shoulder. The gentle seeming fingers twisted the shaft eliciting another scream.
 
   “Oh, I do love the beautiful music you serenade me with dear one.”
 
   “St-stop this you demon…” The man feebly attempted to crawl away but he had no strength left.
 
   His tormentor lifted then lowered her hips in a slow deliberate way. Curvaceous hips slid sensually up and down atop his rock hard manhood. She took the time to thoroughly enjoy her sense of power over her prey. “Stop it? You don’t like my foreplay? We’re in love, right?”
 
   She grabbed his throat in a vice-like grip, twisted the arrow once more, and then cried out in a loud and desperate voice. “Give it to me! I want all of it!”
 
   “N-no!”
 
   “All of it! I want your love burning inside of me you worthless human!” The hand clenching his throat squeezed brutally. He started to choke. He gagged desperately due to the lack of air. His spittle turned to foam and he feebly tried to knock her hand free. 
 
   Their bodies began to glow with a soft white light, but the light emitted by the dying man declined rapidly even as the woman’s body grew more luminous. “So warm, I can feel the strength of your love for me.”
 
   The girl sighed suddenly and the light faded away. “Seriously? Dead already? Humans really are weak.”
 
   “I’ll never gain another level at this rate.” Her cheeks puffed outward then she pouted. Why wouldn’t one of these weak idiots love her properly?
 
   She looked down at the dead man and frowned. Her lower lip poked out. “I’m cute, right?”
 
   When he didn’t answer she reached down and grasped his head and chin. She made his mouth move up and down like a puppet. “You’re the cutest fox in the whole forest Kitsune-chan.”
 
   “Really! You think so! You’re so sweet Dead-Guy-San!”
 
   She made his mouth move again. “I should have admitted it when I was alive. I could be cuddling with you right now.”
 
   “You’re right! You should have. What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “I’m so sorry, also I have a really tiny penis and you can do better than me anyway.”
 
   “Well, that’s a start.” She smiled triumphantly for a moment then dropped his head. She sighed then pouted once more.
 
   “Why won’t one of these humans love me?” She hugged herself tightly then took on an expression that bespoke long term suffering. No one understood her needs.
 
   She raised her hand and started counting off her qualities using her fingers. She touched her pinky with her thumb and said, “I’m cute.”
 
   She touched her next finger and said, “I have a pleasant personality.”
 
   She looked down, grabbed her breasts, and lifted them. “I have an amazing body.”
 
   She raised another finger, “I’m fun at parties… I think. No one ever invites me to any, but I’m sure I’d be great at one.”
 
   Kitsune threw her hands up and looked toward the sky. Sunlight streamed down through the canopy of the forest to embrace her with its divine radiance. “I can even cook! Who wouldn’t fall in love with an awesome girl like me?”
 
   She pouted again then sighed gently. “Maybe someday.”
 
   Her bushy tail swished from side to side briefly before a carefree smile spread across her face. “Ah well, at least I have something tasty for dinner.”  
 
   The fox girl stood up and dusted herself off. Despite the horrors that she had perpetrated moments earlier she seemed quite cheerful.
 
   A gentle breeze flowed through the clearing causing the wildflowers to sway gently. Their subtle scent filled the air with a peaceful fragrance that seemed intent upon covering up the murder that had just committed.
 
   Beneath the shadow of a fallen log that rested just outside the clearing, Scott continued to lie perfectly still. He had witnessed it all. Even after that man’s inglorious end, he had remained in hiding. The log had fallen in such a way that it was raised from the earth atop the stump of another of its destroyed kind. In that dark, shallow, space he had born witness to the death of a man.
 
   There had been no choice. At least, that is what Scott told himself. He had remained unmoving the entire time that the previous scene had played out. Did this make him a coward? At the moment it did not matter, nor did he care. Fighting these monstrous women had proven disastrous the few times that self-defense had been necessary. 
 
   There was nothing to be done at the moment but wait patiently. It felt like an eternity had passed before she made her move, but the fox woman eventually grabbed the large man, hurled his corpse over her shoulder, and skipped off merrily into the forest. Alone, unarmed, and incredibly underpowered against such a monster, there was little that Scott could have done for that poor bastard. So, he continued to do nothing.
 
   When he could no longer hear her happily skipping through the forest Scott started to move away from the area. He needed to find a place to rest, to regain his strength. He had spent several days looking for such a place and had yet to find it.
 
   This world and its people were insane. That was the only answer. The things that he had seen since waking up here a few days ago were beyond any reasonable possibility. 
 
   Scott shuddered at the thought of the last few days. He had been forced to hide repeatedly. The monsters he had run across were incredibly strong compared to the dragon-turtles that he’d had to deal with during the tutorial. Most of the notable monsters were humanoid. That meant that they would all count as boss monsters, as queens. How most of this damnable forest’s denizens could be boss monsters was beyond his understanding. Either way, he could not stand up to them at all.
 
   As Scott walked away from the scene of the brutal murder he noticed something wedged between two trees. It was a backpack! “Must belong to that guy, or did anyway.”
 
   It would not have been safe to check it here, so he took it and ran from the area as fast as he could. The man wouldn’t miss it, and Scott needed anything that he could get his hands on.
 
   There was no way for him tell how much distance had been covered in that trackless wilderness. When he grew tired of running he stopped and leaned against a convenient tree. Hungry and dehydrated, he panted heavily as he opened the backpack. The first thing that he saw nearly made him cry. “Bottled water!”
 
   The only reasonably safe water that Scott had been able to drink in the last few days was supplied during a rain storm. He had drunk his fill from the large green leaves that he had used as a bowl, but he’d lost that during a panicked flight brought on by a massive frog and an overly amorous monster girl.
 
   He had found no other reasonably safe water sources, and he had succumbed to his thirst once the day before. He had drunk from a mud puddle swarming with Seductia knew what. His old friend, explosive diarrhea, had come to visit him again last night. 
 
   There was a river nearby, but that place was swarming with the monsters that constantly attacked anything that got near. Monsters and monster women were everywhere and they all wanted to eat him or love him. Scott suspected that some of them wanted both at the same time.
 
   Scott smiled at the bottle of water. The language printed on the side was not one that he recognized, but it was obviously water, right? He opened it up and drank his fill. 
 
   A strange sensation immediately raced through the man.  Unbridled energy ran the length of his body. Power surged from head to toe. The sense of strength was intoxicating, but it suddenly gave way to extreme discomfort. He began to sweat profusely. 
 
   The source of the discomfort made itself known. Scott looked into his pants. His genitalia had become obscenely, gloriously, erect! “What the hell!” 
 
   “What was this shit, Viagra water?” He stared at the empty bottle then pressed back against the tree to fight the pain of the intense and massive erection.
 
   It was too much. The pain was too much. Scott had to set the beast free from its imprisonment! He unbuckled his belt then dropped his pants as quickly as possible. His absurdly swollen member pointed outward like the veiny accusatory finger of an angry god.
 
   He stared down at it utterly transfixed by the sheer girth of the thing. “What the hell! Is it going to explode?”
 
   Scott had always considered his man-hammer to be rather average in both length and girth until it had miraculously increased in size during the tutorial. It had never been small, but it was also nothing to worth talking about at parties. The thing that he bore witness to now, the evil existence trembling in barely constrained rage, was certainly not what he was accustomed to seeing.
 
   Experimentally, he touched it. The effect was electric. He gasped involuntarily in response. 
 
   It had not hurt at all. If anything it had felt amazing. “Man, I need to take a few bottles of this stuff back home with me! I’d make more money in a year than most countries do in a decade.”
 
   Scott trembled softly as a light breeze blew across his rock hard member. The sensation was bliss itself.
 
   “I, I need to distract myself from this unholy thing.” He gently squatted down then reached into the backpack to fish out a few more items. There were several more bottles of instant erection, and a few packets of what looked like food. Scott did not trust it one damned bit due to the mishap with the water, but when he took his current predicament into account he could not afford to be choosy. The only food that he had eaten in several days was the occasional insect or grub worm.
 
   There was one other thing that caught his attention. A bracer, black with a bright red stone at the center, was stashed among the various odds and ends. The whirling gold symbols on the band made him think of the cheesy looking magical props a wizard in a game might wear.
 
   Between the bracer and the insta-erect water Scott could only come to one conclusion. “Was he a wizard pimp? Who owns something like this?”
 
   One of the backpack straps slid forward then lightly dropped down to antagonize his insistent shaft. Scott yelped excitedly at the sudden sensation. “Sheesh, behave yourself you damned penis!”
 
   He took a deep breath then sighed. Hopefully the grotesque erection would fade away soon. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take.
 
   Curious, Scott put the bracer on then admired it for a moment. He envisioned himself as a wizard pimp then grinned like an idiot.
 
   The idiotic expression turned to surprise when the bracer clamped shut around his wrist and a bright red flash of light erupted from it.
 
   If that was not enough a message screen popped up not long after the bracer had taken hold of him. “Telepathic whispers have been reinstated?” 
 
   Words and images invaded Scott’s head after he closed the message window. An angry feminine voice shouted at him in the recesses of his mind. He could not understand her. The words seemed to be unintelligible screams of rage instead of true language.
 
   Between the pain in his manhood, and the pain in his head, Scott could not think straight. Unable to do anything about the strangely familiar voice shrieking inside the back of his head, he tried to rip the bracer from his arm. It chose to be obstinate and refused to come off.
 
   The girl started screaming louder. She became more insistent. Finally, he could not take it anymore. He gripped the bracer tightly and shouted, “Get out of my head, dammit!” 
 
   Light flared from the gemstone then began to shine around his fingers. A few feet away a thick red mist began to form. It rapidly coalesced into a familiar person. It was the red haired dragon girl, Scarlet. He had captured and bonded her during his tutorial phase. He had tried calling for her repeatedly on his first day back, but she had not come. 
 
   She blinked twice then started to scream again. “You dickless bastard! How dare you not summon me for almost a week?”
 
   He didn’t know what was going on here. Scarlet had just popped out of nowhere and started to bitch. Hadn’t he seen enough crazy shit today? What was with her?
 
   Between the pulsating evil that raged within his cock, and the incredibly shitty week that he had been having, it was hard to focus on what she was asking.  “What…?”
 
   Her eyes locked onto the bracer on his arm. She stared at it, took a step forward, and then blinked. “Why are you using a spell bracer? You did not need one before.”
 
   “I just found this thing. Look Scarlet--“
 
   “Just found a spell bracer? Those things are supposed to be extremely expensive.”
 
   “Scarlet, I’m sorry, but I’ve had a hard few days.”
 
   She eyed me critically then looked down. The angry girl finally noticed Scott’s throbbing man-hammer. Naturally, all she could do was stare. “Wow, you don’t waste any time do you?”
 
   Scott tried to shift out of her view, but the motion caused a trill of pleasure to shimmy up his spine. He moaned involuntarily then bit his lower lip in frustration.
 
   She quirked an eyebrow then smirked. Delicately, she touched her index finger to her chin. “I suppose your non-apology will have to do.”
 
   “Huh?” He had only grown more confused. What was this red haired monster woman talking about?
 
   Scott started to say something but she cut him off. “We need to get out of this forest. You’ll die here easily considering your level.”
 
   Quietly, his mind zeroed in on the word, level. She could tell what level he was? Even he couldn’t do that right now. The level menu screen would pop up if he called it, but everything was jumbled. However, she had mentioned something far more pressing. “I’m all for leaving this damned forest, but where do we go?”
 
   “You don’t know?”
 
   “I’m not from around here, remember?”
 
   She eyed me suspiciously. “Hmm, fine. Touch the gem on your new bracer. Use command function ‘recall’. We’ll return to the last logged recall point.”
 
   “Ok.” Scott touched the gem and a screen popped up. The strange new addition to his life was just one more bit of oddness in an incredibly odd world. 
 
   He became self-aware enough that he began to wonder at his calmness in this situation. Perhaps he was in shock? Either way, Scott knew that he could either accept it or go insane. Hell, at this point there was a good chance that he might do both.
 
    “If I press recall on this screen, will it bring you with me?”
 
   “Yeah, it will transport anyone you are grouped with. Your battle harem is automatically grouped.”
 
   The words battle harem piqued his interest but questions could wait for later. He picked up the backpack, stood up, and then pressed the recall button. A wave of light washed over the area. When the light cleared they were in an entirely different place.
 
   Scott looked around then stated the obvious. “There are no trees.”
 
   “Yeah, I remember this place. It’s the fork in the road that leads to the Roxi Woodlands. There should be a motel about a mile up the road on the left.”
 
   “You’ve been here before?”
 
   She smiled softly. “Sure have. Queens gather here to compete against each other and hunt for human mates. Places like this have monsters with wildly different power levels.”
 
   “I see.” That explained so much about that damned forest that Scott felt cheated for not figuring it out on his own. Still, he was damned glad to be out of that death trap!
 
    Scarlet yawned then stretched. “We should get a room.”
 
   “Ok, I’d love to get a room but what about money?”
 
   “Money? Check the bracer.”
 
   Scott touched the gemstone then looked through the menu options. Curious fingers clicked on the treasure option and he saw that the unlamented corpse had stockpiled six hundred copper coins.
 
   “How much is six hundred copper worth around here?”
 
   “Not much, but we can probably get a room for the night, some dinner, and some supplies. Maybe a bus ride to a better place for you to train, too.”
 
   “Oh? What do you mean train?”
 
   “You’re level one. If you don’t want to be killed off, you’ll have to get stronger.”
 
   “Level one? I’m really all the way back to level one?”
 
   Scarlet nodded to him then shrugged. “I don’t know what happened to you, but that’s what I sense when I look at you.” 
 
   He remembered the other thing she had said. “Why would I be killed off? Who would want to kill me?”
 
   The red haired demon stared at me briefly then said, “You really don’t know?”
 
   “Know what?”
 
   “Where are you from? You’re human! Human! Monsters will want to take your experience points. Humans will want to take me. At level one you’re just a target!”
 
   “I see.” Scott frowned then turned toward the direction of the supposed motel. Rest and food sounded great. He did not care for the idea of being a walking target but that had been life for him during the last few days anyway. They walked toward the motel that Scarlet had mentioned. Scott hoped would find the answers and the rest that he desperately needed.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5: Starting Over
 
   Water, warm clean water, cascaded down onto scratched and torn flesh. The last few days had been brutal. Scott had been chased through the wilderness by scantily clad women with superhuman powers, witnessed multiple murders, and discovered that the world was not behaving in the manner that the company had claimed it would.
 
   “Alterra, what kind of name is that for a world anyway?” He sighed softly as the warmth of the water washed his cares away. Scott closed his eyes and chose to let that thought go. He would allow it to flow down the drain along with the rest of the misgivings and concerns that he was plagued with. For the moment, this world and its inhabitants could go fuck themselves. He intended to enjoy every bit of this shower.
 
   The warmth of the water penetrated his aching muscles. Thankfully that even included his throbbing penis. He had begun to wonder if it really was going to explode. What had been in that water?
 
   As nice as the shower felt, however, he could not keep the doubts away forever. Scott thought about the world that he was in now. He considered the nature of the girl sitting in the next room. What was he going to do?
 
   Scott had no job, no prospects. The little money that he did have had mostly been spent already. Everything that he owned was something that he had swiped from a dead man.
 
   He pressed his back heavily against the wall of the shower then slid slowly to the floor and sat there. The stream of water washed over his unmoving form. He had pretty much exchanged his life back on Earth for a similar life in a fantasy world. The implications were staggering. 
 
   The events of the last few days began to flow through his mind one after another. The remembrance of pain, fear, and guilt suffused his body. He began to tremble, to shake. How long would it take before those haunting memories passed? The forest had taken something irreplaceable from Scott. He did not know what it was, but he was definitely missing something. 
 
   He drew his knees upward then wrapped his arms around them. Scott’s trembling began to increase in ferocity. Tears formed from saline and bad memories began to flow freely from his bloodshot eyes.
 
   Somehow, he had survived this far. He still dared not believe it. The nightmare was over. He had survived those hellish woods. He had no idea what to do, where to go, or even who to trust in this world. Yet, here he was. He had lived when those other men had died.
 
   He closed his eyes then leaned his chin against his knees. Scott was not sure what to feel anymore. Right now, he just did not know.
 
   Once more his consciousness began to fade. The events of his recent life had caught up with him. He could no longer fight the exhaustion. Temporary, but needed, sleep claimed him and for a short few minutes he would know no more.
 
   
  
 

*********
 
   While the shower of destiny occurred in the bathroom, Scarlet sat on the edge of the only bed that the tiny room had to offer. “So, he’s a little odd? I can deal with that, I guess.”
 
   She pulled some of her hair forward and played with it thoughtfully. “He’s low-level, and this is not a good area for him.”
 
   The girl fell back onto the bed and let her arms fall flat. “What do we do now, though?”
 
   They had little in the way of funds. Her master knew very little about the world, and she was well beyond his level now. That would cause problems when they tried to hunt other monsters.
 
   She grabbed a pillow, pressed it to her face, and screamed into it. The frustration was immense.
 
   Scarlet sighed then rolled over. Her properly clothed breasts jiggled enticingly despite the fact that no one else was in the room to be enticed by their motions.
 
   Her master’s face popped into her head. She had offered a few suggestions to him while they walked to the motel. Happily, he had taken her advice to heart. That meant that he would at least value her opinions. That was good. At least they could work together.
 
   The fabric of her shirt pulled against her breasts a little when she moved. She reached down and ran her fingers along the material. A gentle smile arose upon her face at the thought of how she had acquired it. “He even gave me something to wear!”
 
   She started to giggle but stopped immediately. “No, I can’t give in to such a simple tactic! I have control, I need to keep it!”
 
   Her fingers rose to her lips then she acquired a thoughtful expression. “Technically, I belong to him. I have to obey his commands. Still, I’m free to wander around human controlled lands without being molested.”
 
   The dragon girl rolled over and slapped her feet down on the bed a few times to fight through the frustration. “Why did he go back to being level one? He’s even weaker now than he was before!”
 
   Idly she considered breaking their bond. Their intimacy level was tenuous at best. They barely knew each other despite the lovely time they had spent together a week ago.
 
   She stopped her frustrated fidgeting and sighed. “I probably won’t find a better master anyway.”
 
   “You want another master?” 
 
   She glanced to the bathroom door to see her master standing there. He was busy rubbing a towel over his hair, but he looked at her with a flat emotionless expression.
 
   “What?” She rolled over quickly to face him more directly. How much had he heard?
 
   “Well, if you want another master I understand. I don’t know anything about this world. You’d probably be better off with someone else.”
 
   Crap! He wants to get rid of me now! She sat up and lifted her hands defensively. “No, I never said that.”
 
   “Oh? Are you sure? I’m happy that you helped me this far, but you probably want to be reunited with your turtles, or find someone who has a clue about what they are doing.”
 
   She shook her head rapidly side to side causing her hair to whip back and forth in a bright red arc of denial. “No, I can’t face my subjects without becoming much stronger first. I don’t want another master, either.”
 
   “Really? Why? I mean, why no other master?”
 
   He sat down on the bed and looked at her expectantly while drying his hair. She could not help herself. The blood began to rush to her face immediately. He had sat so close to her but did not have the stupidly lecherous look on his face that most humans had shown her. It was unnatural.
 
   “I-I, want to help you. You seem to need someone to help you, right?” She turned away quickly to hide the blush that was forming.
 
   He leaned forward to try and look at her face but she slid away. She noted his sudden frown, but it passed quickly. 
 
   “Yeah, I could use all the help that I can get.”
 
   “OK, then it’s decided. You’ll be my master, and I’ll be your Queen.”
 
   “Queen? That word sure gets tossed around a lot.”
 
   “Yes, all battle harems have positions. You’re the master. The head of your harem is the Queen. The head of the harem is the one who keeps your other minions in line. The rest of the positions fill themselves out when you acquire new members.”
 
   “I see, so I need to find more people for my … harem?”
 
   She nodded then took a deep breath. The heat had started to leave her face. It was probably safe to look at him now. 
 
   She turned back to her new master and smiled. “Yes, you can capture and bond with as many monster queens as you want. However, you can only manifest a certain number at a time.”
 
   Her master seemed to consider that idea for a moment. “Why is it called a harem?”
 
   The flame haired girl stared flatly at him for a moment then answered. “Queens are girls. Most masters are male humans. Did they have math on your world? Try doing a little right now.”
 
   “So, wait. Are you saying that we’re supposed to have sex or something?” His eyes widened comically. He had seen what happened when those girls and humans did that. It did not end well for the man. Before, it had been different. 
 
   When he had captured Scarlet it had been a voluntary thing on her part, and they had used a monster capture sphere as part of the process. Yes, they’d had sex, or whatever that crazy mess had been, but it was nothing like the brutality that he had witnessed in the forest.
 
   “Well, we did… but we don’t specifically need that for the bonding process to begin.”
 
   “We didn’t have to have sex?”
 
   “No, we didn’t.”
 
   Scott stared at her suspiciously. Had she just decided that she was horny that day, or something? It had been fun, but that was not exactly a comfortable experience. Her perverted turtles had watched the whole time!
 
   “Humans and monsters form an intimate bond that is used to increase their powers. Sex tends to happen because of that, but it isn’t absolutely necessary. You did not know any of this?”
 
   Her master shook his head. “No, and I’m starting to wish I didn’t!”
 
   “Sorry, but that’s how the world works. Humans and monsters develop strong emotional bonds and often have sex because of that.”
 
   Scott moved his hand to the back of his head and began to rub his neck. “What about those capture balls? I had to stick one inside your body.”
 
   “I could have just swallowed it or something, you know.”
 
   That much was true. The memories that he had acquired during his tutorial phase were a bit fuzzy at the moment, but he clearly remembered that he could have just had her swallow it. Why then, did he stick the marble sized capture device into her vagina?
 
   When he asked her this she shrugged. “Well, I do want to mate with you eventually. Besides, it’s important to know that we are compatible. I’ll grow stronger as our bond increases in intimacy.”
 
    “Oh, so that’s why humans and monsters bond? So they can grow stronger?”
 
   “Yeah and we do it to mate, too. We can only have children with humans, so we like to find strong humans to mate with.”
 
   He opened his mouth to say something then closed it. That seemed like an odd way of doing things, but it did make a strange sort of sense. “Monsters can’t just breed with each other?”
 
   She looked at him with a sour expression. “You saw my subjects, right? Would you want to fuck one of them?”
 
   “Not so much, no. Turtles are cool and all, but I never really thought about having sex with one.”
 
   “Right, and remember we are dragons, not turtles.” She puffed out her chest a little as her pride seemed to be offended by his turtle-talk.
 
   “I get what you’re saying. Still, how is it that you have a human form? The monster girls in the forest were like that too.”
 
   Scarlet smiled at him. “Some of us are born this way. The rest beat the hell out of each other until the strongest is determined in a given area. Then, once that one is declared strongest they evolve a human-like form and become kings or queens. I’ve met several dragon-turtle queens, for instance.”
 
   “Ok, I’m with you so far. My question is... why do you change form?” 
 
   She shrugged. “It’s a way to easily identify a queen or king. Plus, by gaining a human form we can interact and mate with humans. This allows us to borrow their divine power and create new monster subjects, or if we’re in heat we might become pregnant and give birth to a new queen. While in heat we also give off an aura that causes more of the lesser monsters of our race to manifest. That only happens if we are in a deeply intimate relationship with a human, or conquer them, however.”
 
   “So, basically humans are a catalyst for monster birth rates, but only if they are bonded?”
 
   “Yes and no. We don’t need to create a bond in order to spawn more of the lesser monsters of our race. We can simply capture and subjugate a human for our pleasure when we are in heat. The simple act of taking a human by force allows us to drain their experience and mana. 
 
   When we have absorbed enough of their mana and experience we will automatically generate new offspring. We need to bond and mate with a human in order to give birth to new queens, however.”   
 
    “I see, so your strongest monsters wander around seeking humans to seduce in order to gain greater power and build a following?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s pretty much how it works.”
 
   He nodded twice then grinned like an idiot. “Well, that does change a few things.”
 
   She looked at him curiously. “How so?”
 
   “Well, I admit I am not much for the sexual slavery angle. When you started referring to me as your master and admitted the nature of this world I felt sick to my stomach.”
 
   “Really? Most men seem extremely excited about making us into their pets.”
 
   “That’s the thing. I thought that it was a one sided situation. You know, humans abusing their power or something.”
 
   “How did that change?”
 
   “I got lost in the woods and saw how the monsters treat humans.” Scott’s eyes took on a haunted look for a moment. Memories of the last few days began to surface.
 
   Scarlet did not even try to alleviate the pain of those memories. “That’s the way the world works. The strong rule the weak. Win and grow, lose and die.”
 
   He looked at her briefly and her face colored. His expression of utter disappointment was almost too much for her to handle.
 
   Scott looked down at his hands for a moment then said, “Well, if monsters spend their time trying specifically to seduce humans and grow stronger that means that they probably want a long term situation. They just don’t want to be stuck with any old random guy, though. They would want someone strong enough to beat them because they probably be able to help them grow stronger, faster.”
 
   Scarlet breathed a little easier now that the heartbreaking look of disappointment had left his face. She smiled at him. “That’s pretty much it. Monsters actually don’t have a problem with a human master. Our entire purpose in existence is to become stronger. If you’re strong enough to defeat us, or at least can prove that you want to help us become stronger, we’ll gladly serve a human.”
 
   Her master reached out and took her hands. “Wow, that’s great. I actually do not feel too bad about things if that’s the case.”
 
   “Why would you feel bad about having a harem, anyway?” She skillfully attempted to steer the conversation in a different direction and her actions were modestly rewarded.    
 
    He shrugged. “Well, I wouldn’t want to take advantage of anyone. I don’t mind having lots of beautiful girls around who genuinely want to be with me, but I don’t want to force anyone to hang around.”
 
   She blinked then stared at him like he had grown a second head. “That’s the craziest thing that I have ever heard a human say.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. You have an entire world filled with monsters, beautiful queens mind you, who want nothing more than to find a human who can help them become as strong as possible. You won’t have to force them at all. If you become strong they’ll come looking for you and hope you’ll want them.”
 
   “I see, so for my own sense of integrity I should become as strong as possible. That way I will know that anyone who joins up with me will actually want to be with me?”
 
   He began to fidget then bounced in his seat a little. It was obvious to her that he had started to become excited at the prospect. “A whole world filled with hot super powered girls who want to hang out with me? That’s amazing.”
 
   “Well, yes. Of course, personalities might clash and you may not get along with some monsters. It might be better to find them a new master that they can work with or sell them.”
 
   “Sell them? What..?” His happy vibe died quickly upon hearing that bit of news.
 
   “Of course, sell them! Do you think you can adequately take care of the needs of thousands of monster queens at one time? We need active human interaction in order to grow stronger. Put any of us that you don’t want to work with up for sale. They’ll eventually find a master who has time for them, and you’ll make money.”
 
   He looked at her carefully, his dubious expression clearly showed his doubt. She sighed. “As far as most monsters are concerned, one human can essentially be as useful as another. In the end, all that matters is that they get stronger. We’ll outlive our human masters most of the time anyway.”
 
   “So, I’m just a convenient person for you then?”
 
   “Yes, is that a problem?”
 
   He shrugged then shook his head. “If anything that makes life simpler. Maybe we can become friends eventually since this situation isn’t as forced as I thought it was.”
 
   Her face began to heat rapidly at his simple, heart-felt, words. “Friends, huh? I’d like that, I think.”
 
   “Oh yeah! Let’s start over then, consider this like a first meeting.”
 
   He stuck his hand out and smiled. “My name is Scott, Scott Hunter.”
 
   She took his hand and shook it politely. They both smiled at the silliness of such a casual handshake between people who had already seen each other naked.
 
   “Well, if we’re going to be friends can you tell me your name now?” Scott asked. He already knew her name, of course. Still, it was part of the charm of the moment.
 
   The red haired dragon smiled softly. “I suppose it would not hurt. Learning a queen’s name is part of taking ownership. So, when I tell you my name and openly acknowledge you as my master we will be one step closer to creating a bond.”
 
   “Ok.”  He waited for her to answer, but it seemed obvious that he was impatient to hear the answer. He was fidgeting again.
 
   She took a deep breath then released it slowly. “My name is Aurenia Sedu Scarlet. I am yours to command master.”
 
   “What a pretty name. Would you like to be called Aurenia?” He did not mention that she had not spoken the rest of her name before now. All he had known to call her was Scarlet.
 
   “If you don’t mind master, it is traditional to refer to monsters by their family name or as an acronym of their name. This keeps their true name secret when in the presence of people they haven’t met.”  
 
   “Oh, so, would you like to be called Scarlet? I’m not sure you want me to call you an acronym of your name.”
 
   “Yes, if you would please.” It would be cute in private to respond to that name, but it would be painful to respond whenever he called for ASS in public.
 
   “I bet! So, what now?”
 
   Scarlet shrugged. “Well, we need to do a few things.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “We need to get you some experience. I’d suggest that we take the bus when it comes through, and ride it till we reach a decent sized town. We should be able to find a few quests to do.”
 
   “Ok, but what do you mean by quests?”
 
   Scarlet grinned at him. “Oh, nothing too serious. At your level I would suggest day labor like courier work, or weeding someone’s garden. It doesn’t matter what the job is. At this point anything is better than nothing.”
 
   “Seriously? I can get experience points for weeding a garden?”
 
   “Exactly, humans who don’t spend their time training, or hunting, build up experience points throughout their daily lives.”
 
   “Weird. When I get done I just gain extra experience?”
 
   “Yes. You can also find an official part-time job.” 
 
   “I doubt simple jobs provide much experience, though.”
 
   Scarlet nodded at her master. “You are right, they don’t. Thankfully we just need to get you to level five. We can start bigger jobs then.”
 
   “Why level five?”
 
   “Even weak monsters would easily kill you at your current level. I’ve seen humans of around your experience level grouped together with three or four others just to hunt rabbits or my weaker subjects.”
 
   “I’m supposed to be level twelve, though.”
 
   “You were, but you’re only level one now. I don’t know why, either.”
 
   “Man, this sucks! It makes no sense. Nothing is working the way it is supposed to here.”
 
   Scarlet remained silent while Scott vented. He’d had a rough few days and it was important that he speak his mind about it.
 
   When he finally calmed down he said, “I suppose it should not be too hard to get to level five.”
 
   “Exactly. Once you reach level five we should go hunting to find another monster to join us as well. We could probably beat an easy monster queen like a horned rabbit. She’d probably be very low level, like ten or twelve. So, you’d practically be able to train her from scratch.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier to buy another monster? Not that I feel right even saying that.” He had lost a lot of his squeamishness about how humans survived here using monsters. The way the monsters acted in the woods had opened his eyes to the truth. Still, he had lingering dislike for the idea of slavery and the trade of intelligent beings.
 
   “Easier, yes. Doable? No, probably not. Queens are expensive to purchase. Even weak low-level monsters can cost several hundred gold coins. We would be better off to hunt for one. If we catch one and don’t want to keep her, you can put her up for sale at the market.”
 
   Scott shuddered visibly. Scarlet wondered idly about how he seemed so put off at the idea of buying and selling monsters. What kind of world did he come from?  
 
   “Hmm, I suppose that makes sense. If we catch a few and sell them, they’ll be out of the wilderness and no longer harassing people. We get money, humans get eaten that much less, and the monsters find a stable situation that will let them get stronger.”
 
   “That’s pretty much how it works out. Plus, it might give another monster a chance to evolve into a queen.”
 
   Scott smiled at Scarlet but the smile faded. “I’m not a fan of beating people up and selling them into slavery.”
 
   Scarlet rolled her eyes. “We want to bond with humans for the most part. We just need to be defeated before we can accept a master, any master. As long as we are wild and free, we are capricious and aggressive beings who don’t care about anyone but ourselves. Wild monsters that aren’t raised around humans might even develop aberrant thought processes.”
 
   The words aberrant thought processes reminded Scott of the fox, Kitsune. She had seemed to be not entirely sane. “Does that include you?”
 
   “Absolutely. Before I was captured I terrorized small villages and towns. I killed many hunters and did whatever I felt like without restraint.”
 
    “I’m sorry that I did not properly defeat you in glorious battle, or whatever.” Scott briefly considered whether fighting her would have been better than sharing food. 
 
   Scarlet sighed but did not allow that depressing thought to linger. “It’s fine. I got the chance to meet a nice human like you, so it worked out. Besides, no human had ever invited me on a picnic before.”
 
   Scott’s face began to take on a reddish hue. “I suppose it doesn’t hurt that I’m just so pretty, too.”
 
   She blinked and he grinned at her. They shared a laugh before Scott spoke again. “What I don’t understand is the harem angle. Why would monsters want to share their master?”
 
   “Tradition is partly to blame. A master is a master after all. It’s mostly because it is better overall. Fighting other monsters in the wilderness and lengthy quests to explore ancient ruins tend to give the most experience. Things like that are necessary for humans to grow stronger after a while. The experience needed for gaining a level increases by a large amount each time.”
 
   “Oh, it’s a safety in numbers sort of thing? The more people in the group, the less likely they are to be taken down?”
 
   “Yep!” She stretched luxuriously then smiled at her master. “A harem with lots of powerful monsters and a strong master can usually take down most wild monsters of a similar level with little effort.”
 
   “Ah, it sounds like there are a lot of different species!”
 
   Scarlet leaned forward and grinned in a feral way. “Lucky for you, you have the strongest type of monster already!”
 
   “I do?”
 
   She snorted then folded her arms across her impressive chest. Her expression turned angry and prideful. “Yes. Obviously! I’m a dragon, remember?”
 
   Scott’s eyebrows scrunched together. “I’m not from around here.”
 
   Her haughty and angered expression softened. “Oh! Yes, that’s right. I do keep forgetting.”
 
   The newcomer chuckled softly then patted her on the shoulder. “It’s ok. I keep expecting to wake up at some point, so I get how hard it can be to deal with things like this.”
 
   “Well, I can’t fault you for not knowing how amazing I am, I guess. Oh, would you like to see my battle form again since we’re starting over, or whatever?”
 
   “You can change shape?” Scott looked to Scarlet with an expression of faux-surprise. He had seen her transformation before.
 
   “Yes, but only my human and natural form. My true power is sealed for now.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d love to see your natural form.”
 
   “OK…”
 
   Scarlet stood up and walked to the corner of the room in order to have more space. She took a deep breath then thrust her fists downward. “Haaaaa!”  
 
   Light erupted from the core of her body. It became too intense for Scott to look at it and he averted his gaze. When he was finally able to look again Scarlet had changed drastically. Before, she had looked pretty and feminine, but athletic. Now she was well-toned bordering on muscular. She had large leathery wings, a lengthy tail with a spear point at the tip, fangs, clawed finger nails, and her pupils had become serpentine. 
 
   The dragon walked forward in a sensual motion that caused Scott to blush heavily. She had been pretty and cute before, now she was a dangerous kind of sexy that both frightened and excited him. Admittedly the sudden shift had not been as surprising this time, but it was still something beyond what he normally expected to be possible. He could not help but stare.
 
   As the sleek and deadly girl walked toward him he felt that he needed to say something. Yet, he did not trust his voice. Instead he lifted his hand and raised his thumb.
 
   She giggled at him then swished her tail from side to side. “I take it that this means that you approve.”
 
   He nodded his head rapidly then squeaked a little. Scarlet laughed happily then threw herself forward. She knocked Scott back onto the bed and kissed him tenderly on the lips. 
 
   “You know, most humans are afraid of dragons…” She ran a clawed finger gently along her master’s cheek.
 
   Scott lifted his hand and experimentally traced the curve of her jawline. “I’m terrified.”
 
   She pouted cutely. “Am I really that scary?”
 
   He grinned at her. “Yep, I thought that I would have a heart attack from all the sexy you just threw at me.”
 
   Scarlet snorted then giggled despite her effort to seem more in control. “I look so different now, though. Doesn’t it bother you?”
 
   “Should it? You’ve been so kind to me in my time of need. Besides, you went from adorable to freaking hot. Have you seen yourself in a mirror?”
 
   She fought back against the blush that threated to overwhelm her face. “Humans usually run away from me.”
 
   “Well, we’ve established that everyone is an idiot but me. You’re beautiful. To be honest, you might be prettier this way than the other way. Though, I’ll admit that it could be the hunger pains talking. I haven’t eaten in a while.” Scott babbled nervously for a full minute before she finally placed a finger to his lips to silence him.
 
   “Such sweet things you say.” She looked at him lovingly then leaned down to kiss him softly on the cheek. Her eyes widened slightly when he moved his face sideways to capture her lips with his. 
 
   He slid his arms around her then ran his hands along her lower back. He softly caressed her silky flesh, a movement that elicited a murmur of approval from the girl.
 
   He chose not to rush things or allow them to progress rapidly like they did a few days ago. As attractive as she was, he was still unaccustomed to such speedy relationship developments. Plus, she had wings and a tail. It was hard to overlook those obvious features. So, instead of pressing the issue, he decided to embrace her tightly and nuzzle his cheek against her cheek.
 
   Scarlet sighed gently then responded in kind. “This is so nice.”
 
   Her master ran his fingers through her hair then kissed her on the chin. “Yeah, it really is.”
 
   She smiled at him tenderly. Her expression changed to a more thoughtful one, however. “Master, do you know what you want to do?”
 
   “Hmm? I barely know what I’m doing, much less what I want to do.”
 
   The dragon grinned at him then kissed him on the nose. “No, I mean. What do you want to do long term?”
 
   “Well, at first I wanted to find a way to go home. Now, I think there might be something worth staying here for.”
 
   “Really? What?” She looked at him innocently, curiosity etched in her features.
 
   He held her face in his hands and looked at her gently. “You.”
 
   She froze completely for a moment then her entire body seemed to blush simultaneously. The heat that radiated from her was overpowering. “R-really?”
 
   “Yeah. This world tried its best to kill me this week. Yet, it is amazing to me, and I want to explore it with you.”
 
   “Oh, master…” Her eyes shimmered then tears traced a path downward across her cheeks.
 
   “Hey, why are you crying?” Scott kissed her softly on the cheek and she hugged him tightly in response.
 
   “No one has ever said something like that to me. I probably would not have cared before I was captured, but with the bond we’ve forged it overwhelmed me for a moment. I’m sorry.”
 
   “You don’t need to apologize to me for being happy that I care about you. We’re friends, right?”
 
   Her lower lip quivered softly then she made a loud gulping noise. “OK.”
 
   They passed the next several hours in a tender embrace. Scott learned the ways of the world anew. Scarlet began to understand how wonderful it can be to have someone in her life that treated her like a real person instead of a hideous hell-beast.
 
   The splendid evening came to an end and they slept in each other’s embrace until morning. When the bus arrived they were ready to start their lives anew. Scott paid their way onto the bus and they settled in for the long ride. There was no way to know what life might have in store for them, but as long as they could face it together they would be happy.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5: Epilogue
 
   It was a world of twisting shadows and barely seen creatures, the landscape of a nightmare. Scott did not care about this fact as he wandered across the jagged and torn wasteland. It was a dead world; nothing besides him truly seemed to live here. Even those barely seen creatures were little more than twisting shadows themselves.  
 
   He did not know why, but he was drawn to a distant pin-point of light. Something about that tiny dancing radiance made it impossible for him to ignore its existence. 
 
   Time did not seem to exist in this place. It would not have mattered even if it had. The only thing that mattered was the light.
 
   He arrived at the base of a mountain and knew that the light he sought was high above at the top. How could he reach that light? 
 
   Scott fretted and grew frustrated. He needed to reach that light. He could not say why, but he absolutely knew that he had to reach it!
 
   He stood there for a while. Then, as he started to turn away, a softly lilting voice spoke to him in a whisper.
 
   The voice made no sense. Scott could barely hear anything that it said. The message repeated itself several times, but each time it sounded like the speaker was using an ancient radio and there was a great deal of interference.
 
   He did piece together one thing before he was torn away from the nightmare world he had wandered through. Scott opened his eyes and spoke those words aloud, “Starlight soldier.”
 
   “What, master?” Scarlet mumbled softly then snuggled closer to him. They were still on the bus. The long ride had put them both into a restful and thoroughly bored state of mind. He had fallen asleep.
 
   “Nothing, Scarlet. It’s nothing.” He kissed her on the forehead then looked out the window. It had been nothing but a weird dream anyway.  
 
   He knew that his new life here in this place was no dream. They both faced a very real and harsh reality. 
 
   Scott casually squeezed the dragon girl’s hand and took comfort in her presence. In time there would be other girls in their group. There would be little choice if they wished to survive. For now, though, she was a beautiful rock that held him fast in the break water of an incredibly ugly sea.
 
   ###
 
   Thank you for reading my book. If you enjoyed it, won’t you please take a moment to leave me a review?
 
   Thanks!
 
   
  
 

Other Works by Scottie Futch
 
   Freelance Saga: Learning Curves - Volume I, Episode I
 
   In the first episode of Freelance Saga Scott Hunter is hired by Alterra International to become a beta-tester for a hot new game concept. Instead of the virtual reality scenery that he expected, he is drawn into a real life fantasy world!
 
   This world operates like a role playing game and is slowly revealed to have a wonderfully perverted nature. This episode is a light-hearted look at what will become a much darker fantasy world setting.
 
   While the level of eroticism will vary between episodes, the first episode contains scenes of highly erotic content and concepts that may not be to the taste of some individuals. This series is adults only!
 
   Order your copy today!  
 
   Connect With Me
 
   Follow me on Twitter: @ScottieFutch
 
   Follow Me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/freelancesaga
 
   Visit the Freelance Saga Website: http://freelancesaga.jimdo.com/
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