Virtue was always looking for ways to improve his players’ experiences.  Doomed with the banefully dorky name of Vernon in grade school, he renamed and remade himself in college, joining the Dungeons and Dragons club before branching out to other pen and paper games.  Eventually, though, he settled on Live Action Roleplay.  Not the stupid kind where people just played pretend with foam swords.  The kind where people rolled their dice and then acted out what happened, as best as possible.

Virtue was a Coydog, half coyote (on his dad’s side) and half yellow lab, and he credited his cleverness with his coyote genes.  He was always looking for ways to keep LARPing as realistic as possible, enforcing rules like players must wear their character’s costumes.  Characters had to mostly resemble the player.  If a player lost a roll, they had to play it out honestly, even if that meant, say, losing arm wrestling against a girl.  It was only damage where he wanted to draw the line.  No real injuries, and [i]no PvP[/i].  His campaigns were hard enough without the players injuring each other.  He’d had to put his foot down on some attempts to betray or attack other party members, but he was the DM and he had the final say.

So, sure, when the dragon used ice breath in today’s session, he threw sufficiently small ice shavings to get the impression across to his players, but not large enough to hurt.  They’d have to roleplay the 25 damage (12 with Dexterity Save) they experienced.

“Ahhh!  I’m hurt bad!” Leonid, the Bluetick Coonhound rogue yelped, cartoonishly holding his hands in front of his face to block the spray of ice.

“We should retreat,” the cleric gasped, rolling a quick Heal Spell for her party.  The Vizsla announced, “A 10 - to everyone.”

Virtue explained, “Your fresh wounds partially heal up, but you can tell this dragon is out of your league.  What do you do?”

He hoped they would fashion a plan, or the dragon might well pick them off, one by one.  Total party kills were never his intention, but they had certainly happened.  He might need to buy more rats…

Leonid said, “I’m not going to die here.  I [i]run[/i] out the cave.”

Heshep, the wizard said, “No, we have to stand strong, and buy ourselves a chance to escape!”  Michelle Freeman always played a wizard, or a sorcerer, or the like.  She pretty much had to, because, as a four-legged Chihuahua, no one was going to believe she had a strength score above 3.  All the other players were two-leggers, so Michelle looked positively [i]tiny[/i].  Yet, she was the one with the best plan of escape, and the boldest.  Virtue always liked Michelle.

Freddy Dreetch motioned like he was running in place, saying, “Sorry, Leonid still runs away.  He’s kind of a coward.”

Now it was the cleric’s turn to decide, and Venetta Kingsley said, flatly, “If we scatter, he’ll only get one of us.  Millicent runs as well.”

Michelle could see which way the tide was turning, as their fourth member looked back and forth between them.  Henry Lakeland said, “Yeah, I’ve got pretty good athletics.  Nestor runs as well.”

Gulping, Michelle chimed in quickly, “Then Heshep runs, too.”

But it was a foregone conclusion.  Virtue hated to see his parties fall apart like this, but what did they expect, trying to simply run from an adult white dragon?  He let each player roll athletics, but even before he rolled, Michelle was already telling her party members, “This is pretty low, guys.”

Naturally, the Chihuahua wizard rolled the lowest athletics.

Virtue explained, “The dragon chases you four out the cave but he, of course, catches up to Heshep first.  A crystallized ice wall appears just in front of you, Heshep, cutting you off from your team.  What do you do?”

She still had a chance, but it was going to be difficult.  White dragons knew [i]counterspell[/i] and he had plenty of spell slots left.  Still, teleporting was the wizard’s best option, and Michelle knew it.  “I cast Dimension Door,” she gulped.  “With my highest level spell slot.”

“Counterspell,” Virtue said, sadly.  “You have to roll a 13, with your bonuses.”

Michelle took a deep breath and rolled her small d20 with her little Chihuahua paws.  It rolled five, six times before hitting the wall and revealing…an 8.  “God dammit guys,” she whined.

“In character,” Virtue warned.

Sighing, Heshep said, “Run!  Save yourselves!”

Virtue rolled the dice but they were a formality.  The dragon would have to roll a natural one to miss.  He said, “The dragon rears up and slashes Heshep across the back, and you take…a crushing blow that knocks you out cold.  The rest of the party can only watch in horror through the ice wall as the dragon devours Heshep whole.”

Taking a deep breath, Michelle played along, going, “Ack!  Ahhh….ghhh.”

“Actually,” Virtue explained, “I have a prop for just this occasion.  Not that I [i]wanted[/i] anyone to die, but it pays to be prepared.”

His players [i]loved[/i] his props.  Once he helped simulate a Power Word: Kill by emptying a bucket of gelatin organs.  He’d had special chairs made that bounce up and down like a Merry-Go-Round to emulate horses.  This time - he had a whole deal planned for whichever player got trapped alone with the white dragon.

He removed the blanket that was covering his snake’s cage.  The large, glass case was designed for two snakes, his boa constrictors Lucy and Larson.  Lucy, being the girl, was larger, almost ten feet long, thus the better choice for this scene, so he’d put Larson in his travel case, leaving the right side of the cage empty, and just big enough for a player to sit in.  Lucy was on the left, but he’d set it up in advance with a clouded glass covering Lucy’s half of the cage, and black construction paper blocking off the right side from view.  His players [i]ooh’d [/i]and [i]ahh’d[/i] at the effect, the faded silhouette of Virtue’s big boa constrictor a fairly good stand-in for a white dragon.

Michelle looked interested, despite her obvious annoyance that the party had left her behind to be devoured by a white dragon.  “What are you going to do?” she asked.

Virtue said, “Your party can’t look away as the dragon swallows Heshep alive.  I’m gonna put Lucy’s next meal in there with her, and [i]you[/i], Michelle, are going to roleplay your fantastic death scene.”

Michelle gasped.  “You’ve never let us watch Lucy eat before…” her ears perking up.

Freddy looked a little squeamish, so Virtue said, “I have to feed her all the time anyway.  This rat’s destined for her stomach anyway.”  He revealed the little carrying case he had with the largest rat he could get for snake food at the pet store.  Actually, not a bad stand-in for Michelle, who was only a little bigger (and a fair bit taller).  Still, this rat was going to be the offering no matter who was sitting in the shame box, roleplaying their epic death.  “We okay?”

One by one the players agreed, especially after Freddy was reassured that they’d barely be able to see anything through the fogged up glass screen.  “Okay, we ready for the big scene?  You ready to narrate?” Virtue asked Michelle.

With a nod from the teenaged Chihuhua girl, Virtue turned down the lights, lowering a spotlight into the cage behind Lucy.  Light beamed through the fogged glass, for the perfect effect in the darkness - a faded, foggy silhouette of the “white dragon”.  Taking the rat carefully out of his cage, the coydog also reached down and picked up the whole of Michelle in his other hand, carefully.  With a dramatic flair, Virtue disappeared behind the curtain, whispering to Michelle as he placed her carefully into the left part of the cage, a clear glass side-view of all the goings on.  He dropped the rat into Lucy’s side of the cage from relatively high up, then booked it back to the front to watch the show.

It was working perfectly, Virtue could see.  Through the well-lit, clouded screen, he could see the enlarged silhouette of the startled rat, still reeling from the four foot fall, Lucy stirring as she scented her prey.  He normally gave her dead prey, but that wouldn’t have the same effect, so Virtue hoped he wouldn’t have to step in if the rat managed to attack the large constrictor.

“Huh, what?  Guys!?” came the frantic voice of Heshep, trapped behind the icy wall with the approaching white dragon.  She narrated the rat’s every move, as the animal turned around and jumped upon seeing the boa slinking toward him.  “No…stay back!” she yelped.

Michelle was putting in the same immense effort she always did in his LARPs, and he could tell this was going to pay off as one of the most memorable death scenes he’d ever concocted.  The other players watched in mock horror as their long-time companion faced her certain doom.

“Ah!” she barked, as the rat turned and ran smack-dab into the glass, his slightly more clear silhouette showing for just a second before the snake struck.  Virtue knew from experience how quickly it would all be over.  What the coydog wouldn’t give to train Lucy to play with her meal and give Michelle more to work with.  But a loud death squeak came from the surprised rat as plier-like fangs pinned onto him.  The players were silent as they watched the poor rodent struggle and squirm, squeaking for only a few seconds before Lucy coiled instinctively around him, squeezing him out.

“Heshep!” Millicent gasped in shock.

“We should keep running,” Leonid gasped, unable to look away.

Nestor said a quick prayer.

But no one was going to leave the expertly posed show.  Michelle knew enough to play dead, too transfixed on her crisp side view of the gruesome action, and to let her party members build their characters through Heshep’s traumatic end.  Virtue could only pat himself on the back for his beautiful staging, almost able to imagine it was a Chihuahua wizard getting eaten by an adult white dragon through the foggy pane.  He wondered if the rat was dead already, or just suffocating, but the silhouette, wrapped in Lucy’s coils, was immobile for what seemed like an eternity.  Lucy stayed wrapped around the rat for nearly five minutes, before proving incredibly photogenic as she curled her head parallel along the ground and opened her mouth, [i]wide[/i].  Down those jaws closed over the dying rat’s head.

“[i]Jesus[/i],” Freddy muttered, gulping.

“In character,” Virtue whispered softly.

“By the nine gods,” Freddy said instead.

They watched Lucy consume the rat whole, a slow, deliberate process.  Rather than stuff the rat in straight on, she turned her head and bit down, pincering the motionless lump before uncoiling ever so slightly, rotating her body so that he pushed slightly deeper into her mouth.  Then, she turned her head and bit down again, a little further down the stunned rat’s body.  This was repeated again and again, until nearly half of the rat was bulging, head first, beyond her parted jaws.  Unfortunately, the lighting doesn’t allow his players to see how her neck starts to work, peristalsis tugging the rat now as Lucy’s long neck starts to contract.  Michelle, at least, would get to see the whole show.  Like a crawling worm, Lucy’s neck muscles climb over the rat’s body, and if there was any question about his ability to breathe, that was long gone - he’s only breathing snake saliva, if that.

Reluctantly, Venetta said, “Millicent says ‘We’d better go now, or we’re next.’”

The rest of the party agreed, but Virtue let them bend the rules a little, staying frozen in place as they watched Lucy gulp down everything but the rat’s hips and tail.  With a reptile’s elegance, she lifted her head into the air, nose pointed straight up, rhythmic gulps showing how the rat’s legs, then tail sank into her bulging neck.  Closing her mouth to swallow, she reopened it to hiss, the perfect silhouette of her esophagus pulling the sizable bulge down, down, until he settled in her midsection.

“Wow,” Henry gasped.

Virtue grinned.  Another perfect session, even with another character death on his conscience.  At least Michelle never seemed to mind rolling up a new character.  “This seems like the perfect place to stop.  I’ll see you all next week.  I’ll send you some information about what Michelle and I decide about her next character.  Bye guys!”

“Wow, great session,” Venetta agreed.

Freddy said, “Maybe I shouldn’t have been so eager to run.  Shit - I didn’t think we’d lose Heshep.”

“Still, it was a memorable way to go,” Henry agreed, as they packed up their stuff and headed home.

Virtue sighed, and, content, he turned on the lights and removed the curtain.  “Well, you always wanted to see Lucy going at it firsthand.  How was -”

Virtue blinked, starting down at the right cage.  That can’t be right.  There was the rat.  He was crawling around through Larson’s bedding, looking absolutely terrified.  “Michelle?”

But if the rat was in the cage…[b][i]what had Lucy eaten!?[/i][/b]
Virtue fell to his knees, eyes locked on his pet snake.  He’d thought the rat looked a little big, but he thought the clouded screen had magnified him.  He must have placed the rat in the safe cage, and dropped [i]Michelle[/i] in with the snake.  Then, she’d only had moments to protest before Lucy struck, her voice cut off as the boa constricted her in seconds, her squeaks going unheeded as her friends just watched in amused appreciation as Lucy squeezed the life out of her.  The teenaged Chihuahua had died in his snake’s grip, and her friends had watched, mesmerized as Lucy gobbled the little dog down.

Virtue stared in disbelief at Lucy’s brimming belly, Michelle motionless inside the sleepy, satisfied snake.  It was far too late to save her.  His friends thought it was just a rat.  Hands shaking, Virtue stared for almost an hour at his former friend, now digesting comfortably as snake food.

Finally, wiping tears from his eyes, the coydog bit his lip and said it.

“No one has to know.”

He felt empty and weak, but he couldn’t face the consequences of his mistake.  He’d dump her things - she’d just disappear.  After two days, Lucy’d be done with the little Chihuahua, and no one would be able to trace anything back to him.

“I’m so sorry…”

No one would know.

Except him.
