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      Gary Johnson’s twenty-fifth birthday was in a week. Great, right? Not really. He didn’t have much of anything to be excited about.

      For one thing, his job was shitty. Not literally but he was a trash collector. Not exactly a reason to get out of bed in the morning with a smile on his face.

      For another, his birthday was the anniversary of his parents’ death. The three of them had been driving to the zoo for Gary’s tenth birthday when another car spun out of control and railed theirs. Gary broke his legs, but his parents didn’t survive.

      Yes, both of his legs. Thankfully, they both healed properly, but the boy who once had been the fastest in his class was now middle of the pack. He never did regain his full speed. Worse, he had been dumped into a foster family that already had seven other kids. He ran away two years later and ducked the authorities every chance he could. They only tracked him down twice, and he escaped those families too.

      For the past five years, he had been living on his own. At least he had a steady job, and he finally had enough for two month's rent, so he was moving into an apartment tomorrow. Life could be worse.

      But still, it sucked monkey balls.

      The Vicks beneath his nose only helped so much as he grabbed a trashcan. Gnats and other creepy crawlies were all over the bags, and the stench suggested something had either rotted away or died inside. He couldn’t dump it into the back of the dump truck fast enough and tossed the can aside. As soon as he put his foot on his perch, he gripped the handle and slapped the side of the truck so the driver, Jorge Rodriquez, knew to drive up to the next house. So on and so forth.

      The day was hot, muggy, and disgusting. Gary was dripping with sweat by the time they had finished half of their route.

      Jorge halted at a stop sign and leaned his head out the window, turning toward Gary, who was hanging onto the side of the truck.

      “Did you bring lunch, or you want to make a stop?”

      Gary grimaced. “Not hungry, man.”

      “No? Why not?”

      “You really need to take your turn back here,” Gary grumbled.

      Jorge laughed. “Not my fault you don’t have your license, chico.”

      “Yeah, well, considering I won’t own a car in forever…”

      “I could teach you how to drive,” the Hispanic offered.

      A car honked behind them, and Jorge flipped the driver the bird.

      “Teach me road rage you mean,” Gary said with a laugh.

      Jorge shouted something, but Gary wasn't confident he heard him correctly as the truck zoomed forward. Something about road rage being important.

      To Gary's surprise, Jorge didn't stop at their traditional destination—the park. They liked to go there and eat, mostly because Jorge wanted to help out the single mothers. His mother had raised Jorge by himself until she had died shortly before Jorge graduated high school. Of course, Jorge ended up dating some of those single mothers. Jorge liked to think he was a lady's man.

      Gary just liked to listen to the children laugh. He hadn’t had much reason to while growing up. Watching them run around, playing tag, and swinging up too high brought a smile to his face.

      Instead, Jorge parked around back of a giant duplex.

      “Time for you to fatten up some,” Jorge said, “and meet mi familia.”

      “Aren’t Italians the one who try to cram food down your throat?”

      “Does it matter? You’re skinny as a rail. Come on.”

      Jorge climbed out, and Gary jumped down. The two entered the house through the back door, and loud exclamations immediately sounded. So many people, young and old, crowded the place, and the scent of seasoning hung heavy in the air. Jorge’s cheeks were kissed by just about everyone, and after Gary was introduced, he got a few kisses too.

      Soon enough, Gary found himself at a huge table, sitting in front of a big plate of some kind of food that he had never seen or tried before.

      “What is this?” Gary asked, hoping he didn’t sound ignorant.

      “Seafood paella.”

      Gary pushed his fork through the mixture. There was seafood, of course, white rice, and snails. He tentatively tried a bite. Delicious. Gary dug in, and Jorge grinned from his seat across from him.

      “Jorge,” a teenage girl said.

      Nicoletta? Gary had heard too many names to keep track. She looked to be about nineteen, twenty, and so much like Jorge that Gary would’ve thought they were brother and sister, but she had to be a cousin.

      “Are you going to get the game?” she asked.

      “What game?” Gary asked.

      “What game?” the girl repeated in a shriek. “Are you living under a rock? Everyone’s talking about it!”

      “I’ve been living on a friend’s couch,” Gary said dryly. “I don’t have a game system or games or books or much else.”

      “Nicoletta, I will get the game,” Jorge said, but the teen was gaping at Gary.

      “You don’t have any game system? Please tell me you have a phone.”

      “I do.” Gary shifted and yanked it out of his pocket. It wasn’t an impressive phone. In fact, it was a dumb one.

      Nicoletta frowned and held out her hand. He handed her the phone, and she examined it. "What's the point of a phone that isn't a smartphone?"

      “I don’t know,” Gary said with a smirk. “Maybe to make calls with. You know, like phones are supposed to.”

      “But what about texting? And social media? And—”

      “And I can call my friends and be social that way.”

      “All two of your friends,” Jorge joked.

      “Yeah, well, you aren’t one of them.” Gary laughed.

      “You’ll let Gary play, won’t you?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I’m not much of a gamer,” Gary protested.

      “That doesn’t matter. It’s gonna be the most epic game ever. Seriously!”

      “I’m sure,” Gary said, rolling his eyes.

      Jorge shrugged. “It does seem like it will be a lot of fun. Come on. Wouldn’t you like to be a superhero?”

      “A superhero?”

      “Yeah. It’s an RPG,” Nicoletta said. “Role-playing game.”

      “Okay…”

      “You put on your headset and gloves, and it’ll be like you’re actually in the game. It’ll be amazing! You might be able to fly or be super strong or—”

      "Have super speed," Gary said, thinking back to all of those races he had run and won, and all of the ones he hadn't bothered to enter because he knew his speed wasn't up to snuff any longer.

      “Exactly!” Nicoletta beamed. “So you want to be a speedster, huh? I want to have telekinesis. Wouldn’t that be amazing?”

      “Just don’t go all Carrie on everyone,” Jorge joked.

      “What about you, Jorge? What do you want?” Gary asked.

      “I want my charisma to be off the chart. All of the ladies will flock to me and—”

      “Only in your dreams,” another cousin said.

      Soon, everyone was talking about the game and what powers they wanted, and Gary couldn't help but smile. It felt amazing to be around so many people. Although a few of the younger kids were squabbling, there was a peace and happiness here that Gary longed for. The friend he was staying with, Wyatt Hunter, was studying to be a doctor and worked all kinds of crazy hours. Gary hardly saw him, so Gary basically felt as if he lived alone already. The isolation of his new apartment wouldn't faze him. At least he hadn't thought it would, but after seeing this, seeing a vast extended family, Gary couldn't help but wonder what it might be like to have a family, to have a ton of friends, to actually go out and explore.

      But with what money? And you couldn’t just make a family out of thin air.

      In the game, though, Nicoletta had made it sound like just about anything and everything could happen. Virtual reality. Maybe it would be fun.

      Not that Gary could afford the console or the headset or the game.
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        * * *

      

      Moving day was so simple it was almost a disgrace. Two boxes contained everything Gary had. Thankfully, the apartment was furnished because otherwise, Gary would have to sleep, eat, and sit on the floor.

      Wyatt was busy working, so Jorge offered to drive Gary over.

      “Thanks, man,” Gary said as he carried one of the boxes to his place. He had already filled out all of the paperwork and handed over the money to his landlord, a tall, beefy man by the name of Charlie Primer. The key felt like it was burning a hole in Gary’s pocket.

      “No problemo, chico.” Jorge grinned, his teeth blindingly white compared to his dark complexion.

      They climbed up the stairs and down the hall to number 367. Jorge was looking at the next door over and shook his head.

      Gary pinned his box against his hip and the wall as he shoved his key into the lock. The knob turned, and the door swung open with a loud creak.

      “WD-40, my friend,” Jorge said.

      “Yeah, well, maybe if my next paycheck isn’t all blown on food.” Gary placed the box on the floor and motioned for Jorge to do the same with his. “Thanks, man.”

      Jorge grinned. “Don’t thank me yet. I have to grab something. Be right back.”

      Gary nodded and went to work. Wyatt had given Gary some hangers to keep and a few other essentials. The two had met in high school before Gary ran away for good. Wyatt was supposed to tutor Gary, who hardly went to class and so was failing. After Gary dumped that family, Wyatt kept tabs on him and mentored him anyhow. Without Wyatt's help, Gary never would've gotten his GED. His friend was a genius, and Gary knew he'd kill it as a doctor. He just wished they could spend more time together hanging out.

      Someone bounded up the stairs and waltzed into Gary’s place. Jorge stood by the hideous, straight-out-of-the-seventies couch and held out another box.

      Gary approached from the small bedroom and frowned. “What’s this?”

      “A present. Go ahead.”

      “Like a housewarming gift?”

      “Si.”

      “You didn’t have to get me anything.”

      “Don’t worry. It didn’t cost as much as you think.”

      Gary accepted the box, and his frown deepened. It was heavier than he expected. He laid it down on the coffee table and hesitated.

      “Go on, chico. What are you waiting for?” Jorge plopped onto the couch and grimaced. “You sink,” he complained.

      “Better than the floor,” Gary said.

      “True, true. Now open it, or else I’ll open it for you.”

      Gary undid the flaps and stared at the inside of the box. “You bought me a console?”

      “It’s secondhand. I got it at a garage sale for next to nothing. The headset too. Don’t worry. It all works. I checked it out already.” Jorge leaned forward and began to lift the items out of the box, including a game.

      “Superheroes Online,” Gary murmured, surprised. “We’re going to play your copy?”

      “Nah, man, I got you one so we can play with each other. Form a superhero team! We’ll crush the dragons and other monsters like they’re nothing!”

      “That’s awesome.” Gary had a thought and laughed. “You just don’t want to play with Nicoletta.”

      Jorge groaned. “Seriouso. She already set up her avatar and took the quiz—”

      “There’s a quiz?”

      “Si, to determine what your superpower will be. She is insufferable because she has the ability of a fire elemental, and she’s pissed.”

      “Ah, no telekinesis for her, huh?”

      “Yep. Some people have been playing for hours already, and so far, no one’s been able to unlock more than one ability.”

      “Can someone do that?”

      “That’s what Nicoletta is banking on, but who knows? Maybe eventually, if you reach a high enough level or if you complete certain quests or if you gain a magical artifact. Who knows?”

      Gary’s head was swimming. “This all sounds complicated.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll do fine.” Jorge handed Gary the headset and then tilted his head to the side. “You have played games before, right?”

      “Not many RPGs. Never owned a console before that was mine, and at some of the homes, the older kids hogged them. I played a little here and there at friends’ houses, but not much.”

      “You’ll love this. It sounds amazing.”

      Jorge got to work setting up the console, and in no time, they both had their headsets on. Gary couldn't believe how immersive the game felt right from the get-go. He was lifting his hand, and he could see it, but now, he was wearing nothing over his arms, not the white, long-sleeve T-shirt he was actually wearing.

      “You can pick your name, your appearance, your attire, all of it. First, though, you have to take the quiz, in case you want to base your clothes on that,” Jorge said, his voice almost too loud through the headset.

      Jorge began to mumble to himself as he went through the quiz, and Gary reached out and tapped the button that said Start Quiz.

      A question popped up in white lettering. What is your favorite color?

      Easy. Blue. Gary clicked it.

      If you saw a little girl drowning in a rapidly flowing river beside a drowning dog, what would you do? Save the girl? Save the dog? Save yourself by walking away?

      What a terrible question. Gary did prefer dogs to cats, but he couldn’t turn aside a girl, so he clicked Save the girl.

      If you won a million dollars, would you waste it all immediately? Donate to a church or charity? Save it?

      Actually, Gary would spend some and keep the rest, but that wasn't an option, so he settled for saving it.

      On and on the questions went. Most had multiple choices, but some he had to type in the answers. For his greatest fear, he put that he was afraid of dying without making a difference. For his greatest strength, he struggled before just typing his compassion. Maybe a stupid answer but it wasn't an easy question to answer.

      The quiz also asked about his parents, if he had siblings, what his favorite subject was, what his ideal profession had been while he had been a child. Gary grimaced as he typed in a sprinter in the Olympics.

      Finally, he got to the end, and the screen flashed, Determining superpower. Determining superpower. Determining superpower.

      “Aw, man,” Jorge griped. “That’s shit, man.”

      “What’s wrong? What did you get?”

      “I’m a mage,” Jorge groaned.

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” Gary asked.

      “Not when you’re in a superhero game. Besides, mages never have high charisma. I might be decently powerful in other games, but a suped-up one? I’m nothing. Worthless. What about you? How did you make out?”

      Gary stared at the screen as the game finally revealed his superhero ability.

      Superpower: none.
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      Gary blinked a few times and then squeezed his eyes shut before opening them again. The words remained floating in the air for a few seconds longer before Gary could see all kinds of eye shapes and colors and hairstyles to pick and choose from.

      “Hey, chico, don’t leave me hanging,” Jorge complained. “What are you?”

      "I'm a dud." Gary yanked off his headset and flopped onto the couch. Jorge was right. It did sink in terribly.

      Jorge removed his headset and furrowed his brows. “What do you mean? You’re a mage too?”

      Gary shook his head.

      "You only have fire? Metal fists but the rest of your body is weak? You can fly, but you're afraid of heights? Stop making me guess, man. Just spill it already."

      “I don’t have a superpower.”

      Jorge gaped, his jaw dropped. “Seriously? That’s not cool. Not cool at all. Here. Restart and try again.”

      So Gary restarted, but the game wouldn’t let him start over. Somehow, it knew he was there again, and it wanted him to pick out his appearance.

      “Well, you could stop having amazing blue eyes that the girls go gaga over,” Jorge joked.

      “You’re just jealous because you look like you were dumped into a vat of brown,” Gary said, but his tone was more flat than amused.

      “True, true.”

      Gary shrugged. His eyes were blue in real life, but no girl had ever told him they were amazing. He hadn’t been with many girls. Who wanted to be with a bum like him?

      I’m even a bum in the game.

      “I’m sorry, man,” Jorge said.

      Somehow, the screen had shifted after Gary entered the part for the avatar, and he could see Jorge. His friend was trying to determine which nose to go with. It was crazy how detailed the avatars were.

      “Not your fault,” Gary mumbled.

      “If you don’t want to play…”

      Gary felt guilty. His friend had spent a lot of money on the game for him, and he wasn’t going to be an ungrateful prick about it.

      “Nah, I’ll play.”

      At first, Gary wanted to make his avatar look like himself, but then he decided that his legs should be stronger. His chest and arms too. Not quite bodybuilder big but stronger than he was in real life. Hey, if he was going to be in a game with monsters and quests without any superpowers, then he needed to have some kind of advantage. He'd take what he could get.

      As for his attire, Gary opted for black pants and a camouflage shirt and dark boots. He hadn’t the slightest clue what they might come up against, but he thought blending into the surroundings might be a good idea.

      The scene shifted, and suddenly, all kinds of letters and numbers stood before Gary.

      “What in the world is this?” he asked.

      “You’ve never played a legit RPG before, have you?” Jorge sounded disgusted. “Chico, I’m sorry. You were dealt a raw hand.”

      Gary grimaced but said nothing.

      “These are our stats. We’re all given the same basic ones. Twenty points in strength; ten in dexterity, intelligence, and willpower; and fifteen in endurance and vitality.”

      Gary shook his head. “I have fifteen straight across the board.”

      “Huh. Interesting. I just assumed… Ah, well, I have ten points to put in whatever I want. How many do you have?”

      “None.” Gary did some quick math. “You need those ten to have the same number of points as me.”

      “Ah, okay. That makes sense. Let’s see. I’m a mage, so willpower might be my best bet. I’m surprised they gave me so much strength. Normally, mages are weak.”

      “What exactly is willpower?”

      “Willpower is one of the ways that magic can be done. It affects how many magic points you have.”

      "Would a mage need intelligence too?" Gary asked. His head was starting to swim. At first, he had been annoyed that he didn't have any points to allocate, but now, Gary was grateful he didn't have to worry about figuring out what should go where.

      “Hmm. You’re right. I might need more intelligence points to learn certain spells. Man, I really thought I would be something amazing. Why can’t I have had super strength? Or the ability to generate something? Or an enhancement of some kind? But no. I’m just a boring old mage. You know, I’ve never played a mage before? I’m almost always the thief. Sneak around, steal all the best shit, make friends with some brute tank.”

      “Are you gonna use your points?” Gary grumbled.

      “Oh, right. Sorry, man. I forgot you… Yeah. Half in willpower, half in intelligence. There.”

      Immediately, the scene shifted, and now they stood in an armory. Axes, bows and arrows, shields, spears, swords, knives, daggers, maces… so many weapons filled the space, even full suits of armor!

      Jorge was there, glancing around. At the sight of his friend in black pants and a white shirt, Gary chuckled.

      “What is it?” Jorge asked.

      “You. Shouldn’t you be wearing a robe? You know, like any good wizard?”

      “Ah, you’re assuming I’m a good wizard.” Jorge winked. He shrugged. “I can always buy a robe if I have to. I’m sure there will be some that will increase my intelligence.”

      “A robe increases your intelligence?”

      “Yes. Trust me. It’s just how games work.”

      Gary scratched the back of his head. If a robe could make him smarter in the real world, he just might be tempted to wear it, fashion be damned.

      Jorge strolled over to the wands. As soon as he picked one up, a man appeared as if out of nowhere.

      “That will be five hundred rupas,” he said.

      Jorge whistled and put it down. He patted the pouch at his side. “I only have twenty-five. Got anything I can purchase for that?”

      The man, who was bald and with a massive nose that shifted his entire face when he sniffed, turned awkwardly on his heel and marched over to a dusty corner. A few rusted weapons were there. No canes.

      Gary patted his waist. “Why didn’t I get a pouch?” he complained.

      “Maybe each superhero class gets a different coin amount to start off with,” Jorge mused.

      “And since I’m not a superhero, I get nothing,” Gary said.

      “Don’t worry. Maybe you’ll walk into a random building, and someone will just give you a sword to help you on your quest.” Jorge grinned.

      Gary thought and thought. He knew this was a reference to a game he had actually played, and he snapped his fingers.

      “Zelda!”

      Jorge sighed and rolled his eyes. “Link. You played Link. Zelda was the one who needed to be saved.”

      “I knew that,” Gary said defensively.

      “You’re gonna get yourself killed,” Jorge muttered. “Don’t ever play this without me.”

      Gary ignored him. “You gonna buy any of that crap?”

      “Nah. Let’s walk around town for a bit and see what we find. If it’s necessary for us to arm ourselves, we’ll figure something out.”

      “How am I gonna do that?”

      “I don’t know, but if you’re thinking about picking up and smashing random vases, no bueno.”

      Gary grinned. "And only jump if there's a block above my head?"

      “Sure, if you want a concussion.”

      The two looked around for a few more minutes. Then, Jorge led the way out an open door Gary hadn’t noticed at first. Jorge was right. Before them was a bustling town. Many people were milling about. Several were talking to each other.

      Jorge strolled about with purpose. “Eventually, you’ll be able to tell who is a player and who is a part of the game,” he said. “Those that are for the gameplay are NPC.”

      “Something something character,” Gary guessed.

      Jorge laughed. “Non-playing characters. You do know about HP and MP, right?”

      “Yeah, hit points and magic points. Hey, if we’re attacked in the game, will we feel pain?”

      “Probably. It won’t be real, of course. Die in the game, you won’t die in real life.”

      “I’m not worried about dying in real life,” Gary muttered. He glanced up at the sky, a lovely, incredibly blue shade without any clouds at all. “Seems too quiet and peaceful.”

      “That’s when you know shit’s about to hit the fan,” Jorge said. “Oh, and if there’s a save point and a lot of potions lying around, you know a boss is around the bend.”

      “Save points?”

      “With this game, everything is saved immediately. I was just making a joke. Relax! You’re so uptight.” Jorge spun around and faced the shop. “Well, well, well, would you look at that?”

      Gary turned to see a woman with boobs bigger than her head. It looked ridiculous, entirely out of proportion.

      “I am gonna talk to her.” Jorge started to walk over, but Gary grabbed his arm.

      “You do realize that she doesn’t look like that in real life, right?”

      "Who cares? I can rub one out later once we're done playing. You can't tell me you're not turned on by her."

      “That’s an avatar, not a her.”

      “Same difference.” Jorge shrugged himself free and strolled up to the enormously bosomed woman with swag that was so comical Gary had to laugh.

      “Thank you,” a soft voice said from behind Gary.

      He turned around to see a hooded woman in dark clothing and a cloak. Gloves covered her hands.

      “You’re welcome,” he said, “but I don’t know what I did.”

      “You stuck up for women.”

      “Oh. That. I…” Gary shrugged.

      The woman lowered her hood. Her hair was a deep red color, too red to look natural, but her features were otherwise pretty, not beautiful, and proportional. Her boobs were a little on the small side, not that he was looking long.

      "Guys aren't the only gamers. I hate all of the games that have the female characters in bikinis. Come on. You go to a knife fight, a sword fight, a gunfight, any fight, and you show up in a bikini, and you’ll be dead in two seconds flat. No thank you. I’d much rather get a full suit of armor, thank you very much.”

      Gary held out his hand. “I’m Gary.”

      Her grin was a little tense, and she clasped her hands behind her back instead of shaking his hand. “Elena.”

      Gary wracked his brain for something to say and finally blurted, “What’s your superpower?”

      Great. Good job, Gary. Now, she’s gonna ask about yours, and she’ll learn just how lame you are.

      Elena hung her head. “I’m not the happiest about my ability,” she said haltingly.

      Gary shrugged. “Neither is my friend.” He nodded toward Jorge, who was still chatting up… no. A different female. Of course. If one turned him down, Jorge never sweated. He just moved on to the next.

      “And you?” Elena asked.

      Gary laughed. “Having zero powers in a superhero game? Yeah, I’m not happy.”

      “None?” she asked incredulously. “That has to be a glitch or something.”

      “Yeah, well, lucky me.”

      “Okay, I don’t feel so bad now.” Elena brought her hands back in front of her and removed a glove to reveal a metal hand, the fingers long and sleek, glittering in the sunlight.

      “Metal hands?”

      “Yeah. Super strong, but the rest of me…” She shrugged. “Just ordinary. Boring. Why couldn’t my entire body be strong?”

      “Maybe it will be in time. Put a ton of points into strength. We, well, you all…” Gary spread out his arm to encompass the other players. “You need to grow into your powers. That’s my guess.”

      "Makes sense." Elena laughed. "I guess when you think of superheroes, you think kick ass! right from the get-go, you know?"

      “You still have a leg, er, fist up on me.” Gary groaned inwardly. That was a terrible joke.

      Elena’s smile grew kinda tight again, and Gary glanced over at Jorge. He was still talking to some female players and showed no signs of moving any time soon.

      “Your friend looks busy,” she commented.

      “Yeah, not busy playing,” Gary said.

      Or playing a whole different game instead. Gary shook his head. He didn’t understand the allure of flirting with female gamers. Hell, for all Jorge knew, it could be a guy playing under a female avatar. Any girl in her right mind would know that having an avatar with boobs that would big would attract attention. Then again, maybe some girls did want that kind of attention.

      “I’m gonna figure out the next step in the game,” Elena said.

      “Mind if I tag along?” Gary blurted.

      Elena shrugged, and he fell into step beside her.

      They talked to several NPC and learned about random, silly stuff like a woman was pregnant with her twelfth kid, or a man wanted to go out on adventures, but his wife wouldn't let him, or a girl wanted a pony.

      “I bet that one of those twelve kids will go missing one day, and we’ll have to find him,” Elena said as they walked away from that group of characters.

      “And the man?”

      “Maybe he’ll run off on an adventure and his wife will pay us to bring him back home safely.”

      “Or she’ll be glad to be rid of him if he’s going to run off on her,” Gary said.

      Elena laughed. “True. She’ll pay us not to rescue him.”

      “And the girl, maybe she’ll give us something if we find her a pony.”

      Rubbing her chin, Elena frowned. “Usually a message will pop up that you have a quest and you can choose to accept or decline it, but maybe you’re right. This is a new game, and they all have different quirks.”

      “Like no superpowers for me,” he muttered. “Sorry. I’m a little bitter.”

      “Hey, I would be too if I hadn’t been given anything. No sweat.”

      The next NPC they approached was a man who was nervously wringing his hands. He didn’t seem to be that much happier when they approached him.

      “Hello,” Elena said.

      The man looked them over and then clapped his hands. “Are you superheroes?” he asked. “Please, I need your help!”

      “What’s wrong?” Gary asked.

      “Somebody’s poisoned the water hole!”
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      Elena cracked up. Before she could say anything, black words floated before them.

      Do you accept his quest?

      “Sure,” Elena said.

      “Why not?” Gary agreed.

      “But I’ll have to do it tomorrow. I gotta run. It was nice playing with you, Gary.”

      He couldn’t help grinning.

      She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Really, dude?”

      Gary shrugged. “I am a guy, and I never claimed I was perfect.”

      “At least you aren’t delusional. That is a plus.” She grinned. “Bye.”

      And she just up and disappeared.

      Gary glanced around. Huh. That was a little unnerving.

      Just then, he realized someone was tapping his shoulder, but not in the game. In real life.

      Gary removed his headset, but the game was still on. He felt a little disoriented. His apartment was dim and depressing after the bright, sunny day in town. The game had felt so incredibly real.

      “What’s up?” he asked Jorge.

      “I have to hit the road,” Jorge said, jerking his thumb over his shoulder toward the door.

      “No problem.” Gary was a little disappointed. They hadn’t played that long, had they?

      He glanced at his cheap watch, and his eyes bulged. He couldn’t believe so much time had passed. Two whole hours! No wonder he was starving.

      “What did you think of the game?” Gary asked.

      Jorge grimaced. “I have to admit that I’m not impressed so far. I think it’s dumb that I’m a mage, and you have no powers whatsoever. What a rip off. Mages aren’t true superheroes. And a superhero without any powers? Give me a break, man.”

      “I think it’s fun,” Gary said defensively.

      “You haven’t even gone out and battled at all yet.”

      “Neither have you.”

      “Don’t look at me.” Jorge held out his hands defensively. “I wasn’t the only one chatting up females.”

      “One,” Gary said. “I talked to one female. And I talked to her. I didn’t flirt with her. How many did you hound?”

      “Hound? I never hound anyone,” Jorge said. “What does it matter how many I talked to?”

      “Isn’t that part of the game?” Gary asked. “Making friends, meeting new people, playing together?”

      “Yes, yes.” Jorge sighed.

      “Maybe I’ll be able to gain a superhero ability as I power up. Maybe you’ll be able to gain something else. Honestly, I think being a mage sounds awesome.”

      “But it’s not—”

      “I know. I know. It’s not a superpower. Still, at least you’re more of a hero than I am. I’m just a zero.”

      “I don’t have any spells yet,” Jorge said.

      “So, tomorrow, we can play. You can learn a spell. I’ll figure something out.”

      “Yes, tomorrow. Don’t play without me. I don’t want you to get killed.”

      Gary laughed. “It’s not as if I’ll get killed in real life.”

      “No, but still. It’ll be more fun together.”

      “Like it was now when you ditched me to talk to girls with fake boobs?”

      “Hey, now. A lot of girls in the real world have fake boobs.”

      Gary just shook his head.

      Jorge rubbed his chin. “Although you kinda have a point. Real boobs feel better than fake ones.”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Gary said dryly.

      “Please tell me you’ve at least touched a woman’s bosom.”

      Gary burst out laughing. “No,” he jested, “I’ve only touched boobs.”

      “Good. Adios, mi amigo. Hasta manana.”

      Gary waved to Jorge, put the headset back on so he could log off, and turned off the console. Already, he missed the game, but his stomach was angry with him, and he needed food. And then maybe a nap. Even though he only had to make one trek to move here, he was still tired. He could finish the rest of the unpacking tomorrow.
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      The next day, Gary went to work and was surprised to see another man behind the wheel. That was strange. Jorge hardly ever called off.

      Once the workday was done, Gary went back to his place. Usually, Jorge would drop him off. Instead, Gary had to take the bus. He grimaced, imagining flies coming out of his wallet. He needed to figure out a budget to make sure that he didn't overspend. No way did he want to lose out on the apartment so quickly after getting it.

      After a quick dinner—nothing fancy, just a frozen pizza—Gary logged onto Superheroes Online. He hated that it still flashed Superpower: none. If he had his way, it would change and hopefully sooner rather than later.

      Gary was transported to the same spot he'd been when he'd logged off, and he immediately surveyed the town for a certain redheaded hooded woman, but Elena wasn't in sight.

      Stupid. Don’t worry about her, and just play the game.

      Even though the man was an NPC, Gary still nodded to the quest-giver.

      "Can you tell me where the waterhole is?" Gary asked.

      “To the north, past a large boulder, by a tree on a hill.”

      Kinda strange directions. Gary nodded again and set off on foot. He spied several horses tied up to various trees. Maybe he would be able to afford one someday. Many years ago, he had ridden a pony once, but that was the extent of his riding experiences. Would riding one in the game resemble riding one in real life? Considering that the sun was beating down on him so much that he thought his body might literally be sweating back in his apartment, he figured that riding would have to be similar between the game and real life.

      The farther through town Gary walked, the more players he saw. Some already looked like real superheroes, dressed in spandex and capes that hadn’t been an option for Gary when he started. How long had those players been active for? Maybe they hadn’t slept at all.

      Before yesterday, Gary never would have understood how a person could be so obsessed with a game that they would forget to eat or shower or even sleep. Now, with how immersive the game was, Gary maybe could understand a little more.

      Finally, he spied the gate and had to walk a little to the east to find the opening. Guards stood on either side, and they ignored him as he strolled through.

      “Past a large boulder,” he muttered to himself as he hesitated a few paces beyond the gate. He was surveying the field when someone plowed into him.

      Gary jerked to the side.

      “Sorry,” he muttered even though the guy should have been able to see him standing there.

      "Watch where you're going," the guy snapped. He had beady eyes in a huge head. The guy was built like an ox, and Gary wondered if that was related to his power, or if he had just enhanced his body as much physically as the game would allow.

      “Will do,” Gary said. He gulped. No way did he want to get entangled with this guy. Not here or in the real world. The guy was the type to pick a fight just for the hell of it.

      The guy sniffed, his large nostrils flaring, and he stalked away.

      Gary exhaled. Yeah, he would just start walking and look around later.

      Soon, Gary had walked what had to be the equivalent of a mile. He hadn’t seen any boulders. Honestly, he hadn’t seen much of anything. Shouldn’t a game have some kind of silly, easy to pluck off baddies to gain some quick experience points right off the bat?

      As if he conjured them from his thoughts, sudden music played in Gary’s head, and he turned to see a bat fly toward him. A bat? Seriously? Didn’t they live in caves? There wasn’t a cave anywhere around here, no mountain either.

      Gary ducked as the bat dove at him. He whirled around as the bat took a turn and came back at him again. Why did Gary have to be weaponless? For that matter, why couldn’t he have a power?

      For lack of a better option, Gary reached down and grabbed the most massive rock he could find. He thought about throwing it, but the bat was already in his face. Without thinking, Gary tried to slam the boulder onto the bat's head, but the bat bit his wrist.

      Gary felt a jolt. It wasn’t painful, but somehow, the game had jolted him to show that he had been hit. A red number flashed in the lower left corner. His hit points.

      At least he hadn’t dropped the rock, but the bat had flown away some, hovering in place.

      Although he hadn’t played any sports growing up outside of track, Gary wound up, aimed, and threw the rock like he would a baseball.

      And missed.

      The bat let out a shriek and flew toward him again.

      Gary tried to go to the right, but the bat readjusted, and Gary feigned left, but the bat flew straight toward him, undeterred. The rest of the rocks were far too small.

      Crap.

      Just then, a young woman rushed over behind the bat, jumped, and slammed a stick onto the bat’s head.

      The bat fell to the ground and disappeared.

      +5 experience points flashed over Gary, while +10 experience points appeared over the woman.

      She straightened with a smirk. Tight tan pants hugged her curvy legs. She wore a matching tan buttoned-down shirt with a brown vest. Her cocky smile lit up her face. A few strands of brown hair had wormed their way free from her braid, and her eyes sparkled green, so amazingly lifelike.

      “Wow,” Gary said before shaking his head and trying again. “Thank you.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t need my help.” She swung her head to the side, and her braid fell back from over her shoulder. “I hope you don’t mind my taking the experience points.”

      “No. Ah, no, not at all. Nice stick.”

      The woman grinned. “Have to make do, yeah? Don’t have enough saved up yet for a real weapon.” Her smile fell, and she kicked the spot where the bat had disappeared. “No rupas. How disappointing.”

      “I don’t think bats carry many around.”

      She laughed. “Maybe not. I’m Olivia.”

      “Gary.”

      After Elena’s reaction, Gary hesitated before holding out his hand. Olivia shook it immediately.

      “What’s your superpower?” she asked.

      Gary grimaced and hung his head. “I don’t have one,” he admitted.

      He peeked up, and her shock had him wincing. Everyone was going to think him incredibly weak.

      “What about you?” he asked, desperate to change the subject.

      “I don’t have one either.”
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      Gary gaped at her. “Seriously?”

      Olivia shrugged and glanced away. “Yeah. It’s not something I normally tell others. It’s why I’m trying to gain as much experience points as possible. I just… It’s not right, you know?”

      “I do know.” He swallowed and stepped toward her. “Do you think—”

      “I’m sorry. I have to get going. It’s super late, and I have classes in the morning.”

      “Classes?”

      “I’m a college student. Studying psychology.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Which meant she could be anywhere from eighteen to twenty-two.

      “I’ll be done in a month. Completely done. Get my degree and everything.”

      “Ah, yeah? Do you have a job lined up?”

      “No. I’ve been trying, but most places don’t want to wait a month to hire someone. The positions need to be filled now.”

      “Well, maybe one of those positions still won’t be filled by the time you graduate.”

      “Yes, but all of the other college new grads will be vying for that position.”

      “So, go. Don’t get swept up in this game. You don’t even have a power. Study. Get a job. Be amazing.”

      Olivia laughed. “You don’t even know me.”

      “Is my pep talk skill that lacking?”

      She grinned and touched his arm. “It’s not bad at all.”

      Gary smiled down at her. She was maybe five feet two, which made her six inches shorter than he was. Why hadn’t he made his avatar taller than his actual height?

      “In fact,” Olivia said, “you’re kinda sweet.” And she lifted onto her toes and kissed his cheek. “I can play tomorrow a little. Same time?”

      “Yes,” Gary said, dazed.

      And Olivia disappeared just as Elena had the day before.

      Still out of it, Gary logged off. Once he removed his headset, he touched his cheek. He couldn’t really feel her kiss, but he wished he could’ve.

      This game was starting to seriously mess with his mind.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Jorge still hadn’t shown up for work. Gary rushed home after work, grumbling about having to pay for the bus again, and immediately logged on. He did not want to be late for Olivia.

      Only the brunette wasn’t there.

      Whistling, rocking back and forth on his heels, keeping his eyes peeled for any bats, Gary waited and waited. Eventually, he had to come to terms. She wasn’t just late. She wasn’t coming.

      Feeling a little sorry for himself, Gary began to look around for a thick branch or rocks, anything to use as a weapon. He finally spotted one and rushed over to pick it up. Too bad he didn’t have a knife to chisel the end, but it was better than nothing.

      “Got yourself a weapon, huh?”

      Startled, he whipped around to see Elena. She was grinning, and she waved.

      “Ready to head to the watering hole?” she asked.

      “Why not?” He smiled. “Try to keep up, though,” he said, “if you want any experience points.”

      She laughed. “Oh, yeah? You all big and bad now that you have a puny stick?”

      “It’s not puny. A stick can be very effective. I doubt many bad guys would like this shoved up their—”

      “Hey, now.” Elena winked.

      He shrugged. “You can’t tell me they would.”

      “Still.” She covered her ears. “No cursing.”

      “Seriously?”

      She laughed and sped up. “If you don’t hurry, you’re the one who won’t get any experiences points.”

      In the game, Gary was fast. Maybe not as quick as he would like, but he caught up to her swiftly enough.

      “Do you know where the boulder is?” he asked.

      “It has to be around here somewhere,” she muttered. She paused and shielded her eyes with her glove as she surveyed their surroundings. “There.”

      Elena pointed to the northeast. Sure enough, there was a large boulder and beyond stood a tree on a hill.

      “Wanna race?” Gary asked.

      “Oh, someone thinks he’s the Flash.”

      “I might not be the fastest man alive, but I’m faster than you are.”

      “Faster at losing maybe.”

      Gary crouched into position. “Ready? On three.”

      “Three,” Elena said, and she sprinted ahead.

      “Hey!” he protested.

      He exploded after her. Her head start was somehow decent, and they ended up reaching the base of the hill at the same time. The best part of all? His legs felt great, and he wasn't breathing heavy. Would the game always be like that? Stamina wasn't one of the places to plug points into. For Gary, this was absolutely amazing.

      "Let's go see what poisoned the waterhole," Elena said.

      “Ladies first.”

      “Aw, is that a fancy way of saying you’re a coward?”

      “You’re dreaming.”

      “Oh, yes, because of your big… stick.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Are you trying to say I’m compensating for something?”

      Her lips twitched. “You said it, not me,” she said innocently.

      Gary groaned. “Fine. Let’s go at the same time.”

      Elena nodded and motioned for him to move to the right. Together, they climbed the hill, and immediately, a ton of baby dragons descended on them. Although the little, winged guys were cute, they had huge teeth. Seriously, the fangs were nearly the size of their heads.

      His teammate was grabbing one and trying to rip off wings. Impressive. Another slapped Gary in the head with a wing, and he stopped watching her and started to fight. He swung his branch like a baseball bat and hit a few of the dragons, but there were so many of them.

      One flew right at Gary, mouth opened wide, and Gary shoved the stick into the maw. What did the dragon do? Not die. Oh, no. It bit the branch, chewing up his weapon.

      Well, shit.

      Gary backed away, glancing all around. The sun glittered, reflecting from something shiny. He rushed over and picked up a sword. The blade was rusty, but it was better than nothing, and he returned to the fight.

      By now, they had killed enough baby winged bastards that they could advance up the hill and spy the waterhole.

      Which was guarded by an enormous dragon that thankfully had its back to them.

      “What the hell?” Gary whispered. “Isn’t this a beginner’s quest? Why is there a massive boss already?”

      Elena cracked her metal fingers and grinned. “Come on, now. Where’s your sense of adventure?”

      “I think I left it behind at the bottom of the hill.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Gent first.”

      “Nope.”

      “Age before beauty.”

      “How old are you?” he asked.

      “You’re never supposed to ask a woman that.”

      “You’re the one assuming I’m older.”

      “Fine. I’m twenty-four.”

      "Ha. We're the same age!" Gary said triumphantly. "Well, for a few more days."

      “Oh, birthday boy needs to get himself a dragon skin.”

      “You know, I’m starting to think you’re the coward.”

      “No,” she breathed.

      “Yeah, that’s right. You’re the—”

      “Gary, watch out!”

      The dragon must’ve heard their talking because it was stalking on the ground toward them.

      Gary glanced around. Elena had disappeared.

      “Seriously?” he muttered as he lifted the rusty sword.

      All he had to do was hack at the baby dragons, and he gained experience points. As he tried to wield it against the dragon, he knew this was like bringing a knife to a gun fight. Still, he slashed down with the sword. The moment the weapon connected with the dragon’s snout, the blade shattered.

      “Shit,” Gary said.

      He backed away and tripped over a tree root, which was a blessing in disguise as a blast of fire blew above him.

      The baby dragons hadn’t had fire. Damn, he so wasn’t ready for any of this!

      Gary scrambled backward until he bumped into the tree. Should he climb it? But then the dragon might fly, and the thought of that massive beast in the sky frightened him.

      A sudden movement caught Gary's eyes. Elena. She was behind the dragon, and she jumped onto its back.

      “You go, girl!” he called as she leaned forward and gripped its thick neck, trying to strangle it.

      But they both should've realized that wouldn't work. The throat was too broad, Elena's fingers not long enough. The dragon roared and bucked, and Elena went flying.

      Gary watched her soar through the air, shifted far to the left, and basically almost kinda somewhat caught her. She pushed him aside, grabbed his elbow in an almost too-tight grip, and rushed him away.

      Once they were a reasonable distance from the furious beast, they stopped and looked back. The dragon was flying back to the waterhole. Evidently, it couldn't go far from its perch.

      “Want to try again tomorrow?” Elena asked.

      “Yes,” Gary said, although he had no weapon again. How could he possibly tackle that monstrosity without one?

      “Not that dragon,” she said. “We need to train.”

      “Train?”

      “It’ll be boring and tedious, but it’s necessary. That guy sure better give us something good. A dragon right off the bat. Are you kidding me?”

      “We’ll train and get better gear,” Gary said, trying to sound knowledgeable.

      “Exactly. See you tomorrow, Gar.”

      “Don’t try to fly again unless I’m there to catch you,” he said lightly.

      She laughed and then disappeared.

      Grinning, Gary logged off. Wow, had a lot of time passed. He quickly made dinner and passed out in his bed, which was just a mattress. The frame had broken, and the landlord was supposed to get him a new one soon.

      Suddenly, Gary was back in the game. Elena was tied to a wall in a dungeon, and Gary was wielding a massive two-handed long sword. Skeletons were rushing him, and he hacked through their bones as if they were butter. Once Gary defeated the henchman, a skeleton wearing a crown strolled over, but he didn't back down. He slashed through the spine, and the enemy collapsed. The head hopped around, and he squashed it beneath his heel.

      “You did it!” Elena said, sounding breathless.

      Feeling like a superhero, Gary stomped on the bones to reach her. With his sword, he cut her free. She tumbled into his arms, but he wasn’t holding his sword anymore, just her.

      Elena stared up at him, her eyes half-closed. She looked so stunning and felt so very real in his arms that he was kissing her before he even knew what he was doing.

      Just then, the scene around them shifted, and they were in a room at an inn. Elena stumbled backward, falling onto the bed, yanking on his shirt to have him collapse on top of her. She squirmed beneath him, and he grew so hard that he had to have her. She had to feel his desire, and her grin told him she not only did notice, but she also approved.

      In fact, she took his hand and placed it beneath her shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and Gary kissed her lips, her neck, lifted her shirt and trailed more kisses down.

      “Your reward for rescuing me,” she whispered as she pushed him away and stripped off her pants.

      Gary felt he had died and gone to heaven.
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      Gary woke the next morning with a severe case of morning wood that he had to take care of before he could go to work. No Jorge yet again but Gary didn't even care. He just wanted to get back to Superheroes Online, back to Elena.

      He showed up at the spot they had run to, and he glanced around.

      Elena wasn’t there, but a familiar brunette was heading straight toward him.

      Olivia.

      “Where were you?” she demanded, hands on hip.

      “I came and waited, but you never showed,” Gary said. “Where were you?”

      “You weren’t there,” she huffed.

      “I’m sorry?” It came out more of a question rather than a statement.

      Olivia narrowed her eyes. “If this is just a game to you,” she started.

      Well, it is a game… He kept the thought to himself.

      “Gar!”

      He twisted around to see Elena. She was smiling widely. Her hair bounced as she walked over and stood next to Olivia. The two women glanced at each other, and Gary gulped.

      “Elena,” he said with a nod.

      Olivia pursed her full lips. “Found a new friend, huh?”

      “We met our first day,” Elena said coolly.

      Gary clapped his hands and rubbed them. “Who’s ready to train?” he asked hopefully.

      Elena nodded, the move crisp and robotic.

      Olivia sighed. “I guess,” she said, sounding bored.

      "Over there." Elena jerked her chin over Gary's shoulder, farther away from the waterhole. "I saw some rats."

      Giant rats, as it turned out. Gary found a few large rocks, but the rats were crazy fast, and he couldn’t bash any in the head before they had already retreated after nipping at his toes. They were starting to wear holes in his boots.

      Elena, though, essentially just played whack a mole or, rather, whack a rat. Her experience kept rising, and she soon gained another level. She rushed away and stood still. He had to assume she was playing with her new points. His experience was going up slowly, carryover points from being in their group but not because he had made any kills.

      As for Olivia, she still had her stick. Hers had a sharp end, and she speared rat after rat until she had ten dead ones on her weapon. With a smirk at Elena, Olivia walked away and yanked the rats off the stick. Gary shook his head as she tossed them in Elena’s general direction as if trying to hit her.

      When Elena whacked another rat, some coins jumped out of the body, and she snatched them up. The third one Olivia killed had a cap appearing. She placed it on her head and turned to Gary.

      “How does it look?” she asked.

      “Adorable.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “No woman wants to hear she looks adorable.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Elena said.

      “You want to be degraded like that?” Olivia demanded.

      “It’s not degrading. It’s a compliment.”

      “Yes, well, I would rather be considered hot.”

      “You’re a narcissist,” Elena commented. She slammed her fist onto the head of another rat. Blood splattered.

      “I am not,” Olivia said defensively. She whirled around to face Gary and demanded, “Did you tell her about my degree?”

      “Nope.”

      “Don’t need a degree to know when someone’s narcissistic,” Elena said airily.

      Gary winced. “Ladies, please. There’s no reason to fight.”

      “Is that why you aren’t?” Olivia asked.

      He glanced at Elena, who shrugged.

      “She has a point,” Elena said. “You want to go up in level, fight.”

      “But I have no power and no weapons.”

      “You know what that sounds like?” Olivia asked Elena.

      The redhead nodded. “Like an excuse.”

      "Great. Now you're ganging up on me?" Gary groaned.

      The two women laughed and returned to hunting rats as if it was the most fun they could have.

      Gary had to try and stomp on the rats, which wasn’t easy, but he did manage to gain one level by the time Elena had reached level three and Olivia had to be not far behind her.

      The two ladies had both found new gear and more rupas, but Gary ended up with nothing outside of bloodied hands. Disgusting. For the most part, he was just tagging along, and he couldn’t help feeling useless.

      For the first time, the game wasn’t much fun. In fact, Gary was the first of the three to say goodbye and log off.
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      After work the next day, Gary decided not to go home. Instead, he checked in on Jorge. His friend lived a block away from where they dropped off the truck at the end of every shift, so Gary walked over to his apartment complex and knocked on door number 248.

      “Come in,” a distinctly female voice called.

      Confused, Gary pushed open the door. The lights were off, the curtains closed, making the place seem a little claustrophobic.

      “Jorge?” Gary called.

      “Gary? I’m in my room.”

      Gary walked through the living room and dining room area to Jorge’s bedroom. His friend lay in bed, and a beautiful young woman sat perched on the side of the bed, patting Jorge’s hand.

      “May, can you give us a minute?” Jorge asked.

      “Of course.” She kissed his forehead, smiled at Gary, and left the room.

      “Isn’t she an angel?” Jorge asked dreamily.

      “Who is she?” Gary asked.

      “My new girlfriend.”

      You mean flavor of the week.

      “Where did you meet her?”

      “At CVS. She’s been taking care of me ever since. My nurse. My angel.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Gary couldn’t tell if Jorge truly was sick or not.

      “I have the flu.”

      Gary narrowed his eyes but decided it wouldn’t be in his best interest to mention that it wasn’t flu season.

      “You could’ve called to let me know you wouldn’t be coming into work,” Gary said.

      Jorge shrugged. “I’m sorry. I can’t keep my thoughts straight.”

      “Too sick to play, huh?”

      “Play? Oh, Superheroes Online. Yeah, not now, mi amigo. I’m too busy trying to get better.”

      You mean, too busy with May.

      Gary curled his fingers into fists. “When you’re better, will you get back to playing?” he asked, trying not to be so annoyed.

      “I don’t know. May doesn’t care for video games.”

      “But you love them.”

      “May’s amazing.” Jorge sighed.

      “Aw, you’re so sweet.” May stood in the doorway. “I made you some tea, sweet pea.”

      Gary grimaced. No way was Jorge seriously sick. He was just playing hooky to be with his new girl. Clearly, Gary wasn’t high on the priority list right now.

      “I hope you feel better,” Gary rasped as he edged toward the door since May was already next to Jorge, helping him sip from a ceramic mug.

      “Nice to meet you,” May said, but she wasn’t looking at him, too worried about brushing Jorge’s black hair back.

      Gary rushed out of there. He should be thrilled that Jorge seemed happy, but he doubted the relationship would last. Jorge was always looking. His friend wasn’t going to settle anytime soon.

      As for Gary, well, he didn’t have many options at all, and Elena and Olivia didn’t count. They were just his teammates. He had no idea where they lived, and he wasn’t about to ask.

      Of course, in his dreams, they weren’t just teammates. Last night, he’d dreamed about saving Olivia, and, man, the things she could do with her tongue were amazing. He had to adjust himself just thinking about the dream.

      By the time he made it home, Gary had to eat something. It was late, so he wasn't surprised that neither of the ladies was there. Gary spent a few hours training and gained new boots that thankfully fit. When he logged off, he was level four, but he still had no superpower.

      Oh, well. Maybe tomorrow.
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      Only tomorrow came, and Gary had to take on another second route. Another garbage man was out sick, and it ended up that Gary had to work double for several days, which meant he had no time to play.

      Finally, his birthday rolled around. Twenty-five. The second garbage man was able to come back to work, so Gary was able to take the day off like he wanted. He didn’t know if Jorge was still “sick” or not.

      To splurge in a not-too-expensive kind of way, Gary bought a six-pack of cupcakes from the grocery store, the ones that were discounted because the sell-by date was today. Gary returned to his place, and even though it wasn't exactly fun, he finished unpacking the rest of his stuff. It didn't take him long at least, but most of his free time had been spent playing the game, so he hadn't gotten around to it until now.

      His phone rang, and he answered immediately without checking the ID first. “Hello?”

      “Happy birthday, man,” Jorge said.

      “Thanks. What are you up to?”

      “Trying to wash away the scent of trash before May comes over.”

      Ugh, that stench had a way of seeping into their pores and making them smell for hours afterward, shower or no shower.

      “Let me guess,” Gary said. “She doesn’t know what you do for a living.”

      “Nope. Not yet. She doesn’t need to know unless we become serious.”

      “And the chance of that happening?” Gary couldn’t help but be skeptical giving Jorge’s track record.

      “Eh, you never know. You still playing that game?”

      “I was about to log on, actually.”

      “You’re still playing?”

      “Why do you sound so surprised?” Gary picked up the box to the game and flipped it around to read the back.

      “Because you have no superpowers. It’s a lame ass game if you ask me. Not worth my time. I feel bad, so I’ll find you a better game. I promise.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Gary protested. “And what happened to those women you were talking to?”

      “I don’t need them. I have May, remember?”

      “You’re still with her?”

      “Why do you sound so surprised?” Jorge sarcastically parroted Gary and then laughed. “She’s a gem. I’m telling you, man, when you’ve been with as many women as I’ve been, when you find the one, you just know, right off the bat.”

      “If you say so.”

      "I do. I'll see you for work. Have a kick-ass birthday, Gary!"

      “Thanks.”

      As soon as Gary hung up, someone knocked on his door. Gary crossed over and opened it. Wyatt stood there and held out a card.

      “How’s it going?” Wyatt asked, flashing a tired smile. Nowadays, Wyatt always looked tired. He worked crazy hours for peanuts, but Wyatt found the job rewarding.

      "Can't complain. Come in. Check out my new place."

      Gary gave Wyatt the tour, which lasted only a minute. There wasn’t much to see, just the living room with a small dining room off to the side, a tiny kitchen, a bathroom that was so tight it could give a dwarf claustrophobia, and a bedroom.

      “Nice,” Wyatt said. He handed Gary a card.

      Gary opened it to find several gift cards for the nearest grocery store and some gas cards too.

      “You’ll get a car before you know it,” Wyatt said. “You’re moving on up.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      “Oh, you have that new game everyone is talking about.” Wyatt picked up Gary’s headset.

      “Have you played it any?” Gary asked.

      “Nah. I don’t have time.”

      “You have time now. Make a character. It won’t take long.”

      “But you only have one headset.”

      “So?” Gary shrugged. “I have a cupcake with my name on it.”

      Wyatt grinned, and Gary saw a flash of his old friend who used to be too smart for his own good and would get them into trouble because of the pranks they would pull.

      “If you insist.”

      While Wyatt began to play, Gary grabbed the container of cupcakes. He already had one, but it was his birthday. A second wouldn’t do any harm.

      “This quiz is a little crazy,” Wyatt said.

      “Tell me about it. Your answers will determine what power you gain.”

      “I figured, but I don’t see how your favorite color helps with that.”

      Gary shrugged even though Wyatt couldn’t see him. “Just go with it.”

      “I am. It’s calculating my power now.”

      “And?” Gary held his breath, for some reason nervous.

      “Oh, cool.”

      Gary’s heart sank, and he immediately felt guilty. He shouldn’t want his friend to have no powers, but even though Olivia didn’t have any, she was still kicking ass in the game. Gary felt like a loser, like he was held back, handcuffed. So much of his life had been spent just trying to get by, and honestly, it felt like that was carrying over into the game too.

      “I can cause earthquakes!”

      Gary blinked. “Wow, that’s pretty cool.”

      “Yeah, I want to test—”

      Just then, a buzzing sounded, the noise loud enough that Wyatt removed his headset.

      "Oh, crap. I'm on call. Gotta jet. Thanks, man. I have a headset back home. Maybe I'll come over the next time I have a break, and I'm not crashing for hours."

      “Sounds like a plan.” Gary shut the door behind Wyatt and sighed. He often had spent a lot of time alone at Wyatt’s place when his friend was working. Theoretically, he should be used to being alone all the time. Today, though, was his birthday, and he did not want to feel like a loser.

      Feeling sorry for himself wasn’t the way to go about it. Not at all. He would find a way to have fun and without having to spend money either.

      Yes, he was going to play. He didn’t know if Elena or Olivia would be there, but it didn’t matter. He’d just train. Find himself a weapon that wasn’t rusted. Put more into strength. So far, he had split all of his points from gaining levels into strength and vitality. He’d never be as strong as the superheroes who had super strength, but he needed to be able to fight the baddies. Without magic or any powers, he figured strength was his best option. And vitality. All the hit points. Not that he wanted to get jolted a ton, but better jolts than dying.

      Gary logged Wyatt off and himself on. He didn't immediately see any of his friends, and he didn't care to fight rats again. Instead, Gary found a cluster of bats by a tree. Killing them was more of a challenge, but since there were going to be a ton of dragons in the game, he might as well get used to fighting flying creatures.

      He dropped a bat, and the creature lay on the ground, all bloodied and broken. Beside it, a small dagger appeared, and he picked it up.

      “Hey,” a guy said. He looked muscular, but it was his face that caught Gary’s eye, all red, his eyes narrowed to the point of almost being closed. “That was mine!”

      Gary backed away. The guy looked angry enough to attack him. He gulped. “I’m sorry. I just saw it and thought—”

      “No one likes a poacher.” The guy brought up his hands, which glowed red. Fire. He couldn’t conjure flames, but Gary could feel the heat.

      Gary moved to toss him the dagger. “Sorry, man,” he said, backing away.

      “You’re going to fight me?” The man gave a yell and rushed Gary.

      Coward that he was, Gary logged off. It wasn’t until he removed the headset and sank onto his couch that he realized he still had the dagger. Whoops.

      So, players could attack each other. Great. Gary truly hadn’t meant to steal from the guy. He hadn’t even realized that someone else was fighting those bats.

      Maybe he was naïve, but Gary hadn’t realized just how diehard and ultra-serious and competitive some of the other gamers would be. Now, he knew, and he’d do his best to stay clear.

      To kill some time and because he didn't have anything better to do, Gary went to the grocery store and stocked up on some items. Back home, he made himself some spaghetti and meatballs, his favorite dish. Gary washed it down with some orange soda. Yeah, others always gave him sideways glances when he would drink it with any meal, but Gary loved the stuff.

      By now, he figured the macho guy had moved on, and it was safe to play. He was just putting on his headset when thunder rumbled.

      Crap. A storm.

      He walked over to the window and pulled the curtain aside. The rain was coming down in a torrential downpour, the sky looming dark and murderous. Wonderful. Maybe he shouldn't play.

      But what else was he going to do? He didn’t want to just waste the rest of his birthday.

      Screw it. Gary logged in and glanced all around for that asshole or any other player, really. Unless someone approached him or he spied Elena or Olivia, he wanted to stay by himself. Gary was more than ready to try out this dagger. It was on the small side, yes, but he might be able to defeat stronger baddies with it and get a sword or other items he could sell and then buy a sword. His thoughts drifted to his dream and the long sword and then to Elena and what they had done after he had saved her…

      Just then, a jolt went through Gary. Not like when he had been attacked in the game. No, this was a legit jolt. He felt as if he had been punched in the head. The blow was so hard that he was knocked to the ground. A shock went up and down his body, and he couldn’t do anything at all. He couldn’t move.

      Dimly, he was aware of one thing and one thing only.

      He had been struck by lightning.
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      Gary blinked, shook his head, muttered a few curses, and struggled to his feet. As he blinked some more and became aware of his surroundings, he realized he was still in the game. Huh. He would've thought that the lightning bolt would've jarred the headset loose from his head.

      Maybe he should log off and make sure he was all right, but in the near distance, he could see a small green creature with twitchy movements heading his way. A goblin. The perfect chance to try out his new dagger and gain more experience points. He was so close to level five that he could taste it.

      Gripping the dagger tight but not too tight, Gary walked over to the goblin. His own movements were jerky as if the effects of the lightning strike had affected him in the game as well as in real life.

      This is crazy. I should go, make sure I’m all right, and then play.

      But the goblin was directly in front of him now. With a gold ring like a bull through its massive upturned nose, rotted fangs for teeth, terrible breath, and spotted green complexion, the goblin was a hideous sight.

      Gary didn't hesitate. He thrust the dagger at the goblin's gut, but the creature made an "X" with his hands over Gary's wrists to pin and stop him from jabbing him. The goblin was thin but deceptively strong as he spun Gary's arm up and around, forcing Gary's back to the enemy. The creature tried to remove the dagger from him, but Gary jerked his elbow back. His arm jarred from the impact of hitting the goblin's ear.

      The goblin released him and gave a loud shriek. Shit. Would that draw more?

      Gary whirled around and sliced at the goblin. A black ribbon of blood oozed from the superficial wound.

      The goblin snapped its teeth and racked its claws against Gary’s chest, tearing his shirt and nicking his skin.

      Gary gasped and staggered back. He hadn’t felt a jolt that time. He had felt pain. Real pain. Actual pain.

      What the hell?

      Taking a few more steps back, Gary glanced all around and spotted a nearby tree. He raced over, his legs moving more haphazardly and zigzagging more than heading directly for the tree. He jumped up, grabbed a branch, and swung up.

      The goblin gave chase, but Gary was logging off.

      Correction. Gary was trying to log off, but he couldn't.

      There was no menu. No options. No way to see his gear or his attributes. Nothing at all.

      Had the lightning gone through his headset to the game? Was there a glitch? Why couldn’t he log off?

      Maybe because of the same reason why he felt actual pain.

      Maybe because of the same way that he could smell the goblin.

      He hadn’t been able to smell anything before. Of course not. The game wasn’t real. He could see and hear things, but not smell, not taste, not feel pain.

      Gary grabbed a leaf and put it in his mouth. He spat it out. Yep. He could taste all right.

      “Fuck me running,” he muttered. “Am I really in the game? No. No, that can’t be. This is a dream. A nightmare. I got struck by lightning and blacked out. I’ll wake any second. Any second now.”

      Except you didn’t feel pain in dreams, either.

      The goblin was beneath him, jumping up, trying to grab his boot, failing. Gary jumped down straight on top of him and shoved the dagger into the goblin’s eye. The creature’s body jerked and then stilled.

      It took five tries for Gary to yank the dagger back. Black blood dripped from the tip, and he wiped the blade on the goblin’s threadbare vest.

      Now what?

      Well, if this was a dream, Elena or Olivia or maybe both of them should show up soon. That would be great. Gary hadn't seen them in a little while, and perhaps it was ridiculous, but he missed them. He hoped they weren't too far ahead of him level-wise. Maybe he should train more.

      But when he took a few steps, he knew training wasn’t an option. He couldn’t walk straight no matter how hard he tried. His gait was like a drunk person’s. What was happening to him?

      He glanced down at his arms, his legs. Everything seemed to be normal enough. Well, normal-ish. Gary was in his avatar, but he had somehow gotten his wires crossed.

      Because of the lightning?

      Yes, because of the lightning, but because he was in a coma or dreaming. Something like that. Nothing more.

      He wasn’t actually in the game. He’d wake up soon enough.

      Having no better idea, Gary headed back to town. A ton of people was milling about, and he tried to find Elena or Olivia or even Jorge. He was desperate for someone to talk to, but he didn't see any of them.

      Instead, he saw a woman, blinked, and blinked again. She looked so familiar to him with her sloped nose, dark hair and eyes, that heart-shaped face…

      Nicoletta?

      Yeah, this had to be a dream.

      Too curious to pass this up, he strolled over to her, doing his best to walk as straight as he could. Considering he only bumped into four people on his way over to her, he thought he might be getting better at his motor skills.

      He tapped the avatar that looked like a more mature Nicoletta. “Excuse me,” he said, “but you look just like someone I know in real life.”

      She turned and gave him a once-over. She frowned and then smiled. “You kinda remind me of someone. Gary?”

      “Nicoletta, it is you. Wow. Ah…” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      Damn. Gary hadn't realized how good-looking Nicolette was before. Probably because Jorge had always been around.

      “Um… You play often?” he asked, feeling lame.

      “When I have the chance. You?”

      “Now and then.” He grinned. “What’s your power?”

      She scowled. “I hate it.”

      “You hate your power? What kind of messed-up game is this? First, Jorge is a mage, which admittedly isn’t a superpower. I have no power at all—”

      “You don’t?”

      “Nope. I met a woman who doesn’t either.”

      “Must be a glitch. I’m sorry.” She shrugged. “What can you do?”

      “Why do you hate yours? Come on. It can’t be that bad.”

      To his horror and surprise, her eyes welled with tears. Avatars could cry? Insane!

      No. This is a dream, remember?

      “I… I can use… I’m a fire wielder.”

      Gary’s eyes widened. That was right. Jorge had told him, but he hadn’t put two and two together then.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

      It really wasn’t right at all that a person who was deathly afraid of fire should have that ability. Not cool at all.

      Back when she had been five, Nicoletta had been over at a friend's house. The parents hadn't been watching them closely enough. Nicoletta and her friend had gotten into candles and matches, and Nicoletta got burned on her hand so severely she still had a scar on her palm. She had a tendency to wear gloves of all kinds as an excuse to hide it. Sure enough, her avatar was wearing gloves.

      Gary didn’t know what seized him, but he grabbed her left hand and rubbed his fingers over the palm.

      “You play with fire. You get burned. But you’re a phoenix.”

      “I rise from the ashes, huh?” She shook her head and pulled her hand away. “I am not going to use that power, so it’s like I didn’t get one either.”

      “Then, I guess we should stick together, huh?” He grinned. “What level are you?”

      “Three.”

      His smile widened. “Not bad,” he teased.

      “You?” She grimaced. “Huh. Normally, I can tell by looking at a person. A box of stats will appear.”

      “Really? I never noticed that.”

      “It’s small and tucked in the corner, so it’s easy to overlook,” she explained, “and if you aren’t looking directly at the person, nothing will show up.”

      “You can’t get a reading on me?”

      “No.” She glanced around, her gaze pausing on certain people. “Everyone else, though, I can…”

      He swallowed hard. Just a dream. Just a dream.

      “You, ah, want to train?” he asked.

      Nicoletta grinned. “I thought you would—what happened to you? Do you need to go to an innkeeper and pay a few coins to sleep?”

      “Pay to sleep?”

      “It’ll heal you. You won’t actually sleep.” She laughed and rolled her eyes playfully. “You really don’t know much at all about RPGs, do you?”

      “I’m learning on the fly. Playing with fire.”

      She winced. “Not funny.”

      “A little funny?”

      “Nope. Try again. Come on. The inn’s this way.”

      He fell into step beside her, walking smoother now.

      Nicoletta kept glancing over. “I’m surprised how real that wound looks,” she murmurs. “The blood…”

      “You can’t smell it, right?”

      She shuddered. “I’m all for crazy cool graphics, the sights, the hearing… but the stench? War is all blood and guts and if done accurately, loosed bowels and decay and rotting and no. No thank you. Oh, and monster dung! Yeah, that’s a hell no.”

      Gary chuckled, but he could smell the metallic hint of his blood. He swallowed and tried not to feel so nervous.

      He had more than enough coins to pay for a night at the inn. He asked Nicoletta to join him.

      She arched an eyebrow. “Yeah, I’d have to pay. It’s not as if the rooms have more than one bed in them, and I’m not sharing a bed with you.”

      He swallowed and nodded. It was wrong for him to be attracted to Nicoletta, but he was. This wasn't even her. Sure, her avatar looked like Nicoletta, but hearing her voice made Gary picture the real girl. Woman.

      Shit. Gary was in trouble. If Jorge ever found out Gary had the hots for his cousin…

      But this wasn’t real. He’d wake up, and everything could go back to normal. Right?
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      For several hours, Gary and Nicoletta trained, exchanged quips, and bantered, and Gary was disappointed when she said she had to go.

      “Seriously?” he griped. “It can’t be that late.”

      “It’s ten at night. Hey, wait a second. Isn’t today your birthday?”

      “It is.”

      “Happy birthday, Gary!”

      “Thank you. Now, play with me a little longer.”

      “Gary, we’ve gone up five levels! I think that’s serious progress.”

      She was right about one thing. They had made progress. Gary wasn’t so sure that he had leveled up, but he did feel stronger. He couldn’t access the menu yet, which, in his mind, served as further proof that this was just in his head.

      “But we don’t have much new gear.”

      She sighed. No way could she argue that. They had found a bunch of threadbare stuff that they would be lucky to get a single rupa back in return for it.

      “We did gain some rupas, though,” she countered.

      “I needed a sword,” he grumbled.

      “No axe?”

      “Hmm.” He rubbed his chin. “A throwing axe would be handy. A magical one that would come back to me after I launched it.”

      "A boomerang throwing axe!" She giggled. "All right. Fine. We'll kill off that horde of goblins, and then I'll really have to go."

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      They slaughtered through the goblins easily enough, but then some orcs came, and fighting them was so much harder that they ended up having to run away.

      Nicoletta only stopped when they were close to the town again. “That was intense,” she said.

      “You betcha. Thanks, Nicoletta.”

      “For what?”

      “For playing with me. Staying on later than you wanted to.”

      “No sweat. Wanted to make your birthday fun.”

      “You really did.”

      What the hell. It was a game. It wasn’t real. Besides, while he wasn’t an avatar, she was.

      He leaned over and went to kiss her cheek, but she turned, and his lips pressed against hers.

      She kissed him, opening her mouth before jerking back.

      “Gotta go.” She waved and disappeared.

      Gary yawned. It felt late even though the sun was still up here. No, wait, it was going down. Huh. In all the other times he had played, it had always been bright and sunny. Never any rain, no storms, no snow.

      He’d have to find a spot in town to sleep. He didn’t want to pay for the inn. Nicoletta had been right. He had paid, and honestly, nothing happened. His chest wounds looked no different at all. Thankfully, Nicoletta hadn’t realized that.

      Eventually, after wandering around town through twilight and the darkening sky, Gary settled down on the hay just inside the stable. The other animals were all sleeping. Hopefully, when he woke, he'd be back in his body, back in the real world, in his new apartment. The first thing he would do? Eat the last three cupcakes and drink some orange soda.

      But when he woke, Gary was still in the game. This time, he could access the menu, and he had a ton of points to allocate around. He had gained four levels during his training with Nicoletta.

      Should he continue to pump up strength and vitality? Did vitality matter now that he was in the game?

      Was he in the game?

      He lifted his shirt. His wounds looked like they had healed a little, the usual amount they would've healed overnight.

      No. No, this couldn't be. Gary couldn't actually have been transported into the game through the lightning strike, right? Stuff like that just didn't happen!

      Dazed and confused, Gary stood and lumbered out of the stable and over to the well. He waited his turn to be able to lower the bucket, and he stared at the water once he claimed his. More accurately, he stared at his reflection.

      He might be wearing the same attire as his avatar, but his features, his face, that was him.

      Nicoletta had been teasing when she’d said he reminded her of someone because he clearly looked like himself.

      How was this happening? A super long dream? Was this reality? A game?

      “I’m going crazy,” he muttered.

      He cupped his hands into the almost too-cold water and drank deeply. All he wanted was to grab something to eat, but would the food here nourish him? Had the game developers given grub much thought?

      Gary walked over and approached the tavern. It was empty aside from some obvious NPCs, which wasn’t that much a shock given the hour.

      He strolled toward the back and sat down at a table. Soon, a bar wench wearing a short skirt and a tight, low-cut shirt that gave him more than a bird’s eye view of her chest bounced over.

      “Would you like something to eat or drink?” she asked.

      Options floated above her head. Yes, the game was back in full force. Why it hadn’t been earlier, he could only guess. The lightning strike might’ve jarred him and the game a little. Now, it all seemed to be back to rights.

      Immediately, Gary tried to log out, only that option wasn’t there for him. It wasn’t as if it were grayed out, and he couldn’t click it. The option for him just wasn’t gone.

      On second thought, the game wasn’t entirely corrected after all. He could still smell the wood from the table and the lingering scent of alcohol from the previous night’s activities.

      Could he taste though? That would be a huge test. Gary wasn't sure if one could eat in a dream, but he personally never had.

      “I’ll have the chicken and some ale,” he said, noting that the chicken would cause him to have a few bonus points to strength and the ale would lower intelligence but add to dexterity, which confused Gary but whatever. He wasn’t going to complain.

      He had to pay the wench up front, and she returned almost immediately with his food.

      After wiping his sweaty palms on his pants, Gary reached for the ale and swallowed. It was room temp, and he would’ve preferred it to be chilled, but honestly, it was decent.

      Which meant, yes, he had tasted it.

      The chicken was the same lukewarm temperature as the ale, but Gary didn’t care. He shoveled it down and had to wipe away grease from his chin. His stomach grumbled, wanting more food.

      Why was he starving? Typically, he was never this hungry in the morning. He only ate like this after a huge race.

      Or after training and using muscles over and over again while training.

      No. That was ridiculous. None of this could be happening.

      Before he could use all of his money on food, Gary walked out of there. He tried to talk to some of the other NPCs, but none of them noticed anything out of place with him. Not knowing what else to do, Gary sold the few worthless items and then strolled out of there.

      If he was going to be stuck in the game, he might as well actually play it.

      So he went around, killed the rats, the bats, the goblins but ran away from the orcs. By then, he had gained another two levels. That should be more than enough to take out that dragon. Hopefully.

      Just to be sure, he returned to the town and bartered with the arms’ man. Eventually, Gary walked out of there with a short sword and a helmet. If this somehow wasn’t a dream, he wanted to keep his head protected at all costs.

      Then, he marched back out of town to that hill. He had slain about half of the baby dragons when he realized someone was beside him.

      Elena.

      He grinned at her. It took her a moment before recognition flashed. “Gary?”

      “Yep.”

      “I didn’t know you could change your avatar.” She considered him critically, thumping her fist onto a baby dragon’s head without looking away from Gary.

      “Well? Do you prefer me this way or before?” he asked lightly.

      “This way,” she said without hesitation. “Leveling up well, I see.”

      “Yep. Why not?”

      “We’ll slay this dragon and collect that reward.”

      “You better believe it.”

      Together, they knocked out the last of the baby dragons. The big one took exception to that and tried to burn them with a blast of fire, but they ducked out of the way. They flanked the dragon on either side, and when it faced Gary, he would slash it with his sword short. When it turned to Elena, she would punch it as hard as she could with her metal fists.

      Gary ended up getting the last blow and over half of the experience. From the carcass, they found a vial of dragon blood, a dull sword, some robes and other wearable gear, and lots of rupas.

      They split the rupas. Gary got the sword and some of the gear, while Elena claimed the vial and the rest of the clothes. They took some time to finish leveling up, and Elena swapped out her boots for newly acquired ones.

      “Looking good,” he said.

      “Yeah? It’s nothing much,” she said.

      The two rushed back to town and to the man, who clapped his hands together and looked like he wanted to hug them.

      "You not only returned, but you also saved our water supply! Here. It isn't much, but accept this."

      They both were given a large sum of rupas.

      "I think we're high enough levels that we should save our money for higher-end items," Elena suggested.

      “You don’t have to go?” he asked.

      “Nah.”

      “Oh, good.” He hesitated. “What time is it where you live?”

      “Ah… almost noon.”

      Gary nodded. “Where do you live?”

      “I’m not answering that,” she said dryly.

      “Oh, right. Ah, sorry. I didn’t mean to get too personal.”

      “You’re fine. Don’t worry about it. Do you want to talk to more NPCs and gain other quests, or do you want to just try to find a dungeon or another town?”

      “Let’s find other quests. We don’t have to accept them all.”

      Sure enough, that man did run off on an adventure, and the wife asked them to drag him home by the ear if you have to. Gary laughed once they were out of earshot.

      “I’ll pull your ear,” Elena joked.

      “You’re too short to reach it.”

      She grinned and examined her metallic fingers. "Do you really want me to touch it?"

      “Ah, that would be a no. Are your hands cold?”

      Elena tilted her head to the side, apparently confused. "I can't feel much in the game," she said slowly.

      “No, no, I know that,” he said. “I just thought because of the metal and the cold…”

      “Maybe.” She shrugged. “The wife said to the west.”

      They headed for the west exit of the town, but the gate was closed. The guards stationed there said it was too dangerous to allow people out there.

      Elena, as it turned out, could be very persuasive when she wanted to be, but her charm didn’t work on the guards. Gary even offered to bribe them, but they refused to accept rupas.

      The guards were sympathetic but unmoving. “Depart the east gate and head toward the west. You can do this.”

      “Yeah, right,” Elena grumbled. “This quest is going to be more trouble than it’s worth.”

      “You think so?”

      “All of that walking, having no idea where exactly to find the guy, and then having to drag him home…”

      “It’ll be fine,” Gary said. “Like a grand adventure.”

      They walked all the way across town to the east exit and had to circle around until they saw the closed gate to the west behind them.

      On and on, they walked. Gary’s legs were sore, but he kept on going. He wasn’t about to allow Elena to get there before him.

      Unfortunately, Elena was the first to spot the man. Even more devastating was that he had been captured by orcs. With pink flesh tones and pushed-in noses, the orcs looked as if they were distantly related to pigs although they were generally humanoids, with two arms and two legs.

      Five orcs in all. Gary sprinted toward them, and two broke off to attack him while two others fought Elena. The last remained with the man they were trying to rescue.

      Gary ducked and swept to the right. Good thing he hadn’t gone left because another orc had tried to use ice to blast his head. The swoosh of an axe just missed him, and Gary tried not to panic.

      When the axe-wielding orc raised his arm for another strike, Gary stepped forward and buried the short sword deep within him. Gary yanked out the blade and turned toward the second.

      This orc was massive, like steroid-use huge. Gary gulped, danced to the right, and then feigned left before shifting right again and jabbing with the short sword.

      The orc was massive but slow, and the short sword cut into his gut. A shallow slice, though, and the orc grabbed Gary by the throat, lifting him into the air.

      Gary had two options. Panic or keep on fighting. For a few seconds, Gary did panic. After all, he might or might not be in a game. A hideously ugly orc might or might not be literally choking him to death. And he was ready to piss his pants.

      Just as he saw Elena finish her second orc and turn to stare at him, Gary found the courage to stab the orc’s arm with all of his might.

      Immediately, the orc roared and released him. Gary tumbled to the ground, crouching, his left hand going to his throat as he jabbed forward with his short sword. It plunged into the orc, and Gary straightened and ran, using his momentum to push the short sword farther in until the orc was dead.

      “That was close,” Elena said.

      “You’re telling me,” he muttered, still rubbing his throat. “Let’s kill the last and be done with it.”

      “You said your friend is a mage, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Too bad he’s not a dwarf or an elf.”

      “That’s okay. We can keep track of how many we’ve killed.”

      “A race, huh?” Her eyes sparkled.

      This couldn’t be a game. Eyes shouldn’t sparkle in a game, right?

      “In that case, this one is mine.”

      “Hey!” he shouted as she raced over. “Not fair!”

      “Life isn’t fair!”

      Damn straight it wasn't. Not if Gary was trapped in a game with creatures like dragons and orcs and goblins and bats and where he didn't even have a superpower. If anyone deserved a do-over, Gary did.
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      Gary tried to race over, but he couldn’t. His throat hurt too much, and his lungs burned. As much as he enjoyed being able to breathe again, it pained him too. Again, something to consider as proof that this wasn’t a dream after all.

      And if it was real, by some chance? Why the hell was he out here, fighting orcs and goblins and the rest? He should just stick in town…

      …where his money would run out, and he would starve to death. If he stole from the NPC, would they attack him? He sure couldn't take from another player, not intentionally or accidentally. He couldn't face up against someone with superpowers and survive.

      So he peeled back and allowed Elena to have her kill. Watching her fight was something else. She was already strong and powerful with those metal fists of hers. When she fought, she removed the gloves, and he found himself wondering if her hands would feel cold to the touch. Not that he was—okay, yes, damn it. He was thinking about the dream, and that so wasn't good because, yeah, another notch to think this was real.

      His avatar shouldn’t have an erection.

      Then again, this wasn’t that much different than dreaming that he had gone to school with no pants on. Regardless, it was embarrassing as hell.

      Elena grinned, her foot stomping onto the back of the orc’s head. She glanced over at him.

      “Why did you let me kill him?” she called.

      “Beauty before age,” he said.

      “Chauvinistic much?”

      “I meant it as a compliment,” he protested.

      “Harrumph. I don’t even look like this.”

      “No? Your real coloring is more orange?”

      She grinned. “Actually, it’s a deeper shade of red than most people think can be natural, but, yeah, not quite like this.”

      "This is me. As much me as I can get," Gary said.

      Elena cocked her head to the side. “You didn’t want to change your nose?”

      He rubbed it. “Why? Too big for you?”

      “It’s just not… classically handsome.”

      “Does that mean I’m classically handsome aside from my nose?” he asked hopefully.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not attracted to classically handsome.”

      “Oh.” He hesitated. “What are you attracted to?”

      Elena laughed and then sighed. “You guys really are the same. Fight a few goons with them, and they want to know all about you instead of just playing the game.”

      Confused, not wanting to upset her, Gary crossed over to the man cowering behind the tree.

      “Your wife asked us to find you and bring you home,” Gary said.

      The trembling man straightened and walked away from the tree. “You killed them.”

      “Yes.”

      “All of the orcs. I was so scared. I… I just froze.”

      “Then it’s a good thing two superheroes showed up.” Elena waltzed over as if she was the queen warrior of the world.

      The man just shook his head. “You don’t want to be superheroes,” he uttered.

      Gary and Elena exchanged a confused glance.

      "Why not?" Gary asked, not sure he wanted to hear the answer.

      “Because you know what superheroes mean, right?” When they didn’t say anything, the man continued, “Supervillains.”

      Well, shit. Gary hadn’t thought about that.

      Elena chatted about nothing overly crucial as they hacked through a few minor enemies on their way back to town. The wife paid them a thousand rupas each, which amazed Gary. He could buy some new gear with this. So far, his short sword seemed more than capable, and if this was real, if he was in the game, he had to protect himself as much as possible. Once he had a full suit of armor, then he could look into getting a long sword or axe or something else.

      Hmm. Maybe Gary should get a bow and arrows. Something long-ranged to better protect himself… Not that he knew how to shoot a bow and arrow, but he could learn.

      “Are you going to buy a weapon?” Gary asked.

      Elena shrugged and held up her hands. “I don’t know if I need one,” she said dryly.

      “You got a permit for those?” he joked. “A license to kill?”

      She groaned. "I think I'm going to save up. If my whole body turns metal eventually, I won't need armor or a weapon."

      “So you’ll save up to buy nothing?”

      The beautiful woman threw up her hands. “I’m sure something will come along that I’ll want.”

      Something or someone?

      “Do you want to find another quest for us to tackle?” he asked after he bought himself a chest plate. It felt awkward at first, but already he was growing accustomed to its pressure on his chest. The armor honestly didn’t weigh as much as he thought it would.

      “Or we can just roam around and see what we can find.”

      “Works for me.”

      They left out the southern gate this time since the western gate remained closed. It wasn’t long before they spied the ruins of a castle with a gaping hole and a ladder that lead underground.

      Elena rubbed her hands together. “Time for a good old-fashioned dungeon crawl.”

      She started for the opening, but Gary beat her to it and began climbing down, looking up all the time to watch her ass. He couldn’t help himself. Every part of her was beautiful. It would be wrong for him not to stare.

      They reached a level. The walls were made of stone that glowed a faint blue, giving off cool lighting. Almost immediately, goblins and huge rats ran up to them. They went room by room, finding some weapons and even a few magic books along the way. Gary grabbed them, figuring he could give them to Jorge if he ever bothered to play the game again. Jorge would have to give up something in exchange, though. Gary was learning, and nothing in this game came easily. Always a tit for tat.

      As they climbed down another level, the enemies became harder, but they continued to level up. Gary hesitated, debating putting some points in intelligence, but would he really be smarter if he did? He somehow actually did feel stronger when he applied points into strength, though. Still, Gary did what he had been doing, splitting into intelligence and vitality. Next level, he’d put some into dexterity. Being nimble and evading attacks and possibly being able to steal would undoubtedly come in handy.

      In all, the castle underground contained five levels. Halfway through, they joined up with a band of other players, and they all worked together. At the very bottom, at the very end, was a ton of wolves. They snarled and nipped, bit and slashed, but the team worked hard and killed them all.

      But that wasn't the end of the monsters. Oh, no. A monstrous wolf, the size of ten wolves, stalked toward them. One by one, the players tried to take down the wolf, and one by one, they had to stagger back and drink a health potion to recover.

      Gary gulped. Considering the inn hadn’t healed him any, he didn’t think a health potion would either. He really could go for a bow and arrows right about now.

      But he wasn’t a coward, and he wasn’t going to be the only one to not pull his weight. Plus, he wasn’t about to let Elena think he was weak or vulnerable.

      “Come on, Gar,” she said as she raced toward the giant wolf.

      The others were distracting it, and she jumped onto its back and secured its neck as best as she could.

      Gary pointed his short sword and charged, letting out a battle cry. Why, he couldn't say, but the noise somehow got his blood flowing, and he shoved the tip of his blade a few inches from Elena's foot in the wolf's neck.

      The blow wasn't enough to kill it, but the other team members plunged with their sword or daggers or axes, and suddenly, the wolf collapsed. Elena jumped off in time for it to roll onto its side. Otherwise, her leg would have been pinned.

      The team cheered and high-fived as a ton of armor appeared. Everyone got some.

      Elena grabbed a helmet, put it on, but then immediately yanked it off.

      “What’s wrong?” Gary asked, confused. “Not the right size?”

      “No, it’s not that.” She itched her forehead, which was bright red.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know.” Elena tossed him the helmet. “Can I try on those leg braces?”

      “Sure.” He handed them over.

      She went to put them on and then hesitated.

      Curious, Gary walked over and gasped. Just from touching the metal, her skin was becoming inflamed.

      “I think you’re allergic to metal,” he said.

      “That’s ridiculous,” she snapped, holding up her metal fist.

      “I know it is, but this whole game is kinda ridiculous. A mage. Me with no powers.”

      “And a girl who has metal fists but is allergic to all other metals.” She shook her head.

      “Don’t worry.” Gary put the helmet on and the leg braces. “I’ll spare you from your allergen.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Not fair. I can sell it.”

      “You still can. I’ll just wear it until we get back to town.”

      “Let me do all of the fighting,” she said. “I don’t want you to get in a fight and dent it and lessen the value of it for when I sell it.”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Don’t you dare say that to me.”

      “Yes, dear,” he repeated with a wry smile.

      “I could slap you.”

      “And hit the helmet?” He gave her a cocky grin.

      “I don’t think my hand will have an allergic reaction,” she said coolly, “and even if it did, it would be worth it.”

      “Please don’t hit me.”

      She blinked, perhaps shocked by his sudden vulnerable tone. “I wouldn’t actually,” she said gruffly. “You don’t know me that well.”

      “I think I’m beginning to,” he said.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Maybe that’s wishful thinking.” He shrugged. “You think the guy is right? That we’ll face supervillains down the road?”

      “Maybe not down this particular road,” she said with a laugh. By now, they had climbed out of the castle and were heading down the road that would eventually bring them back to the first town. “It’s too early in the game for that. We aren’t full-fledged superheroes. But, one day? Yeah, sure, we’ll fight supervillains. Don’t worry. I’ll protect you then.”

      His heart raced. “We’ll still be playing together then?”

      “Sure, why not? I mean, after all, superheroes generally form teams, right?”

      “Yep. I’ll be the leader.”

      “Why you?” she demanded, hands on hips.

      “Because how can I be a superhero without any superpowers?”

      “Oh.” Her anger instantly melted away, and she looked at him with compassion. “Maybe if you get your willpower and intelligence really high, you’ll be able to learn magic spells regardless of your not being a wizard or mage.”

      “And what if I can’t? What if it’s class specific?”

      “But there aren’t any other classes.” She shrugged and rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m sorry. I don’t get it.”

      “Me neither.”

      Once they got back to town, they went to the weapon and armor shop. Gary sold several items, including her helmet, and gave her the money and then a fur cloak with bonus vitality.

      “What’s this?” she asked, accepting the cloak.

      “A present. Try it on.”

      He bit his lips, anxious, but he had no reason to worry. Elena could handle the cloak just fine.

      "It must just be metal you can't handle," he said.

      “Thank you,” she said warmly. “I didn’t expect you to do that.”

      "Good, because if you would've expected it, I wouldn't have bought it."

      “I’m gonna log—wait. I only need five more experience points to reach level ten. Come on. Let’s go find some bats or goblins to kill.”

      They left the town, and in two minutes flat, she had those experience points.

      “Huh,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “I have extra points. Power points. I can put them into mind, body, generation, or enhancement.”

      “Those must tie into your superpower,” he assumed.

      “Has to be. I already have some in body, so I’ll just add the points there.”

      Suddenly, she held up her arms. Her sleeves fell back, and now, the inch above her wrists was metal too.

      Gary grimaced but tried to hide it as he congratulated her. He had already turned ten an hour ago, and nothing like that had shown up for him. First no superpowers and now no way to gain a new one?

      This game was more trouble than it was worth.
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      Elena was all smiles. "I should get going now. Thanks for playing with me for so long. I had a lot of fun."

      “Me too, Metallic Momma.”

      She shuddered. “Don’t ever call me that again.”

      “No special nickname for you? Why not?”

      “I’m not your momma.”

      “No, and I’m glad you aren’t.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “Gary—”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      “I know. You don’t need to apologize. I’ll log on tomorrow. Hopefully, you’ll be around.”

      “Maybe I will be.”

      I definitely will be.

      She logged off and disappeared.

      Gary got himself some food to eat and was just exiting the tavern when a wave of loneliness hit him. All around him were countless NPCs, but he felt so isolated, so removed from everything, his life, his friends, even the game didn’t feel so immersive.

      He missed Elena more than he missed Jorge or Wyatt. How bizarre was that?

      Because he didn't honestly know her. Not really. She was fun, and he loved hanging out with her, and he wished she was here in the game with him. He wanted to get to know her and not through an avatar.

      “Gary? Is that you? You changed your features a little.” Olivia walked over to him, swaying her hips.

      “Do you like?”

      “What’s not to like?” she purred.

      He grinned. “Come on. Let’s get to playing. You’re level what now?”

      “Twelve.”

      “Ahead of me. Wow. I’m impressed.”

      “You should be.”

      “Us nonmagical players need to level up as quickly as possible, right?”

      “Yeah,” she said quickly. “Where are we off to?”

      They headed out the northern gate and quickly found an underground cave with a series of tunnels. The monsters here were tough, very tough, but they worked together and promptly racked up a lot of experience points. Whenever they reached a branch in the tunnels, they choose the right path. Olivia claimed they would eventually reach every place in the maze if they did that, and he saw no reason not to believe her.

      Suddenly, they walked into a massive room. The rocky ceiling was miles and miles above them. The roof was taller than a cathedral's. As soon as they took a few more steps, a loud roar sounded behind them. They turned to see the opening they had just passed through was caved in.

      Gary surveyed the place critically and gulped. “That was the only exit.”

      “Must be boss time,” Olivia muttered.

      As if the monsters heard her, they descended from above, some kind of strange half-female, half-bird type creature with broad wings and nasty claws.

      "Harpies," Olivia said grimly. She had exchanged her stick for a spear, a solidly decent one, and her reach was greater than Gary's despite his longer arms.

      They worked as a team. Olivia would kill the harpies that swooped toward Gary, and he handled the ones that would attack her. Slowly, the number of harpies in this vast clearing numbered from about twenty to five. Four. Three. Two. One.

      That last one, though, was a coward. It wouldn’t come down low enough, and Olivia tried to spear it, but her weapon wouldn’t come close to covering that height.

      Finally, after throwing her spear a dozen times, Olivia was fuming.

      “I’m going to quit this entire game,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

      “Why would you do that?” Gary asked, shocked and disappointed. “You can’t do that!”

      “I can,” she said stubbornly.

      “Why? Because of a stupid harpy? Here, look. There’s a ton of rocks here. We can try throwing—”

      “That harpy doesn’t want to die. We’ll throw the rocks, and it will just move out of the way.”

      “Yes, well…” Gary rubbed his chin. “At least with the harpy up there, we have time to figure it out.”

      “Yeah, well, you can,” Olivia said, lifting her chin.

      “Don’t you dare quit,” he said, raising his voice.

      “Why can’t I?” she demanded. “It’s just a game.”

      “Don’t you want to be super?”

      “You can’t be—”

      “You can be super without a superpower,” he assured her.

      “You don’t get it,” she snapped. “It’s not about having or not having a superpower.”

      “You’re right. It isn’t, and it is just a game…” He swallowed hard. “But we’re having fun, right? Doesn’t that count for something.”

      She shook her head frantically, and he realized that her face was tinged a little green.

      “Are you feeling okay?” he asked, worried.

      Olivia squeezed her eyes shut.

      Hmm. Olivia seemed to be making a point of not looking up at the harpy.

      “Do heights scare you?” he asked.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “We aren’t up high.”

      “No, but the harpy is,” he said.

      “Yeah, so? We can’t reach it. We’re stuck.”

      “Maybe not.”

      Gary walked over to the cave-in and tried to move away some of the rocks. They were so heavy, though, that he couldn’t even budge some of them.

      “Sorry. I’m too weak.” He threw up his hands. “I’m definitely not super at all.”

      “You’re fine.” Olivia blew out her breath. “You really don’t have a superpower?” she asked suddenly.

      “Nope. You know I don’t.” He stared at her curiously.

      Olivia grimaced and toed the ground with her boot, guilt written all over her delicate features.

      “Do you have something you want to tell me?” he asked.

      “No,” she said quickly.

      “You sure? Look, I get it. Just about everyone I’ve talked to has issues with their powers, and I think that powers will get stronger over time, but I legit don’t have one.”

      “And you think I lied,” she said coolly.

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t care if you did. I’m sure you would have a reason for it if you did.”

      Olivia blinked a few times. “Fine. All right. Yeah, I lied. I-I can fly.”

      “You can—” he started, excited.

      “I’m terrified of heights,” she blurted. “I couldn’t even go on slides at a playground when I was a kid. It’s bad. I’ll never be able to get in a plane. It’s just not happening.”

      “Hey, it’s okay.”

      She gaped at him. “You aren’t upset that I lied to you?”

      “You hate your superpower. You would rather have none. I would gladly switch with you if I could. How am I to judge you, Olivia?”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “You aren’t like other guys.”

      “Why? Because I’m nice,” he said bitterly. “Nice guys finish last.”

      “Shh.” She laid a finger on his lips. “Sometimes finishing last isn’t the worst thing in the world.” Olivia winked and reached up to pat his cheek.

      The tender moment was ruined by the harpy shrieking at them.

      “Ugh. What do you want to bet that if we kill that last one, a way out of here will open up?” she asked.

      “I betcha you’re right.” He rubbed his chin. “Fresh out of ideas, though.”

      Olivia eyed him. “None at all?” she asked sarcastically.

      “I think you’re a strong, powerful woman who can do anything she sets her mind to. We can come up with another way to kill the harpy outside of you flying. You’re intelligent, probably smarter than I am.”

      She grinned. “Nice guys can flirt, huh? Who knew?”

      “I’m not trying to flirt,” he protested. “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “You think… You think I should try?”

      “Only if you want to. I won’t push you.”

      “We can’t stay here forever.”

      “No.”

      “And if we log off and then come back, we’ll be right back here, stuck again.”

      “Yes.”

      “So, where does that leave me?”

      “We can come up with—”

      But Olivia was already taking flight, hovering about an inch above the ground. Her eyes were tightly squeezed, and she slowly rose higher and higher into the air.

      The harpy fluffed her feathers and soared straight for Olivia, shrieking wildly.

      Olivia opened her eyes, dipped several feet, opened her mouth, and promptly vomited…

      …right on Gary. Disgusting.

      The harpy descended on Olivia, who grabbed the harpy's wing. The two fell down slightly, and Olivia managed to bend the wing back unnaturally. A snap sounded, and Olivia released the enemy and landed on the ground with a breathy oof!

      “Are you okay?” Gary asked, but he didn’t have time to help her to her feet. The harpy was falling too because of her damaged wing.

      He brought up his short sword and swung so hard, with all of his power, and he cleaved off the harpy’s head.

      Oh, yeah, adding to strength really was making him stronger.

      Gary glanced over his shoulder. Olivia still looked green, but she was standing now.

      Just then, the ground rumbled beneath their feet like a mini earthquake. Straight ahead of them, rocks fell to the side, revealing an opening for them to leave.

      “Better be something good,” Olivia said, “considering that damn harpy didn’t give us anything.”

      She took a step and then paused.

      “I… puked…”

      “I’ll wash up,” he said. “Any chance you know where a stream is?”

      “There’s always the water hole,” she said sheepishly.

      “I don’t want to be the one to poison it,” he joked, and she laughed.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What for? You flew and helped take down the harpy. You’re a hero.”

      “You’re one of the good ones.” She grinned at him.

      “That mean I get a kiss?” he asked hopefully.

      “Not while you’re covered in puke.”

      “Fair enough.”

      They exited the high-ceiling cave for a small room with a ton of treasure chests. Inside was all kinds of gear. Some of it was for less defensive points than his current attire, but he could always sell it. Even better, there was a long sword, one he might be able to handle with one hand, so he could keep the short sword too.

      “Not a bad haul,” Olivia said. “I’ll sell stuff tomorrow. I’m off. It’s getting late. Take care, Gary, and wash up, okay? I really am sorry. I can’t believe the game let me do that.”

      “You didn’t puke in real life, did you?”

      “No. Gagged, yes. Dry heaved some. I just can’t do heights.”

      He shook his head. “You can’t do them well.”

      “See? So sweet.” She patted his cheek and disappeared.

      What did Gary bet that girls never called Jorge sweet? And Jorge banged so many. Gary couldn’t help but think that channeling Jorge might be the way to go. Then again, wouldn't he rather the women like him for who he was? Wait, women? All of them? He couldn't get that dream about Elena out of his head. He wanted to kiss Nicoletta again, and Olivia had been willing to fly to help them out despite her fears. That proved he had some kind of effect on her.

      Yeah, an effect that earned him her puke. He needed to get clean and stat. Then he could find a place to sleep. Which one might he dream about tonight? Or maybe all three…
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      Gary made the long, lonely trek back to town. He was tired and disgusted. With the late hour and dark skies, Gary couldn't find any source of water to wash up. More than anything, he wanted a hot shower—or maybe a cold one. Gary needed food, and he wished he could have an orange soda. By his estimation, he had been in the game for about twenty-four hours now. Crazy. When was he going to wake up?

      He slept despite his empty stomach, ate in the morning, sold some stuff, and found a new quest that wasn’t overly thrilling. Still, he completed the quest and trained some more. Thankfully, he did find some water, and he cleaned himself up the best he could.

      He even used his short sword to shave, after thoroughly washing it first, of course. If this was a dream, it was the longest one he had ever been in, and he wasn’t about to risk getting an infection. That might or might not be possible in the game, but it wasn’t worth it. No surprise, he cut himself while shaving, but he felt kinda manly for using a blade like this to shave.

      Sometimes, he played alone. Others, he’d tag along with a group, but he only ever talked with the three ladies. He enjoyed their companionship, and whenever they had to leave him, he felt alone and disappointed. As much as he hated feeling that way, he couldn’t help it. Being here was frightening. The game had been fun when he could leave, but it felt more like a prison.

      By the time he had been in the game for about seventy-two hours straight, he was now level nineteen. Maybe he wasn’t that good at the game yet because he couldn’t figure out the mainline story quests. Regardless, he was stronger, and the training could only help him.

      Every night, he slept in the barn. He retired there now and was just closing his eyes when a voice in his head said, “Do you plan on playing forever?”

      Gary sat up and glanced around wildly. Some straw that must've gotten stuck in his hair because it fell down onto his arm, and he brushed it off.

      “Who said that?” he asked, but no one was there outside of some sleeping animals.

      “You’ve been playing for days, buddy. Don’t you think you should log off and sleep?”

      “Who the hell are you?” Gary jumped to his feet. “Why are you stalking me?”

      “I’m not stalking you. Calm down. I’m one of the developers.”

      “Developers?”

      “Of the game.” The guy sighed. “My name is Haru. Haru Sato.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not—”

      “You’re Gary Johnson.”

      “Stalker,” he muttered.

      "I'm not. I'm just keeping an eye on the players, the gameplay, all of it. There are always bugs with games like these, and I noticed you've been playing for such a long time straight. Some people do play for enormous hours, but, seriously, man, I'm just looking out for you. Your family, your friends, your job? Remember all of that?"

      "My life, my choice," Gary growled angrily. "Leave me alone."

      “So you basically plan on playing the game forever?”

      Gary shook his head and lay back down on the hay. He couldn’t help laughing. He had to be going crazy, imagining this voice. What was next? One of the girls getting stuck in the game too so they could get all hot and heavy? Now that would be a dream come true.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Haru said.

      “Then leave me alone.”

      “It’s just…”

      “Just that I don’t care what you think. Come on, man. Let me sleep. If I even do sleep in this crazy dream.”

      “Dream?” Haru asked, sounding confused.

      “Yeah. This is some powerful, long-ass dream. It has to be. Otherwise…”

      “Otherwise what?” Haru asked sharply.

      Gary sighed and sat back up. He had no idea how he could hear the voice of a supposed game developer considering he wasn’t wearing a headset.

      “Otherwise this is all real, and I’m in the game.”

      “What do you mean in the game? You mean playing the game.”

      “Nope. In the game. My body. Myself. I’m in the game. This isn’t an avatar.”

      “What are you talking about? Are you drunk or high?” Haru demanded.

      “Neither, man. Go ahead. If you’re a developer, maybe you can see my avatar. See the differences between it and me. This is my real face.”

      “Gary, allow me to assure you that it’s impossible for you to actually be in the game. Don’t worry. This isn’t a dream, though, but with you being awake for so many hours straight—”

      “If you’ve been watching me, then you should know I’ve been sleeping in the game,” Gary said dryly. “I haven’t been up for three days straight. Trust me. I’m not that much of a gamer.”

      “What would even make you think you’re in the game?” Haru asked.

      “Well, I mean, I’ve started to feel pain.”

      “The jolts. I can explain those—”

      “No. Actual pain and soreness. My arms jar from attacking the creatures. I’ve gotten bruised and maybe even scarred. Oh, and the smells.”

      “You can smell? Good. We were hoping the visual components would be strong and powerful enough to induce memories and trick the mind into thinking the players are smelling—”

      “But a jolt isn’t the same as experiencing pain,” Gary pointed out. “And that jolt is nothing compared to a lightning strike, let me tell you.”

      “A lightning strike?” Was that a hint of panic in Haru’s voice?

      “Yes. I was struck by lightning while playing. When I came to, I was in the game.”

      “You’re certain you were struck by lightning?” Haru asked. “Have you been to the hospital? Checked out by EMTs at the very least?”

      “How can I when I was transported into the game?”

      “Okay, Gary. I can just look this up, but I’ll ask for permission first. I would like to send EMTs over to your house to check on you. If you really were struck by lightning… I’m worried about you.”

      “Sure, fine, whatever. Look up my info, but you aren’t gonna find my body,” Gary said.

      As he said this, Gary realized something.

      He believed. He had accepted that he was now in the game. It was still a terrifying thought, but acknowledging this as fact instead of speculation made him feel more in control somehow.

      “I’m sure we will. We’ll figure this out, Gary. Is it all right if I call you Gary? Or would you prefer I call you Mr. Johnson?”

      “Gary. Ugh. I’m not old enough to be called Mr. Johnson.”

      "All right. I'll stay here with you. I've called for some EMTs to go to your address, and another member of the developer team is going over too. He lives in Philadelphia too so it won't take him long to get to your place."

      “I’m pretty sure I left my door unlocked,” Gary said. “I never locked it after my friend left. It was my birthday when it happened. Happy birthday to me, right?”

      “Happy belated birthday,” Haru said, sounding distracted. “Okay, Chet should be there in a minute or two. We’ll get you the best care we can, Gary.”

      “Need the care here in the game, Haru,” Gary said. He sat up and crossed his arms.

      "Yes, yes." Haru said nothing for a moment and then muttered a curse.

      “What is it?” Gary asked.

      Despite his accepting that he was in the game, hope had blossomed in Gary’s chest. He didn’t want to be stuck in the game. He wanted all of this to be in his head. He wanted to be able to do something else aside from fighting, from the loneliness, from the feeling of being a tool for liking three women and wanting them all, maybe even at the same time.

      “Chet and the EMTs are in your apartment,” Haru said, his voice shaking. “You’re right. The door was unlocked. The window was broken. The console looks fried, the TV is on the frizz, the headset on the ground is smoking slightly…”

      “And my body is missing, isn’t it?” Gary asked. When Haru said nothing, Gary shouted, “My body is missing isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Gary, your body is gone.”
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      Gary swallowed hard. His ears were ringing, and his stomach felt nauseous. He covered his mouth so he wouldn’t throw up.

      It was one thing to think and maybe start to believe that he was actually in the game. It was another to realize that he definitely was in the game.

      “You have to get me out,” Gary said.

      He jumped to his feet and began to pace, running his fingers through his hair and yanking on the ends, half-ready to rip some strands out.

      “Listen to me,” Haru said, his voice firmer than before although also slightly shaken, “we’re going to find your body.”

      “You can’t? Don’t you see? What more proof do you need? I’m here. I’m stuck in the game. Let me out!”

      “We’re going to ask your neighbors if they heard anything, saw anything. Maybe you were already taken to the hospital—”

      “—or transported to the game because of the electricity coursing through my body while playing your damn game!”

      “Mr. Johnson, please. Try to remain calm.”

      “I told you to call me Gary!”

      “Fine. Gary, take a few deep breaths.”

      “If I’m just an avatar, a few deep breaths shouldn’t have any effect on me! Think about it, you moron, if I were at the hospital, I wouldn’t have a headset on. I wouldn’t have access to a console. I wouldn’t fucking be playing this shitty ass game!”

      “It’s not a shitty ass game,” Haru said mildly.

      “Yeah, well, I’m stuck in this game, and I don’t even have a superpower!”

      “Wait. You don’t?” Haru muttered another curse. “I thought we fixed that glitch!”

      “Yeah, well, distinctly not a superhero and that was before I even got zapped in here.”

      “You aren’t—”

      “Yeah, okay. You can keep denying it all you want, but I actually am in the game, so why don’t you and your other little developer friends get together and figure out a way to get me out of here, m’kay?”

      “Gary, please. You have to understand—”

      “No, you need to understand. I…” Gary glanced around wildly and grabbed his short sword.

      “Gary, put the weapon down.”

      “Why? Worried I’m telling you the truth after all?”

      “Please, Gary, listen—”

      Gary ignored him and cut a slice down his palm. It was only afterward that he realized that it was the same spot where Nicoletta had been burned. He winced, mumbled, “Fuck that hurt,” and held up his bleeding palm.

      “You see that, Haru? I’m hurting badly. Oh, but, yes, there’s a potion, right? I can just drink it, and my hit points will go back up, and it’ll be great, right?”

      Haru was silent as Gary removed a vial containing a blue liquid. He had been collecting every potion the enemies had dropped, mostly because he was a pack rat.

      “Bottom’s up,” Gary said with a smirk.

      He drank the entire potion and held up his palm.

      “See? It’s not healing,” he said as blood dripping down his wrist and arm. “Because I’m actually cut. I’m in the game.”

      “Gary,” Haru said calmly, “we’ve already established that there is a glitch in the game—”

      “Yeah, because I’m fucking here!”

      “—because of your lack of superpowers. We can fix that—”

      “How about you fix my palm? Oh, wait. You can’t because none of that—the potions, the ‘sleeping’ at the inn that isn’t even fucking sleeping—actually works to heal me because I’m not an avatar. I’m real. I’m a real boy!”

      “This isn’t Pinocchio.”

      "Well, if I were, my nose would be Voldemort's."

      “What?”

      “You know, no nose? Forget it. Just trust me on this. Get to work. Get me out of here!”

      “Gary, please, you have to hear me out.”

      “No, I don’t. You—”

      “Gary, how can you hear me except through a headset?”

      Gary swallowed hard and shook his head. “No. No, you can’t—You have to believe me! You have to get me out of here!”

      “I wish I could help you, Gary, but until you realize that you’re just playing a game—”

      Gary sat up, suddenly wide awake. It had only been a dream… or had it? His left palm still hurt, and it had clotted from where he had cut himself.

      He turned toward the door of the stables. The sun was rising. It was morning.

      Okay, great. That was just wonderful. Now, Gary was missing time too. Because he couldn't have dreamed that and cut himself.

      Unless he had harmed himself in the dream.

      Gary swallowed, and a lump formed in his gut. Something wasn’t right here. Something was very wrong.

      His stomach was churning too much for him to get a bite to eat. He stepped out of the barn, brushed off any bits of hay, and glanced around.

      There, standing a few feet away, was Nicoletta, talking to an NPC.

      Crap. Now that Gary was sure he was actually in the game and not dreaming, he realized he had kissed her. What the hell was he going to do? Had she told Jorge? Jorge wouldn't kick Gary's ass, would he? Gary didn't think so, but you never knew. Jorge might have a soft side for the females in his family, considering he liked to joke that he had something hard for just about every woman outside of his family.

      Just then, Nicoletta turned around and made eye contact with Gary. Her eyes widened, and she rushed over to him.

      “There you are,” she said.

      "Been looking for me?" he asked, trying to act cool and play it off as no big deal.

      “Yes, actually. I can’t believe you’re here playing.”

      “Why not?” he asked, confused.

      “Well, maybe because you’ve been MIA. No one has seen or heard from you in days. Everyone’s worried. You haven’t been showing up for work, so Jorge went over to your place and saw the broken window—”

      Just like Haru had said the others had found.

      “We really are worried about you,” Nicoletta said softly. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” he said, but then he changed his mind. “No, actually, I’m not. You see, the window in my apartment broke because lightning went through it and through me and zapped me into the game. This is me, Nicoletta. I’m Gary. I’m not an avatar, and before you tell me that it’s not true, that it can’t be, look at this.”

      He held up his wounded hand.

      “I already took a healing potion,” he said. “I’m not healing.”

      “Maybe that’s because you aren’t a superhero but a hero in the game.”

      “I’m not a hero, either. I’m human!”

      “Look, Gary, seriously, stop. Come home. You’ve just gone and disappeared—”

      “Into the game!”

      “Knock it off. You have a life. Why are you hiding away somewhere playing this game all the time? Go home. Get cleaned up. Go—”

      “Why cleaned up? Because you think I’ve been playing this game for hours and hours on end and so I have to be dirty and disgusting, is that it?”

      “—to work,” she continued as if he hadn’t interrupted her. “Go put yourself out there. You have a place of your own now, right? Get yourself a girl—”

      “What about you?”

      She jerked her head and stared at him. “What about me?”

      “Nothing.”

      Understanding lightened her dark eyes. “Maybe if you do all of the rest,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “I can’t believe you kissed me.”

      “Yeah, well, I wanted to kiss you.”

      “You did.”

      “You, not your avatar.”

      “Then stop playing.”

      “What if I can’t?” he whispered.

      “Then you’re losing the game,” she whispered back, but he had a feeling she was talking about the game of her, not Superheroes Online.

      “I—” he started to say, but she had disappeared.

      Gary didn’t even have time to glance around to see if she might not have actually logged off when the voice returned. “Gary! What were you thinking telling that woman about you being stuck in the game?”

      “Haru, I wasn’t going to lie to her.”

      “You didn’t need to tell her anything.”

      “I had to!” Gary shouted.

      He was standing in the middle of town, and some of the other players were glancing at him. They clearly thought he was crazy, talking to himself.

      “You can’t be certain—” Haru started.

      "I can, and I am. I'm certain that I'm in this game," Gary roared. "Do you hear that everyone? I'm not an avatar! I'm a real person! I—"

      Just then, all around him, the people froze. Mid-blink, mid-step, mid-yawn, mid-talk, all of it, everyone was stuck in place.

      Except for Gary. He walked up to a man who had been jumping over a cart. Gary pushed on the guy’s nose, and the guy tilted to the side.

      Hmm. Gary glanced around. He could move the people, have them shove fingers up their noses or in someone else’s ear or even worse, but then he spied someone walking toward him. A man. A Japanese man.

      “Are you Haru?” Gary asked suspiciously.

      The man nodded, almost bowing. “I am. Gary, we must talk.”

      “Go on.” Gary waved his hand.

      "Fine. Yes. I'll admit it." Haru glanced around them and leaned forward conspiratorially. "You are in the game.”

      “Thank God.” Gary blew air out of his mouth. “It’s such a relief to hear you finally admit that because, man, was I ready to go crazy.”

      Just then, he noticed just how stern and stoic Haru appeared, exactly like a person would if they were hiding bad news.

      “What is it?” Gary asked wearily. “Lay it on me.”

      “You aren’t the only one.”

      “Not the only what?”

      “Apparently, you aren’t the only man who has been transported into the game somehow.”

      “What? No way! Can I meet him?” Gary asked.

      Haru shook his head and clasped his hands behind his back, essentially standing at attention. “I would not advise that at all.”

      “Why not?” Gary demanded. “He’ll understand what I’m going through. Maybe he has a better way of surviving. Us humans need to stick together in this game full of superhumaned avatars.”

      “You don’t understand.” Haru sadly lowered his head. “This other gentleman, well, he is rising through the levels and killing other gamers. He is both vicious and cruel. Please, Gary, you must keep quiet. I’m warning you. Gamers can start over, but you can’t.”
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      Gary swallowed hard and tried not to feel as worried or scared as he already did.

      “Do you… Do you know how to free me yet?” he asked hopefully, although deep down, he knew Haru wouldn’t be telling him all of this about the other human if they could just yank him back home.

      “No.”

      “Can you freeze the other guy?” Gary asked, spreading his arm and gesturing to the still immobile persons around them.

      “I’m afraid that isn’t possible.”

      “Fine,” Gary ground out. “Can you at least give me a superpower?”

      “We’re working on it,” Haru assured him. “What superpower would you like?”

      “I… Hm… I don’t know. Flight. Superhuman strength. Maybe the ability to strip another superhero or supervillain of their power.”

      “Anything else?” Haru asked dryly.

      “Well, throwing something that combusts and explodes would be amazing.”

      “Gary, be reasonable.”

      Gary shrugged. “Come on, man, you’re asking what superpowers I want. Can you honestly expect me to be reasonable?”

      “Just continue to play the game for now. The, ah, the food, is it all right?”

      Gary quirked his lips. “It’s not anything to write home about, but I’m not going to complain much. Would be nice if the prices weren’t so high.”

      Haru nodded. “I guess we could run a sale. We obviously didn’t expect anyone to actually eat the food.”

      “Yeah, I get that. Devil in the details, huh?”

      “Indeed. Stay safe, Gary.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Gary jerked back. In the span of a blink, Haru was gone, and the world around Gary came back to life. Like that wasn’t unnerving.

      He played the game a little, training mostly because he couldn’t focus on some of the quests. Find a certain flower. Bring this to someone else in another town. Get vengeance for my murdered son.

      Ugh. The quests were terrible, yet most of the other gamers seem to eat them up. Gary just couldn't bring himself to care. The NPCs weren't real. Their concerns and problems weren't real. His problems though were so dangerous it could be life or death.

      Maybe he should stop playing and just stay at the inn. Maybe see if he could get a job. But would he be paid? Probably not. The game wasn’t structured to be that much like real life. Then again, the gaming environment had more of a medieval feel to it versus contemporary.

      That night, just when he was about to lay down on the hay, Gary's stomach began to twist. He couldn't stop thinking about Nicoletta. It was bad enough he'd kissed her. Now, he had told her the truth, and she was gonna think him insane. Why couldn't he keep his big trap shut? Why was he pining after her and Elena? And Olivia too. What the hell was wrong with him?

      Sleep. Gary needed rest. Everything would look better in the morning, or so he hoped.

      The sun shining directly in his face made Gary blink awake. He forced himself to eat breakfast that morning. Sure enough, all of the food items had been placed on sale. Even better, the quality and taste of the food had been improved too. Either that or else he was just that hungry. In this game, it was getting harder and harder to remember this wasn’t the only world.

      The notion that someone else was alive and in the game too both excited and worried Gary. The developers had to be trying hard to figure out how to bring them both out, but the other guy sounded nuts. Why was he going around killing the gamers? Why would he get satisfaction out of that? Only assholes would do something like that, and if that bastard learned about Gary… Gary didn’t want to think about it.

      After he finished eating, the food forming a pit in his stomach, Gary left the tavern and hesitated. He hoped to see a familiar face because he desperately needed a friend. Maybe not Nicoletta. Yeah, he wasn't ready to face her or her questions or judgment right now. He understood that she had to think poorly of him at the moment, and he wasn't sure he could rectify that anytime soon.

      “Me and my big mouth,” he muttered.

      “Chico!”

      A huge grin formed on Gary’s face as he turned around to see Jorge strolling up to him. Jorge took one look at him and stopped mid-step.

      “You changed your avatar to look exactly like you. Well, plus some stubble.”

      Gary rubbed his cheek. He did need to shave again.

      His facial hair. Proof he really was here. Avatars didn’t have to shave or grow facial hair. It would have to be added.

      “Are you okay?” Jorge asked, concern in his eyes.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” Gary grinned and hoped like hell Jorge hadn’t been talking to his cousin. “Tell me about May. Are you still with her, or have you moved onto someone else already?”

      “Already? No, no. I’m still with May. She’s amazing, man. We’ve been dating for two weeks now.”

      Gary’s breathing grew tight in his chest. Two weeks? He hadn’t been in the game that long. Days and nights here must not be the same in the game as in the real world, which was a scary thought.

      Jorge was frowning. “What’s wrong? You seem like your whole world came crashing down? Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, just going through a mid-life crisis,” Gary muttered.

      His friend threw back his head and laughed. “At twenty-five? Man, come on. Go back to your apartment, get the window replaced. Your landlord should cover that, maybe. It’s worth an ask, and I can only cover you for so long at work. You’re gonna get fired, man, if you don’t show up. When I got you the game, I never expected to turn you into some kinda of mega gamer.”

      “Stop trying to change the subject,” Gary said, his heart pounding. He did not want to talk about the game. “Two whole weeks. That’s your longest relationship, isn’t it?”

      “Not nearly. I was with Kelley Joymaker for a month.”

      “That was the fifth grade, wasn’t it?” Gary teased.

      “Sixth grade and I loved her.”

      “Because an eleven-year-old understands love.”

      “There are different kinds of love, man.”

      “And you’re a love expert?” Gary teased.

      “More so than you are.” Jorge appraised him. “You deserve to find a good woman,” he said. “You’ve been dealt a lot so far in your life.”

      And you don’t even know the half of it.

      “Yeah, you might not be the happiest with your job. No one grows up wanting to be a garbage man, but you have a place of your own. I would hate for you to throw all of that away for a game.”

      Gary shrugged. “Don’t want to hear a lecture,” he muttered.

      “I get that, but it’s coming anyhow. You kissed my cousin?”

      “Kinda.” Gary’s face burned.

      Jorge’s stare was piercing. “She deserves a man with income and a place of his own, don’t you think? Not a bum living in a game world.”

      Gary bristled for only a second. “You approve?” he asked, shocked.

      Jorge shrugged. “She’s twenty. Who am I to tell her who she can and can’t date? Not my place but I can and will look out for her and for you too for that matter. She’s as worried about you as I am.”

      “Has she…” Gary hesitated. “Has she told you anything?”

      “Aside from the kiss? No.” Jorge narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms, appraising Gary. “Why? Is there more to it?”

      “No, nothing at all,” Gary said in a rush.

      “Hmm.” Jorge didn’t seem to buy it, and Gary swallowed hard.

      After a moment, Jorge shrugged and began to talk about some of their coworkers.

      "Jake's acting like his kids are terrors, but honestly, I don't see it. They're good kids, but all he does is bitch about them. Jake expects them to be like dogs, to listen immediately. Yet, he doesn't even pay them enough attention at all. And his wife is looking so haggard. It's terrible. She spends all of her hours with the kids, and then when she asks him for help, he doesn't seem willing to step it up. I don't know if their marriage can last. It's a shame."

      “It really is.”

      Gary's head was swimming. He hadn't given it much thought about whether or not he would ever have kids. If he wanted to, he sure as hell had to get out of here first. He needed to return to the real world for so many reasons. Life wasn't all fun and games, and honestly, this game hadn't been that much fun in the first place. Not while he was actually living it. His body remained a bundle of nerves firing off and signaling pain. Sleeping last night had been painful. He desperately wanted a bed. Maybe he should just crash at the inn and take one of the rooms. Not pay for it because when he did, time just passed in the game without him actually sleeping.

      “What do you think?” Jorge asked suddenly.

      Crap. His friend had kept running his mouth while Gary had been musing, and he had no idea what Jorge was talking about.

      “I agree,” Gary said.

      Jorge nodded and kept right on talking. Gary forced himself to ask questions and appeared to be engaged, but honestly, he didn’t care. It frightened him to realize it, but he already felt distant from his old life. What was happening to him? How could he be losing his empathy for his coworkers already? Why was he already itching to wield his blade? If he gained another two thousand rupas, he could afford the axe he was eyeing. He shouldn’t be worried about that at the moment, but he was.

      This game was changing him, and if Gary wasn’t careful, he was going to lose himself even if he did manage to get out of here alive.
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      A dark cloud seemed to descend over Gary, and he turned away from Jorge to survey the rest of town.

      “I’m surprised to see you in the game,” Gary said.

      Jorge gaped at him, and Gary winced. He had just completely blown off whatever topic his friend had been talking about.

      “I’m worried about you,” Jorge said.

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m fine. Hey, isn’t that Nicoletta?” He waved her over.

      Jorge muttered something under his breath, but Gary ignored him.

      Nicoletta strolled over. “Hello, boys,” she said. “Cousin, I must say, being a mage doesn’t exactly suit you.”

      “Yeah, this game is all kinds of jacked up,” Jorge muttered.

      “Oh, poor baby. Just dump everything into strength. Be a bruiser mage.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Jorge shook his head. “I’m already at a disadvantage being a mage in a game filled with—”

      Gary cleared his throat.

      Jorge sheepishly shrugged. “Sorry, man.”

      “And to think I nabbed you some spellbooks.” Gary shook his head.

      Jorge’s eyes lit up. “Give them to me!”

      “Not so fast. What do I get?”

      “Me to continue covering you at work. Now, gimme.”

      “That’s low,” Nicolette protested. “Gary, hold out longer. He should give you armor or something worthwhile in exchange.”

      As much as Gary would like to be compensated for the items, he did have to consider the real world and its consequences. He couldn't lose hope. As long as he could cling to the possibility of getting out of here, he had to keep his real life waiting for him so Gary could slip right back into it if he could.

      So he wordlessly handed them over. Jorge eagerly scanned through the first, but the others, he couldn’t even open.

      "Lame. I need more intelligence points for these," Jorge complained.

      “Well, maybe if you played and weren’t level two…” Nicoletta teased.

      “Hey, I have a life unlike you two,” Jorge said.

      Nicoletta picked imaginary dust off her clothes. “Yeah, yeah, someone’s bitter. Come on, boys, let’s not just stand around and chat. Let’s get to it!”

      She stalked over to a few NPCs, and they trailed behind her until they were given a quest that she thought might be involved in the mainline storyline.

      “The Runed Ruby is said to contain a great power that is better off left alone,” the wizened woman was saying. “A shady man was seen snooping around the cave where it is reported to be buried and laid to rest for all time. You must not allow him to have it! Only those with the knowledge of the other world and a good heart can possibly gain this artifact.”

      Gary jerked. Other world? Meaning the real world?

      “Other world?” Nicoletta echoed, glancing at Gary, who did his best to avoid her gaze and not look like he had anything to hide. She hadn’t made things awkward, but that might be because of her cousin being here and acting as a buffer.

      “The world beyond.” The crone waved her arm. “Go now, quickly. Far to the east lies the Mountain of Eternal Gloom. In the cave at the base, you will find the Runed Ruby. Hurry now! You do not have a moment to lose.”

      “What do you think?” Nicoletta asked, but Gary already clicked accept.

      “Let’s go,” he said grimly.

      “This sounds like it’s way over my head,” Jorge complained.

      “Then you better kill as many enemies as you can on your way to the far east,” Gary spat.

      "What's with him?" Gary heard Jorge ask his cousin from behind him. Gary was already marching full steam ahead. If that shady man was the other human, then Gary had to stop him. And that great power? What if that was how the developers had found a way to give Gary a superpower?

      Yes, this quest was the one he had been waiting for.

      An hour passed, and while Jorge gained a few levels, he clearly didn’t feel comfortable in the game for whatever reason, and he logged off to spend time with May.

      “Don’t mind him,” Nicoletta said. “He’s been a little strange since he’s started dating May.”

      “Strange? How so?”

      “He’s claiming it’s love, but I don’t know. He won’t bring her around to meet the family.”

      “You haven’t met her?”

      “Nope.” She shrugged and hacked off the wings of a harpy and then the head of a salamander. Although they were heading northward, to the east was a desert, where the salamander had wandered from to attack them.

      He glanced at her, but she didn’t seem to mind the fiery creature. As much as he wished she would be willing to master her ability and overcome her fear, he wasn’t about to push it.

      “I saw her for maybe a minute. She seemed nice enough, I guess.”

      “He only makes time for her,” Nicoletta grumbled. “He has no time for his family.”

      “That happens when you fall in love. Or so I’ve heard.”

      “Never been in love?” Nicoletta asked.

      “No. You?”

      “I thought so a few times, but no. Love is overrated.” She scowled.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Let’s just play.”

      Gary forced himself to stop. He had been pushing them hard, uncertain how long Nicoletta would be willing to play and not wanting to tackle this quest alone, but she seemed so angry all of a sudden.

      “Please talk to me.”

      “Gary, let’s just play.”

      He held up a finger, darted forward, and managed to clip a harpy’s wing before she could claw Nicoletta. They had to pause their conversation to take out a nest of them, and finally, they were given a moment of relative peace in the chaotic world of Superheroes Online.

      "Did someone hurt you?" he asked. When Nicoletta refused to look at him, an uncomfortable pit formed in his stomach. "Did I hurt you?"

      "Of course not," she grumbled. "You're just ignoring my texts and phone calls, and I only ever see you in the game, and you kissed me, but it wasn't really me, and you keep playing with those girls, and I… I don't know."

      “You’re jealous because I’m playing with other girls. I just spent how long playing with you and your cousin?”

      “Jorge doesn’t count. He doesn’t like the game and only came in because he’s worried about you.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m worried too. What you said—”

      He had to get her to stop talking, so he did the first thing he thought of. He kissed her long. He kissed her hard. He swept her close to him. Did she feel a power surge through her? Did she feel anything at all? The headset wasn't equipped for giving off the feeling of being kissed, yet her lips were definitely moving against his, parting, giving him access to her mouth, her tongue.

      Not her tongue. Her avatar’s tongue.

      Hating himself for not actually being in the real world, for not actually kissing her, Gary pulled back.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said firmly.

      She cupped her cheek. “Then answer.”

      “I’ll answer in the game.”

      “Because you’re—”

      “Because I’m not ready for a real relationship,” he said gruffly, turning aside. “I don’t know what it’s supposed to be like. Dating. Love. Giving yourself. I… I haven’t dated a lot. People move away. People move on. People…”

      “I’m not going to die on you,” she said softly, squeezing his shoulder.

      To his horror, his eyes burned with unshed tears. He blinked them away angrily before facing Nicoletta. She cupped his cheek and then laid her head on his chest.

      “A relationship through a game doesn’t exactly feel real,” she whispered after a moment.

      “That kiss felt real to me,” he said, doing his best not to squirm. He desperately needed to readjust.

      “I felt it too.” She pulled back, her eyes searching. Then her gaze dropped, and her eyes widened. “But not as much as you, I think. How can you… your… the developers really put in…”

      “Maybe you just got me that hot and bothered that it had no choice but to translate over,” he muttered. His cheeks burned with embarrassment.

      “Hmm.” She opened her mouth to say something more, but more salamanders were slithering their way over, their reptile bodies half engulfed in flames, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders and urged her to continue onward.

      For the most part, they maintained a comfortable silence as they hacked and slew their way through all kinds of creatures toward the Mountain of Eternal Gloom. What kind of a name was that? Meant to ward off other gamers? Gary didn’t think that would work.

      “I can’t wait until we start to face supervillains,” she said suddenly.

      “Oh, yeah? Are you sure we’ll face them?”

      She nodded, her eyes glittering. “Some of the other players have talked about it. Apparently, if you complete enough quests, you’ll be granted titles like hero. You have to do a ton to be elevated to superhero status. People have been arguing about how many you need. Seems like it depends on the individual quests, that some are weighed heavier than others.”

      “The ones that require a hero versus just an adventurer maybe,” he guessed.

      “Possibly. I’ve been trying to do more quests. Some are lame, but this one seems like it could be fun. A Runed Ruby. I wonder what the great power is.”

      “Something dangerous, clearly.”

      “It might turn the guy into a supervillain. We have to stop him.” She slammed a fist into her open palm.

      “I love how fiery you—how passionate you are,” he corrected, wincing.

      “You can use the word fire,” she said. “I… I need to face it.”

      “You don’t need to,” he said.

      "I do. I will. The chances of my coming up against a supervillain who can use fire are probably pretty high." She inhaled deeply. "I'll be okay."

      “Nicoletta—”

      “Gary. Stop. I’m not a child.”

      “Definitely not,” he murmured.

      She laughed. “I’m glad you weren’t worried about what Jorge would think.”

      “I’m a grown man. You’re a grown woman. We can do what we want.”

      “I know, but he’s scared off would-be suitors before.”

      “There’s still time for him to scare me off.”

      "Oh, yeah?" She shook her head and chuckled. "So it's nothing serious between us?"

      Don’t look down. Don’t look down. Don’t look down.

      Of course, lacking self-control, he glanced down at his tented pants.

      She flushed. “Yeah, well, I kinda prefer dates.”

      “Uh, don’t gamers date by gaming together?”

      “You consider yourself a gamer now?”

      “Duh.”

      Nicoletta rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t know, Gary.”

      She was stuck on his telling her the truth, and she didn’t believe him. He could understand her reservations. He really did. If she wasn’t willing to stick by him, maybe he could spend more time with Elena. That dream had felt so real. And Olivia. Although she had ended up puking on him, watching her fly had gotten him hard. Too bad she hadn’t been wearing a dress.

      What the hell. He shouldn’t be thinking of the others right now, not while he was standing with Nicoletta.

      "We don't have to decide anything now," he said stiffly. He needed to change the subject, to stop thinking about the girls, to get this erection to go away. It could come out tonight, and then he could rub one out. Apparently, nothing was going to happen now between him and Nicoletta. Besides, he was torn. He wanted to be with her, not her avatar, but he was stuck here, and she was playing at home, with her headset.

      They were worlds apart, and it sucked.

      As they approached the Mountain of Eternal Gloom, the skies suddenly darkened, and clouds rolled in, black and foreboding.

      “It certainly looks gloomy,” she remarked, glancing at him.

      Gary swallowed hard. He just hoped it wouldn’t start to thunder and lightning. The developers wouldn’t be that cruel, would they?

      He gulped.

      “You okay?” she asked compassionately.

      “Just dandy,” he muttered.

      That was anything but the truth. Gary felt out of his element, and he wasn't used to feeling this much fear. Something about the place seemed too much like a tomb, and he shivered.

      I do not want to die here. I’m not ready to die. I need to live. I have to get back home.

      Was that going to be possible? Was this all he could hope for? To play and survive?

      That dark cloud above him sure was a storm cloud, and it brought with it more than just rain. Depression had rolled in, and Gary knew it wouldn’t easily be shoved aside.

      “Just fucking dandy,” he muttered so low that only he could hear the words.
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      “Hey now, Gary!” a familiar voice called.

      Smiling, Gary turned around to see Olivia approaching.

      “Fancy running into you,” Olivia said as she approached. She winked at Gary and turned to Nicoletta. “I don’t think we’ve met before. I’m—”

      “Don’t care,” Nicoletta said, turning her back.

      “Mature. Gary, let me know when you prefer a real woman.”

      "As opposed to a floozy?" Nicoletta asked, whirling back around.

      Olivia laughed. “Girl, you don’t even know me.”

      "No, but I know your type. Hanging onto every scrap of attention you can get from any and all guys."

      Olivia scowled. “That’s not true at all.”

      “No? Why is it that I’ve seen you around but always with male players?”

      “Why haven’t you been playing much with others outside of Gary?” Olivia countered.

      “Girls—” Gary said, but they were ignoring him.

      “What’s wrong with wanting to train by yourself? Have you ever gamed before?” Nicoletta asked. “Because if you train alone, you would know that you get all of the goods.”

      “Right now, all of the goods are pretty crappy, dear, or haven’t you realized?”

      “You have to level up to fight the harder creatures and bosses to get the good stuff. You just trounce along with the big, tough guys, and get a pittance of the experience and level up slowly. Yawn.”

      “It’s a game. It’s meant to be played with others. Social. You do know the meaning of the word, don’t you?”

      Gary cleared his throat. “Really, I don’t think—”

      “You’re just jealous,” Olivia said.

      “Jealous of what? Your avatar?”

      "My winning personality. That's why the guys love me. If it were just looks, I would've given myself…" Olivia held out her hands to pretend to hold enormous milk jugs.

      Gary was glancing back and forth between them as they were arguing. Honestly, he hated that they were fighting, but as they were yelling, they had stepped closer and closer together. Now, they were inches from each other, and the idea of having them turn their anger into passion and him enjoying them both at the same time had him nearly ready to splurge himself right then and there.

      As if she could read his thoughts, Olivia glanced over at him and down at his bulge. He flushed as she nudged Nicoletta, who also saw. Crap.

      Olivia leaned over and whispered something to Nicoletta. Gary couldn’t tell if she responded when Olivia kissed her full on the lips with tongue and everything. Fuck. Gary was so hard that he couldn’t think.

      The two girls pulled away, separating, laughing.

      “Uh…” Gary was speechless as visions of the three of them tumbling in the grassy field they had passed through to reach here.

      “I think we broke him.” Olivia giggled.

      “He’s definitely broken,” Nicoletta agreed.

      “So, are you two friends now?” he asked, baffled. What had just happened?

      “We’re allies,” Nicoletta said.

      “In what exactly?” he asked suspiciously.

      “In the ‘drive Gary nuts’ game,” Olivia said with a wink.

      “I think we’re winning,” Nicoletta said.

      “Yes, we most certainly are.”

      Gary groaned. Them being friends might be worse than them being enemies.

      As they marched the last little bit to the mountain, Gary's mind raced. Nicoletta was definitely not gay, so was she bi? Would she be open to a threesome? Honestly, though, Gary didn't just want a once and done. He really was enjoying getting to know Nicoletta and Elena. Of the three, Gary had spent the least amount of time with Olivia, but she was a lot of fun, too. He couldn't go wrong with any of them, and he kinda wanted them all.

      No. Gary definitely wanted them all.

      Maybe that was just because his life was so hectic and chaotic here in the game. Maybe it was because he knew that nothing could really happen since they weren’t here with him. Most likely, he would be way too chicken shit to even consider this in real life.

      For now, this game was his life, and they were keeping him anchored, keeping him sane, and if that caused him to fall in lust with them, so be it. Because it couldn’t be love. Not so quickly. Not with all of them. No.

      “Are you ready for this?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I don’t know,” Gary said.

      “I’m ready for anything and then some,” Olivia said with an impish grin.

      Nicoletta eyed her. “Are you always so…”

      “Full of life?” Olivia winked. “You betcha.”

      Gary wanted to believe it wasn’t an act, but he couldn’t help wondering. He was pretty sure that he had heard or read somewhere that most people went into psychiatry because of their own personal issues. He didn’t want to judge Olivia, though, and was perfectly happy just thinking of her as being happy and carefree. The world needed more people like that. Too many were overly serious and worried about the sky falling.

      Colossal fat droplets rained down on them as they struggled to find the cave. Thunder rumbled, and Gary froze, waiting for a lightning strike. If he got hit again, would he die? Would he be zapped back home? Would he be zapped somewhere random?

      “Over here!” Nicoletta called. Her dark hair was plastered to her forehead, her clothing soaked and skin-tight against her body, and, fuck, he was hard again. Damn it. He was going to have a constant hard-on at this rate.

      Hands over his head to shield him from the rain at least somewhat, Gary rushed over, Olivia right on his heels. She pressed against him to enter the cave, and he hung back slightly so he could adjust himself. Seriously? His pants were a little wet from pre-cum. Hopefully, they wouldn't notice. The cave was dark. Besides, it was raining, so that was another explanation for the strategic wet spot…

      “Some fire would be nice right about now,” Olivia remarked, coming to a halt. The others stopped too.

      Gary winced. “We’re fine,” he said in a rush.

      Nicoletta said nothing.

      “If I had fire,” Olivia started.

      “You wouldn’t be afraid to use it,” Nicoletta said quietly.

      “Not at all,” Olivia chirped. “But I know all about being afraid to use my power. I mean, seriously, it’s just my luck that I can fly, and I’m deathly afraid of heights.”

      “No roller coasters for you then?” Nicoletta asked.

      “God, no!”

      “You’re missing out,” Nicoletta said.

      “Seriously?” Olivia shook her head frantically. “Do you not understand phobias?”

      “I thought with what you’re studying, you would be willing to work on your fear,” Gary said.

      “I do understand phobias,” Nicoletta said quietly before Olivia could respond to Gary. “My power is…” She shook her head.

      “Something you’re afraid of, too? Hmm.” Olivia rubbed her chin. “That’s curious. It’s almost as if the developers know us, know our fears.”

      “Guess that would make Gary fearless then,” Nicoletta said.

      “Ha! Hardly,” he said. “I have plenty to fear.”

      Nicoletta grabbed his hand and gave it a sympathetic squeeze.

      “Look, we’ve come this far, and I can only play so long,” Olivia said. “Let’s get us a Runed Ruby and get the heck out of here, what do ya say?”

      A few more steps forward and the cave was so dark they couldn't see anything. Nicoletta tried to use her fire for illumination, but the moment a spark formed, she began to tremble so severely she couldn't walk. Gary held her to his chest. In the darkness, Olivia might not have been able to see them.

      Eventually, Nicoletta could walk, and up ahead, they saw a faint blue. The tunnel was luminescent just enough for them to be able to see.

      “Bats love caves,” Olivia said. “What else does?”

      “Maybe vampires,” Gary said. “Think about it. Dark. Damp. No light, no fires.”

      “I think this cave will be vampire free,” Nicoletta said dryly.

      “You never know,” Gary said. “Vampires are one creature that can go toe-to-toe with a superhero.”

      “Right now, we hardly qualify as superheroes,” she pointed out.

      “Once we level up enough,” Gary hinted.

      “No vampires,” Nicoletta said with a slight edge.

      Okay, so she didn't like vampires. Gary just might have to find an excuse to nibble on her neck later… just for fun.

      A scurrying sound was all the warning they had before a horde of rats rushed them. As soon as they killed the last of them, thankfully with none of them getting bitten, snakes came. They managed to kill them and head down to the next portion of the passageway before a few rabid raccoons pounced. One nearly took Gary's head off. These weren't ordinary raccoons by a long shot.

      Up ahead, they found a dead bear carcass rotting away with a volt of vultures eating it. The girls were repulsed, vocalizing their discomfort at the sight, but Gary had it so much worse because he could smell it. He thought he was going to hurl.

      The vultures must have sensed the gamers because they paused and then converged on them, some taking flight, the rest stalking along the cave ground with their claws scratching against the rocks. Gary settled in to slice off wings, to cut through flesh, and even to shove his sword down one vulture’s throat. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

      Gary was breathing heavy by the time they finished the vultures off. He glanced at the girls.

      “Are you two okay?” he asked.

      “Nothing a potion won’t handle,” Olivia said. She drank it and wiped her mouth.

      Nicoletta bit her lower lip and darted a glance at Gary. “Are you okay?” she asked pointedly.

      He inhaled deeply to try to hide the fact he was gassed. “Sure. Never better.”

      “That’s my Gary.” Olivia thumped him on the back and then let her hand wander lower to cup his ass. She patted it and then waltzed around the bear carcass, swaying her hips. Gary knew she was doing that on purpose.

      He started forward, but Nicoletta touched his arm, and he hung back, afraid she was upset about Olivia’s attention.

      “This is starting to get harder,” she said, jutting her chin to encompass the tunnel. “We have no idea how long and far this goes. The monsters will only get stronger. What if we aren’t a high enough level for this?”

      “We have to be,” he said grimly.

      “Gary, I know you think you’re in the game—”

      He placed a finger over her lips.

      She rolled her eyes and knocked his hand away. "Gary. Please. I'm worried about you."

      “You don’t need to be. I’m big and strong.” He flexed.

      Since entering the game, Gary was getting more powerful. It wasn't just in his mind. Granted, lifting heavy garbage cans had given him powerful guns to begin with, so it wasn't as if he had started out as a skinny chicken. All of the walking had caused his legs to finally start to catch up to his upper body some. You didn't need a gym and weights if you were hacking away at creatures. More times than not, Gary used both hands on the sword. He was still getting used to it, and if he had to face someone proficient with the weapon, he would be in trouble. He didn't have any formal training with it, and blocking and parrying a creature's claw or mouth was a lot different from a lethal piece of blade.

      “Yes, yes, I’m not worried about you physically.”

      “Just frustrated with me physically?”

      Crap. What the hell did he just say?

      “I mean just frustrated physically? Er, um… I think I’m gonna shut up now.” Gary shrugged sheepishly.

      She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “Really?” she asked dryly.

      "Fine. I'm the frustrated one," Gary muttered.

      Nicoletta laughed. “So I can see.”

      “Let’s just go.”

      Again, he started forward, and again, she halted him. This time, she grabbed his palm and traced her finger against the new scar.

      “Scars aren’t an option for your avatar,” he murmured. “Not that I saw.”

      She jerked her hand back as if burned. “Come on. Olivia might need our help.”

      He wanted to ask her about the kiss, but he figured now wasn’t the time for that. She was right that this wasn’t going to be easy, and he needed his head in the game—the head decidedly attached to his neck and not the one between his legs, which was beginning to stir yet again.

      Mumbling a curse, he rushed to bypass her so he wouldn't be tempted to stare at her ass. The other two were lovely, but Nicoletta had the most exquisite ass of them all.

      “Head on shoulders,” he murmured.

      Olivia was heading back toward them, the frown on her face not marring her beauty.

      “What’s wrong?” Nicoletta asked.

      "There are no more enemies. Not living ones. Someone else has cleared them all out. All the foxes, bears, bodies everywhere."

      “We must be getting close,” Nicoletta said.

      “Yes, and someone is ahead of us,” Gary said grimly. “We might have to fight the guy.”

      “A supervillain. Has to be,” Nicoletta said.

      “Or just a villain,” Olivia suggested. “We aren’t powerful enough yet to be considered superheroes.”

      “Especially since we won’t actually train with our powers.” Nicoletta grimaced.

      Olivia held her hand. “It’ll be all right. I’m right here.”

      Nicoletta nodded and grabbed Gary’s hand with her free one. “We can do this,” she said.

      “I sure hope so,” Gary muttered.

      “Think positive,” Olivia admonished.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I’m too young to be ma’amed.”

      “Sorry.” He sighed. “I was trying to be—”

      “Shh.” Nicoletta lifted her hand entwined with Gary’s. “Did you hear that?”

      Olivia’s face looked colorless behind the pale blue of the cave walls. “We all ready? Everyone use up all of their points, all healed up?” She gulped. “Ready to use magic if need be?”

      Gary always felt so disconnected when he fiddled with this part of the game. Because of that, he hadn’t allocated his points from his last several levels.

      “Does dexterity help with being a thief?” he asked.

      “Yes,” the girls said at the same time.

      “Good.”

      He dumped twenty-five points into that skill to bring it up to forty. He always felt a little zap of life when he added to vitality and more powerful when he increased his strength. With dexterity, he couldn’t perceive any change.

      “Here’s the plan,” he said. “We’ll see what we’re up against. If he seems too powerful, you two will come at him from two different sides, distracting him. I’ll steal the item, and we’ll bolt.”

      “What’s the signal for us to leave?” Olivia asked.

      “A whistle.”

      Nicoletta shook her head so harshly that her hair tumbled free from her ponytail, and she had to fix it. “I can’t whistle.”

      “You can’t?” Gary couldn’t believe it. “I taught myself.”

      “Good for you, but I can’t, and I need to—”

      “Hoot like an owl,” Olivia suggested.

      “I’ll be the judge of if we have to go or not,” Gary said.

      “So you’re the boss?” Nicoletta crossed her arms. “I don’t think so.”

      “I agree with Nicoletta.” Olivia put her back to Nicoletta and mimicked her stance. “You’re going to pull one of those macho tough guy acts and get yourself killed. I heard that if you die in the game, you lose ten levels.”

      “I heard that points are stripped,” Nicoletta said.

      “That’s not going to happen,” Gary said firmly. “We’ll be fine if we work together. Worse comes to worst, I’ll swipe the item, remember? No one is dying.”

      Olivia winked, grinning broadly. “That’s the kind of thinking I like, pumpkin!” She patted his cheek and skipped a few paces down the tunnel.

      “She’s gonna get herself killed,” Nicoletta commented.

      “She’s a fighter,” he murmured. “I just hope that if she pukes again, that it doesn’t land on me this time.”

      “Oh,” Nicoletta said faintly.

      Gary tried to grin but failed. “You ready?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Come on.”

      He placed his hand on the small of her back, and they hurried to catch up to Olivia.
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      Abruptly, the tunnel widened into a large cavern. Instead of the ground being solid stone, it was made of rocks and pebbles that slid around. Gary inched forward. In the middle of the room was a tall pedestal.

      The ceiling above them stretched endlessly high, and he couldn’t see any bats or vultures or any other creature, winged or footed.

      “Something isn’t right,” Olivia whispered.

      She was spot-on. Movement to the left revealed a man wearing a cloak standing by the wall and another opening just like the one they had passed through to reach this point. He was holding his hand up toward the ceiling, examining something small and red.

      The Runed Ruby!

      Gary couldn’t help himself. He rushed forward and then hesitated, but at that point, the girls had started to follow him.

      The man immediately snapped his long fingers into a tight fist that he slowly lowered to his side.

      “Leave me be,” he said coldly in a voice that brooked no arguments.

      “Yeah, not happening,” Gary said.

      “You aren’t getting away with that,” Nicoletta ordered.

      “Go be a villain somewhere else,” Olivia added.

      The man laughed and swept his other arm back, causing his cloak to flutter behind him, the billowing material almost looking like a wing.

      “You want this?” He held up his fist. “Come and get it.”

      “How original,” Nicoletta muttered as she grabbed her twin daggers.

      Olivia had her spear, a real metal one that she had bought and was wielding with decent proficiency. Gary, of course, had his sword. He debated yanking out his dagger too, but if he needed to steal the Runed Ruby instead of killing the man for it, he would need at least one hand free. Ideally, the dagger would be his preferred weapon in this scenario so Gary could fight close quarters, but he had no idea how powerful this guy was. He had no one else with him, no team. Clearly, he had powers, so the longer reach would keep Gary at a distance, even if it would make stealing more difficult.

      Maybe it was his added dexterity, or maybe he was just that furious that someone might swipe the artifact right under their nose, but Gary ran faster than he had since so long ago when he’d won races. He reached the man first, and Gary went to slash with his blade when a terrible gust of wind blew him back so far that he collided with the girls.

      Nicoletta recovered first. Her face was bright red, full of anger. She held up her hands, which glowered slightly.

      Her fire? She was willing to use it? Was the firecracker trying to overcome her fear?

      Before a flame could appear, the man threw out his hand, and a thin tendril of water flew out, coating her hands and causing the fire to diminish to black smoke.

      Wait, so the man had both air and water? What level was he?

      As if she didn’t want to be outdone by Nicoletta, Olivia took flight. Of course, with the guy exploiting wind, that didn’t work out well for her. In fact, he slammed her against the wall so hard that a crack echoed.

      The man laughed manically as Gary and Nicoletta rushed over to Olivia. Nicoletta forced the unconscious woman to drink a potion, and Olivia stirred.

      “We have to try to fight him,” she said.

      Nicoletta nodded. “I don’t see a weapon on him. If we can get in close, maybe you can swipe it.”

      “We can do this.” Olivia stood and nearly collapsed onto Gary.

      “Are you okay?” he asked her.

      She shook her head and cracked her knuckles. “More than okay.”

      Gary wasn’t so sure, but the air in the room was beginning to spin faster and faster. The guy was trying to make a tornado. Pebbles gathered to join the funnel.

      Desperate, Gary shoved away his sword, grabbed his dagger, and whipped it at the man. Of course, the man used more wind to knock the blade to the side, but Gary was already closing the distance between them. Before the man could blast him, Gary had tackled him.

      A gust of wind slammed into Gary, causing him to fly backward.

      Nicoletta dashed over to take Gary’s place, her twin daggers crossed to form an “X.” She slashed and sliced at the man, but he seemed to float above the ground, moving away from her without walking.

      Abruptly, the man placed his hand on her chest, and the stench of burnt clothes and flesh seared Gary’s stomach. He thought he would hurl as Nicoletta collapsed to her knees and then lay face first on the ground.

      Rage filled Gary, and he tried once more. The man formed a small fireball in his hand that connected with Gary's dagger. The hilt immediately grew too hot for him to handle, and he dropped the weapon as the blade melted.

      The heat! That power! The command this man had! Olivia was right. He was a villain or even a supervillain, but if he was a supervillain, he was holding back on purpose to toy with them.

      Nicoletta was lying there, not moving. Gary darted over to her and dragged her back slightly. He started to give her a potion when he heard Olivia scream.

      Gary whirled around to see the man lowering his arm from clearly having backhanded her. Olivia staggered back before trying to stab him. He gripped the spear in his hands to block the blow, and in seconds, the metal glowed as red as his hands. Olivia had to release her hold on it.

      And that was when the man began to attack with a weapon instead of his powers. He viciously jabbed toward Olivia in a blatant attempt to impale the woman with her own spear, but Gary lunged across the distance and just barely used the tip of his sword to block the blow.

      The man nodded to Gary, and the two fought in earnest. The jabbing nature of the spear made fighting him with the sword awkward and unnatural, but then again, Gary wasn’t super proficient with sword fighting so maybe that helped him, considering he wasn’t as thrown off as someone who would have trained for years.

      The foe was as deadly with a weapon as with his power, and Gary was suffering. A slash to his upper thigh. A cut to his bicep. A massive bruise when the guy jerked his feet out from under him. Gary didn’t know how he managed to bring up his sword to block off what would have been a finishing blow, but he did and then rolled away and jumped to his feet.

      Gary was breathing hard. The cave had been chilly all along, but now, he was dripping with sweat, and he wiped his forehead. The last thing he would need would be for sweat to drip into his eyes and blind him momentarily.

      Blood dripped from the cut on his bicep. Thankfully, it wasn’t trickling down his arm to his wrist gripping the weapon, but it was making the ground slick. Gary had no choice but to watch his footing more carefully, which meant his attention wasn’t on the man as much as it should have been, and the man took advantage with a sharp whack to the side of Gary’s head.

      Gary went down hard. His vision was spotty, growing dim, and a roaring sound filled his ears. Had he dropped his sword? Yes, but where was it? Where were the girls for that matter?

      Dazed, he sat back and watched as the man raised the spear, the metal glowing red hot. It jerked down toward Gary when all of a sudden, Nicoletta was there, holding the spear…

      …and not being burned.

      Olivia rushed over to Gary’s side and helped him up. Her lips moved, but he couldn’t hear what she was saying above the roar still overwhelming his ears.

      Just then, the man jabbed the spear toward Olivia. Gary tried to shove her out of the way at the same time that Olivia took flight, and Gary staggered forward to slam into the pedestal. The platform wasn’t that steady. It didn’t support him at all, but instead of breaking, the dais shook a bit and then started to descend into the ground accompanied by loud grumbling that finally sounded over the ringing. The ground shook as if from an earthquake, and hundreds of snakes descended from the ceiling.

      Olivia shrieked and tumbled from her flight right onto the man. The spear was still red-hot, somehow back in their foe’s hand. The metal burned Olivia, maybe even punctured her, and she collapsed to the ground. Her hands shook as she tried to reach for a potion.

      The man went in for the kill, but massive bats with human faces swooped around, also falling from the ceiling, their fangs like that of vampires, and they tried to bite and tear into him.

      And only him.

      Because of the Runed Ruby still clutched in his grubby paws?

      Gary rushed over to Olivia and handed her a potion while glancing around. The ground was still shaking, and a massive two-headed bear had lumbered into the cave from the second entrance. Each step the bear took caused the earth to quake all the more.

      This was the stuff of nightmares. All that was missing would be a dragon.

      A burst of fire appeared high overhead. When the smoke dissipated, a fully sized dragon descended. With massive green-black wings and a golden underbelly, the dragon took up the vast majority of space above them. Considering how commodious the area was, that was saying something.

      Thankfully, the dragon and most of the creatures seemed to be going after the man, which gave Gary enough time to find Nicoletta. Her face was covered in ashes and soot as she picked herself up off the ground. She was bleeding, her clothes torn, but she stalked toward the man as if she was ready to set him ablaze.

      With a wild shrill, she tackled him, forcing him to the ground. The Runed Ruby fell out of his grasp, and one of the snakes from the ceiling snatched it. The man went to yank on the snake, but another one bit his hand.

      The creatures were attacking the man.

      The man wasn’t a supervillain, at least not in the sense of the game.

      The man had to be another player.

      He kicked Nicoletta straight in the face. She staggered back, right in Gary’s arms. He dragged her over to Olivia, and the three of them limped away, back the way they had come.

      The cave tunnels had repopulated with more bears, snakes, and vultures. Gary had to handle most of them, and even though he had managed them relatively easy previously, now, his body was aching, and his reflexes were slower. Worse, he had left his sword behind, so he had to use his dagger. The close quarters meant that he was almost bitten several times, and one bear got a nasty sideswipe against his ribs.

      Eventually, though, they tumbled outside and lumbered across the field back to the town. The girls drank potions and healed before his eyes.

      Olivia wordlessly handed one to Gary. He accepted it but didn’t drink. She appeared too tired to say a word, hugged them both, and logged off.

      Nicoletta handed Gary his sword. In the mad dash out of there, she must have picked it up. Gary wasn’t even sure when exactly he had lost it.

      “That was intense,” she said slowly.

      “That’s one word for it.”

      “We all almost died.” She brushed some hair from his forehead and examined a cut near his temple.

      “We’re survivors.”

      “We can’t go back after that treasure.”

      “We don’t have to,” he said, all the while thinking I have to.

      “Not without a larger party,” she continued. “I don’t think Jorge will be much help.”

      “I might know someone,” he said. His head was pounding, and he just wanted to sleep.

      “You need to rest and recover. You sure…” She glanced at the potion and then away.

      “I’ll be fine,” he said.

      “I don’t… If you’re positive…”

      “You don’t what?” he asked.

      Don’t believe me? Don’t think I’m sane? Don’t want to deal with me and my issues? His last girlfriend had said that when she broke up with him. She claimed he had suffered long-term trauma because of all the loss he had suffered. Maybe that was true. He could always ask Olivia. She would know about that psychological stuff.

      But for right now, the main issue he had wasn't the same ones that girlfriend had been talking about. Now, the problems were life and death in a game setting where some of the enemies had superpowers. How in the world was he going to continue to survive unless he could gain superpowers himself?
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      Nicoletta swallowed hard. “I don’t want to leave you,” she said softly.

      Gary was moved. “Aw, is someone worried about me?”

      “Yes, because you’re a bit touched in the head.” The yes was firm, but the rest of her words were teasing, and her fingers brushed so gently around his wound.

      “I’m fine. I am. Go ahead. Log off. It’s got to be late, right?”

      “It is. And I’m hungry. This game, it really takes a lot out of you. The jolts are one thing if you’re only hit here or there, but continuously? And the ground shaking? And the jolt from his wind blast… If that’s the kind of power we can work up to, that’s incredible.”

      “Do you think he’s a mage like Jorge?” Gary asked.

      "Or maybe he's an elemental, but I thought I read that so far, everyone could only use one element like I can only use fire."

      “Maybe you’ll be able to add a second one if you’re a high enough level. I didn’t pay attention, but did you notice what level he was?”

      She blinked a few times. “That was a player? I thought we might’ve stumbled onto a quest meant for characters at a much higher level.”

      Gary shook his head. “He’s a gamer.”

      “Wow. Do you think he survived all of that?”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      “Probably.” She bit her lower lip, clearly musing something over. “Wind and fire. Man, that’s crazy.”

      “You used yours some.”

      "I had to. You needed me to. Olivia also did. I-I had to try."

      “You did more than try. Are you okay?”

      She kissed his cheek. “My mom’s at the door. I hate when she stops by unannounced. She knows I’m home, so I can’t blow her off. I have to go.”

      “I thought you were going to go regardless.”

      Nicoletta gave him a look that suggested she would’ve stayed longer if she could’ve. “Please don’t do anything rash,” she said.

      He took her hand and cupped it against his cheek, relishing her soft touch, wishing her hand was the one touching him.

      “I can’t make that promise.”

      She pulled her hand free. “I know.”

      Gary went to pull her close, to kiss her, but she had already logged off.

      Now that he was alone with no one and nothing to distract him, the pain came rushing in. As much as he wanted to get food, he didn’t have the energy to walk over there. He had to drag himself along to reach the stables, and he leaned against the wall as he slumped to the ground.

      His eyes were just beginning to close when faint footsteps sounded. He cracked open his eyes to see Haru.

      “Do you have any news for me?” Gary asked, not bothering to feel any sense of hope. All he could feel was extreme fatigue, body aches, and pain.

      “Yes, unfortunately.” The Japanese man paused before him, feet shoulder-width apart, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Bad news, I take it.”

      Haru nodded once, the movement direct and crisp. “I have come to warn you.”

      Gary’s mind was swimming. Random thoughts came together in his mind, and he blurted out, “The other guy from the real world, he’s the one I was trying to steal the Runed Ruby from, wasn’t he?”

      "Yes, just right. Gary, you must use any means necessary to acquire that artifact. We added it to the game so that you could become a superpower. If in the wrong hands, another will gain a second power, and that could have a devastating effect on the game at large."

      Gary nodded numbly. How could he steal the game from someone already so powerful? From someone already willing to kill other gamers?

      “As much as we would like to correct the glitch by just giving you a superpower, we cannot risk the other guy realizing. We do not want him to learn about you. We fear he will target you and kill you.”

      “Does he know that you know about him?” Gary asked. “Have you visited him like you have me?”

      Haru shook his head. “He doesn’t know that the developers have caught onto him. As much as we can, we are attempting to discern how exactly it was that he came to be in the game. We also want to know about him and understand why he is so violent.”

      “Violent is right,” Gary muttered. He licked his lips and winced when he tasted blood.

      “If that man keeps the artifact, we will make it harder to be used so he won’t gain a second power, but realize that would mean it would be that much more difficult for you to use it too.”

      “Not exactly what I want,” Gary said. He rubbed his temple and tried to concentrate. “Does this mean that he didn’t obtain that Runed Ruby after all?”

      “No, he did not. We have it heavily guarded.”

      “Yeah, I think I activated the animals and monsters and creatures that attacked,” Gary said ruefully.

      “No, we have the game set up that if a person stepped within a certain distance of one of the exits with the Runed Ruby in their possession, that the person would be hit and hit hard. Again, we cannot allow just anyone to gain a second power.”

      “So, what is he exactly?” Gary asked. “He was using both wind and fire. That’s two powers already!”

      “Technically, he’s a wizard.”

      “Not a mage then.”

      “His level is one hundred. As such, he has been elevated in rank to wizard from mage.”

      “Seriously?” Gary rubbed a hand down his face and winced at the fresh blood leaking from his bicep cut. It burned. “Why are there even mages in the game in the first place?”

      “We wanted to be able to develop—that doesn’t matter now. There are mages, and we can’t go back and change that now.”

      “Level one hundred.” Gary was only level twenty-two.

      “He’s been playing nonstop and hardly sleeps. I don’t know how he’s managing.”

      “That’s insane,” Gary blurted.

      “Yes, it is. He’s obviously not thinking clearly. Who willingly enters a virtual reality game?”

      Gary swallowed hard. If someone had no friends, no wife, no kids, no job or a crappy one, if someone had no reason for wanting to get out of bed every morning… Who wouldn’t want to jump at the chance of making things better?

      “He’s the highest level of all of the gamers by twenty-seven,” Haru continued. “I don’t know how he found out about the Runed Ruby. We kept that tight to breast because we wanted to ensure you found it—”

      “With all of those baddies, did you really think I would be able to handle all of that?” Gary snapped.

      He couldn’t help being furious. His head was pounding. Every breath was labored. While he didn’t think anything was broken, how could he be sure? It wasn’t as if there was medicine or doctors here in this game. Just some hacks with potions that didn’t work on him. His body was rejecting all of the strain, and his injuries were severe enough that he knew he wouldn’t be able to go back out there again tomorrow, not to face that mountain. Mountain of Eternal Gloom wasn’t right. More like Mountain of a Thousand Deaths.

      “Come morning, we will have ready a potion that should help you.”

      “But—”

      “Yes, you’re human and not an avatar, but you are in the game, and we can affect you. Otherwise, we wouldn’t be able to imbue you with a superpower. We’ll only make this potion available for those who lack a superpower, and by the time you have one, we should have worked out the code that you and you alone can purchase it.”

      Gary nodded. His head felt as if it weighed a million pounds, and it lulled down heavy on his chest, his chin nearly touching his chest plate.

      “I’m sorry things aren’t going easier for you, Gary, but you have to admit that we didn’t expect or ever intend for someone to enter the game! It’s fascinating, really.”

      “Great. I’m a guinea pig, a science experiment.”

      Haru opened his mouth and then shut it.

      “That’s right. Don’t deny it,” Gary grumbled.

      “We will fix this,” Haru promised.

      “Are you sure about that?”

      “We’re working on this as hard as you are at getting that Runed Ruby.”

      “You have an enemy to face too?” Gary’s eyes were closing. He couldn’t open them again. He was fading and fast.

      “You could say so,” Haru said, his voice seemingly coming from far away. The ringing had returned.

      “What’s his name?”

      “Whose?”

      “The other human in the game.”

      “Shh!”

      “Sorry,” Gary mumbled. “Well?”

      Haru hesitated so long Gary wondered if he was alone now or else had succumbed to sleep or even death. Then, the Japanese man cleared his throat. “He did not enter a real name.”

      “So what name did he enter?”

      “Smaug.”

      Of course. The terrible dragon from the Hobbit. How fitting.
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      Gary was dreaming. He had to be. Hands were all over his body, familiar hands, and lips. He was naked, and he wasn’t the only one. His hands were wandering, touching, caressing, so many breasts, so many holes… Nicoletta, Olivia, and Elena… all of them together, and he couldn’t handle it. He came, but they kept pumping him, sucking him, riding him, and he remained hard and came again and again…

      When Gary woke, he groaned for several reasons. One, waking with a migraine when you were trapped in a game shouldn’t be allowed. Two, he was so hard that his balls ached more than the rest of his wounds. Three, the girls weren’t here with him.

      His body felt wooden, his arms tingling, and he had to throw his arm to try to move forward to gain access to the ground so he could push up to standing. Instead, his hand brushed against his bulging erection. Great, just what he needed. Not at all.

      Somehow, he managed to roll onto his back, get onto all fours, and stand up. He needed to get a potion and now. He should’ve done a better job of binding his wounds last night, but he had passed out. He wasn’t sure how he had managed to get back to town. There wasn’t a part of him that didn’t hurt, and he had more cuts and gashes and wounds then he had realized.

      Walking out of the stable wasn’t easy, and he staggered like a drunk to be able to reach the alchemist who sold the potions. For a special, low, low price of only a single rupa was a new potion. Gary didn’t even pay attention to the name of it and just bought it.

      The vial was shaped like a round-bottomed flask, the liquid inside purple with black specks. Gary drank it down chugging it. The taste resembled concord wine, and Gary couldn’t help thinking that a night of heavy drinking was in order. Maybe even day drinking. Early morning drinking.

      A slow warmth washed over his body, starting at his toes and ankles and working its way up. As it climbed, his body healed, and when it reached his groined, he came immediately. Great. Another mess he would have to clean.

      The potion's warmth worked even higher, and the cut on his bicep healed, and before the heat dissipated, the fog in his mind vanished. The drink had healed him completely and entirely.

      Whistling, happy for one of the few times since he had entered the game as a human, Gary strolled over to the tavern and bought himself some grub. Once he ate his fill, he bought new clothes and then a ton more of the potions that were specifically for him.

      That done, he rubbed his hand and surveyed the town. Now, what?

      His earlier jubilee vanished, replaced by worry and fear. The other guy, the so-called Smaug, could not be allowed to gain a second power. He was already too powerful as it was.

      “Howdy, stranger.”

      Gary grinned and turned to face Elena. “Long time no see,” he said.

      “Not really. I’ve been busy.”

      “Oh.” He hesitated. “Busy doing what?”

      “Practicing.”

      “You’re going to turn me into a dentist,” he grumbled. “Making me pull teeth.”

      She smiled bashfully. "You don't understand. It's… Well, I've always loved to bake. It's a passion of mine. And I wanted to start a bakery. A lifelong dream of mine. But because of an accident when I was a kid, my right hand lost a lot of control. Damage to the nerves. I used to be right-handed, but ever since I had to learn with my left, and it still never felt like it should."

      “And your power is metal fists. That’s kinda freaky. Not your greatest fear.”

      “Yes, it is.” Tears welled in her eyes. “Because in real life…”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” He felt terrible. How had the developers been able to determine everyone’s greatest fears through their stupid quiz? Was something else going on behind the scenes?

      “But…” Her grin was breathtakingly beautiful. “I don’t know what it is, if it’s the game or if I have the confidence to try again or what, but… Okay. To be a baker, you have to decorate with icing, right?”

      “The icing bags,” he said.

      “Yes. You need two hands to squeeze. That’s what’s been holding me back. I lack the hand strength in my right hand to decorate properly. Yesterday was my youngest cousin’s birthday, and she wanted me to make cupcakes, and, Gary, it’s such a small thing, but I was able to ice them. Not just icing. I made each one a little flower garden. I was able to squeeze with both hands. Nothing’s changed outside of my using the game. It’s incredible.”

      She was so giddy, so excited that Gary had to hug her, hold her. He rubbed her back. Deep inside, he wondered if the game had nothing to do with her hand strength aside of giving her the confidence to try. Then again, wasn’t that huge in and of itself? Trying? You couldn’t succeed if you didn’t try.

      “I’m so happy for you,” he said.

      Elena pulled back, but her smile died after she noticed his expression. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” He dipped his head and glanced away.

      “Don’t lie to me. Did something happen?”

      “Don’t lie to you.” Gary stiffened.

      She swallowed and fully stepped away from his arms. "I… I'm sorry. I don't know why, but I… Normally, I don't tell everyone about myself. I generally don't talk to those I raid with. We just banter and shoot the breeze, and that's it. It's different with you. I feel like I know you, which is ridiculous, but it is what it is. Stupid, maybe, but I can tell you're hiding something. Maybe lying is too strong of a word. I didn't mean to upset you."

      “You’re fine,” he muttered and ran a hand through his hair. “I just had a rough time last night. A few of us tried to embark on a quest, and someone beat us to it. He nearly killed us, Elena, nearly killed me, Nicoletta, and Olivia.”

      “Sounds like an important quest.”

      “It really is. You have no idea.” His laugh was a little forced.

      “Enlighten me.” She hesitated. “If you want.”

      “There’s a Runed Ruby. It’s so powerful that it might be able to give me a superpower.”

      “No way!” Her jaw dropped.

      “Yeah. That guy we faced, he’s another player. He’s not a mage. He’s a wizard. He has fire and wind. If he gets another power—”

      “He’ll be unstoppable.”

      “Yes. I heard… It seems to me that he’s been going around killing other gamers. He’s an ass.”

      “So you want to gain a power and level this guy.”

      “Basically.” He grinned and then sighed. “It’s not as if I know how to go about leveling him. We got ourselves handed to us.”

      “That’s crazy.” She rubbed her chin. “I guess his wind was enough to counter Olivia’s flying ability.”

      “Yeah, and Nicoletta tried her best to fight fire with fire, but he’s level one hundred. He’s so skilled that we don’t stand a chance.”

      "We won't separately, but together, working as a team, I bet we can handle him. We won't be able to kill him—"

      “I don’t want that,” Gary blurted.

      She looked at him strangely. “Okay, I get that. Killing a gamer isn’t exactly good sportsmanship.”

      “Not at all.” Gary felt sick to his stomach. The idea of killing the guy just felt wrong. Bats? Dragons? Bears? Anything like that, he had no qualms killing, but a human? No way.

      “Still,” Elena said, “we might be able to distract him long enough for someone to steal the Runed Ruby. Does he still have it?”

      “No. He lost it, and it’s most likely back where he got it from.”

      She frowned, apparently confused.

      “These snakes dropped down from an impossibly high ceiling, and they confiscated the ruby.”

      “Ah. Well, sounds like I missed an epic battle.”

      “There will be more.”

      “Yes, indeed,” she said. “All right. I have Olivia’s number. I’ll give her a ring and see when she’s free. Why don’t you call Nicoletta and—”

      “I would, but my phone’s dead.”

      Elena shrugged. “That’s okay. What’s her number? I’ll call her for you.”

      Gary had to admit that he didn’t have Nicoletta’s number memorized—which was the truth technically, but the most factual actuality was that he didn’t have it. Instead, he gave her Jorge’s number and told her to ignore any flirting.

      “He’s—”

      “Your friend from the beginning,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “A womanizer.”

      “Eh, more like a lover of all women.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” she muttered. “There’s no one else I can call who has her number?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “All right. Hold on.”

      Her avatar went limp. Maybe she had removed her headset. Gary stood awkwardly beside her frozen form and waited impatiently for her to return.

      “Boo.”

      Gary jerked. Olivia stood beside him.

      “Did Elena call you?” he asked by way of greeting.

      “Yes. I’m here and ready to try and snatch us a ruby.” She grinned.

      “You seem happy.”

      “I am. I slept like a baby last night. I suffer from insomnia, but as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out. I can’t tell you the last time that happened.”

      “Wow. I’m glad you slept so much, but insomnia has to suck.”

      “Yes and no. It helps with studying.”

      “Of course. How are your classes?”

      “Not going as well as I would like. My mom and I haven’t talked in years. Long story.” Olivia glanced at Elena, who remained a statue and shrugged. “Okay, so my dad died shortly after I was born. He was away on tour and never got a chance to see me. My mom grew really depressed, drank a lot, wasn’t sober often. By the time I was five, she already had a steady parade of boyfriends. When I was seven, she had her boyfriend move in with us. He…”

      “You don’t have to tell me this,” he said.

      Olivia shrugged. “I can handle the truth of what happened. He was the pig, the one taking advantage of me.”

      “Did he…” Gary couldn’t continue and wished he hadn’t said even those two words.

      "More than he should've. The first few times, I was too afraid to tell my mom because I thought she would get angry with me. Then, he tried to go further, and I did tell her. She freaked out on me like I thought she would. The next time, I bit him so hard that I drew blood. My mom found out and put me up for adoption."

      “You’re kidding.”

      “No.” Olivia, amazingly, didn’t seem upset by any of this. She was either remarkably adjusted or a talented actress.

      No, you dipshit. That’s not her face. That’s her avatar.

      “Are you okay?”  he asked.

      “It was a long time ago. The point in mentioning my mom is that I should say that we haven’t talked in years except she called me a few days ago.”

      “Why? Dumped by her latest guy and needs some funds for her to drink away?” he asked bitterly.

      “She has cancer, and there’s nothing they can do. They think she has only weeks to live.”

      “Why are you playing instead of being by her side?” he asked, confused.

      “Because she only called to tell me that she was dying and to not expect a cent from her because I wasn’t her daughter anymore.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      Olivia shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve had it rough, but I’ve decided that my past doesn’t define me. It’s helped to mold me, yes, but that’s not all I am.”

      “And that’s why you’re studying psychology.”

      “You betcha.” She grinned. “You seem like you want to share now, don’t you?”

      Very quickly, he gave her the details about his parents and his upbringing in general, not mentioning his job as a trashman.

      “Like attracts like,” Olivia said, hugging him.

      “I’m okay,” he said, returning her embrace. “I wish—”

      She kissed him, a quick peek that nevertheless sent a shock straight to his cock. “Don’t wish. Take. Give. Live.”

      “I was going to say I wish that hadn’t happened—”

      Olivia stepped back, hand on hip. “It did. Who knows? Maybe I wouldn’t be here playing with you right now if it hadn’t happened. I do believe everything happens for a reason.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You disagree?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Honestly, he didn’t because what could be the reason for him being transported into the game?

      Just then, Elena stirred. “Nicoletta will be here in a few,” she said. “Any ideas who else we can add to our merry little band?”

      Gary shook his head. Olivia shrugged.

      “Out with it,” Elena demanded. “I would rather not face death today, avatar or no avatar.”

      “I know a few guys, but they’re kinda tools.” Olivia wrinkled her nose. “Honestly, they would most likely die first, and I would hate to use them as shields.”

      Gary shook his head.

      Nicoletta appeared and hugged Gary and then Olivia. After a few seconds, she hugged Elena too. Once the greetings were done, Elena asked Nicoletta if she had anyone else to join. Her answer was the same as everyone else’s.

      “Okay, so no one else.” Elena shrugged. “Works for me. We got this. First off, we need to determine a plan.”

      “More than just you stealing it,” Nicoletta pointed out.

      Gary grimaced. “In the end, I’m going to have to steal it, and we’re going to have to make a mad dash out of there. He’s too strong for us to injure severely.”

      “Mad dash?” Elena furrowed her brow.

      “He didn’t tell you?” Nicoletta sighed deeply. “The monsters in the cave will hunt whoever has it. Which means…” She turned to Gary. “As soon as you get it, give the Runed Ruby to me.”

      Elena shook her head. “I should get it.” She held up her hand and removed a glove to show the metal. “I can handle a lot.”

      “But you aren’t wearing any armor,” Nicoletta argued.

      “I could fly away with it,” Olivia offered.

      “If the guy isn’t incapacitated, he’ll be able to knock you down real fast,” Nicoletta countered.

      “Or I could keep it,” Gary suggested.

      Nicoletta just gave him a telling look.

      He shrugged and shook his head, not wanting her to tell the others what he had confided in her. She seemed to go back and forth between believing him and not. Apparently, she was worried about him, and he appreciated that more than he could say.

      “It’s a bit of a trek to the place,” he finally said after another three minutes of arguing had passed. “Let’s plan as we head out that way.”

      “Wait.” Olivia scratched the back of her head. “I need a new weapon. Are there any that aren’t metal or wooden? Something he can’t burn, would be able to withstand the heat?”

      “Just use the other monsters. Throw them at him.”

      “Seriously, Gary?” Olivia laughed.

      “It could work,” he said defensively.

      “Or we could let that dragon kill him,” Nicoletta said.

      “Yeah, but if that dragon gets the Runed Ruby,” Gary started.

      “We’ll never get it from him.” Olivia fluffed her hair. “I can practice using the monsters against each other on the way there. If that doesn’t work, I’ll see what we find along the way. Wasn’t there a peddler near the mountain? Worse comes to worst, I’ll buy something from him.”

      That settled, they started off with Gary taking the lead, and the ladies fell into step behind him. Olivia struggled mightily to fly when her life wasn't in grave danger. Fighting the bats meant she couldn't bring herself to fight off her fear. Nicoletta was having some of the same issues with her fire. He wished he could help them but didn't know how to.

      Finally, he fell into step beside Elena. “Are you ready for this?”

      She nodded, her eyes shining brightly. "Why wouldn't I be?"

      “This isn’t an ordinary quest.”

      “I realize that.”

      He lifted his eyebrows and glanced over his shoulder at Nicoletta. How much had she told the others? How much did they all understand?

      “Don’t worry about me. I’m stronger than you think,” she said.

      “I’d believe that if I didn’t think you were all heart,” he teased.

      “I’m much more than my heart.”

      “Yeah, I get that, but I’m also betting that you’re the type of person who would be willing to give away free cookies or cupcakes to kids in the hospital once you get your business up and running.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. Her avatar was blushing. How adorable was that? She must be really blushing at her place for it to translate over into the game.

      “You’ve thought about that, haven’t you?”

      “Well, nursing home, but yes, maybe.” She shrugged. “That doesn’t mean I’m weak.”

      “I’m just worried because you can’t have protection for your chest.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ve been upping my dexterity. I can juke and jive. I’ve got happy feet.”

      “Then maybe you should steal it.”

      She grimaced. “You should. I need to be a bruiser in this fight.”

      Gary hung his head. “I need to get stronger. This Runed Ruby should give me a power. At least, that’s what I’m hoping.”

      “I figured it had to be something hugely important for us to risk our lives over again.”

      He gulped. He was risking his life for a superpower against a foe who had killed others. Granted, the others had been avatars, but this Smaug guy didn’t know Gary was human. If Gary died, he'd be dead. There would be no body for his friends to have a funeral for. Dying here would be terrible.

      Maybe he shouldn’t bother with the quest. Should just stay in town. Nicoletta would play the game. Give him coins to buy food with.

      But eventually, she would move on from the game, move on from him. Could he blame her? They weren’t together, not really. As much as he would love to date any one of the three, how could he when he was stuck in the game?

      They might be playing with him, but to them, it was only a game. To him, it was so much more.

      The more he thought about the whole hiding away angle, the more confident he became that this was a mistake. Whatever reason had brought Smaug to the game, he sure was being sadistic and violent here. Why should Gary believe that he would stop at beating the game? Gary could very well believe that Smaug would try to kill off the gamers again and again until the game was ultimately his. Gary wouldn't be safe even if he hid.

      Whatever dragon was supposed to be the main supervillain boss of the game, Smaug was going to be that much harder to take down.
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      Gary refused to allow his worries and fears to hinder him. He tried to walk with confidence, to keep his chin up, but he couldn’t stop his mind from thinking about what death would be like. Especially in a game. Would it be different dying here than in the real world? Would he ever be able to hug someone and actually hug that person instead of their avatar?

      For years, Gary had no friends. He had tried to keep to himself. So many others had left him, abandoned him, that he couldn’t bring himself to allow others to get close. This was different, though. He had managed to rise above his circumstances, and now that he had friends and a job, he wanted more and more. The apartment was supposed to be his first step toward solidifying the next steps in his life.

      Now, he was stuck in the game. How was he supposed to get ahead in life when he was in a game? And all he did all day was kill creatures? It all seemed so violent, so destructive.

      Behind him, the girls were talking and bonding. The sound of their laughter had him chuckling for no reason. Despite everything, he had made close friendships. He still had more to learn about them all, but he already considered them a part of his life. More than just the game.

      He used to tease Jorge about playing RPGs and virtual reality games. Gary hadn't understood that you could make friends through a game. He not only recognized that entirely now. He had lived it. Friends could be made me through games, through random encounters. Life was full of unexpected surprises.

      By the time they reached the base of Mountain of Eternal Gloom, Olivia had gained several new weapons. Unfortunately, all of them were metal, but she definitely needed something just in case she couldn’t bring herself to fly. She hadn’t been able to fly and grab any of the enemies along the way.

      Despite this, Olivia was the most optimistic about the whole thing. Gary would've thought Elena might've had that role, considering she hadn't been the one to face Smaug already. Instead, Elena seemed to appreciate how much danger they were about to meet.

      This time, the number of enemies they faced were a lot higher. So many foxes and bears. A snake dripped down from the ceiling to land on Elena's shoulder. She calmly snatched and squeezed it to death, tied it into a ball, and gave it to Olivia. When they came across a volt of vultures devouring a carcass, Olivia tucked her weapons into the snake ball so that only the tips were visible. Then, she rolled the ball and attacked the vultures that way, injuring several and even maiming one.

      “Nice,” Gary said as he sliced through a vulture and brought down the blade to cut off the wing of another.

      A shield appeared from the dead vulture. Gary grabbed it and tucked it on his back before killing another two.

      Before they killed off all of the vultures, three bears came in, a baby, a mama, and a papa. Elena handled the baby all by herself, which might not have been the best of ideas. The mama bear went psycho, clawing and slashing at everything. Gary and Olivia, having yanked out a spear from the snake ball, worked on the papa bear, but they also had to make sure the mama bear didn’t cut into their backs.

      Elena grunted behind Gary, and he glanced over his shoulder, worried she had been sliced down her unprotected midsection, but she was okay. Unfortunately, so was mama bear.

      Olivia taunted the papa bear, who let out a roar and landed on all fours.

      "Thank you," Gary said as he brought down his sword. He didn't have the strength yet to decapitate a fully grown bear, but the amount of blood was sickening. When Gary pulled the blade back, he shoved it forward again, this time at the bear's throat. As he drew it across, the neck was severed, and the bear slumped to the ground, dead.

      Now, the mama bear was even more incensed. She bellowed and slammed a paw against Gary's chest plate. He went flying and collided with the side of the tunnel. Somehow, he managed to not allow his head to bang against the wall. Even so, he was dazed. Through blurred vision, he watched as the women tag-teamed against the mama bear. Nicoletta killed the bear, a slow, painful death of burns, and the stench didn't help Gary any with his breathing. The smell was disgusting.

      Finally done with that area, they moved on, but more and more foes laid in wait. Eventually, all four of them had to use potions to make sure they wouldn’t die. Gary’s body remained slightly sore despite the potion. He was pushing himself hard, maybe even too hard, but what choice did he have?

      At long last, they reached the door that would lead them to the room that contained the Runed Ruby.

      “Everyone ready?” Gary whispered.

      The ladies all nodded.

      A part of him wished he could kiss each one of them, just in case he wouldn’t be able to survive this, but no. That was a defeatist attitude, and he would never ever give into despair. Well, maybe another day. He couldn’t deny that most likely he would battle depression for as long as he remained in the game.

      "Everyone knows what to do?" he asked.

      Along the way through the mountain, they went over all kinds of scenarios, and eventually, they settled on one that might allow them to be able to survive with the Runed Ruby in their possession.

      Again, the ladies all nodded.

      “Then let’s do this,” he said grimly.

      Olivia entered first. She was supposed to fly and scout and determine all of what was in the room waiting for them. They figured that Smaug would be there, but they couldn't be sure until they had eyes inside.

      A minute later, she returned. “No monsters. None. No dead ones either.”

      “Smaug?” Gary asked.

      No way could they just stroll in, grab the stone, and try to leave the mountain with all of those monsters on their tail. That alone would be a nearly impossible task, but what if the monsters followed them all the way out of the mountain? What if they had to kill them all to maintain the Runed Ruby? That dragon looked intense and not in a good way.

      “He’s lurking in the shadows,” Olivia said.

      “Which means he hasn’t taken the Runed Ruby,” Nicoletta said. “Damn him for being that cunning!”

      Elena scowled. “He’s hoping that the monsters will take us out!”

      “Simple enough,” Gary said. “We grab the ruby and put it on him.”

      “That’s risky,” Nicoletta protested.

      “A huge risk. Do you know how close you would have to get to him to pull that off?” Elena shook her head.

      “I could try to fly over him, but with his wind, I might not get close enough.”

      “So, now what?” Gary asked, frustrated. That Smaug was waiting for them to snatch the ruby rendered the rest of their plan useless.

      Nicoletta rubbed the back of her neck, clearly mulling things over. A slow, sadistic smile crept onto her face, and Gary found himself smiling just because he’d seen hers.

      “Here’s what we’re going to do,” she said.

      The others all agreed to her plan. Once more, Olivia went in first followed by Elena and Nicoletta. Gary brought up the rear, the only part of the plan he didn’t agree with considering he had to wait a full minute after Nicoletta entered. His cheek was damp from the quick kiss she’d given him. Elena had squeezed his shoulder, and Olivia had patted his cheek. All of them meant so much to him, and he was forced to admit to himself that he must mean something to them or else they wouldn’t be willing to risk their lives for him on this quest. Then again, they were only risking their avatars.

      Damn it. Why couldn't Gary ever think positively? Why couldn't he accept that they might have feelings for him, too?

      Because he didn't want to mess up the comradery they had. He didn't want to pick and choose only one of them. He didn't want to hurt any of them. Maybe it was selfish, but he was drawn to each of them for different reasons. The more he got to know about them, the more he wanted to dig deeper, to burrow his way into their lives beyond just the game.

      But that was impossible so long as he was stuck in the game. Who knew if he would ever be able to come out? What if he would have to die in here one day, even if only from old age? That would be terrible.

      Not that he was going to die anytime soon and certainly not today.

      Head down low, crouching, Gary inched his way into the room. Olivia wasn’t easy to spot, which was a good thing. She was flying above them, maintaining her height in the shadows. If he hadn’t known to look for her, he might not have seen her.

      Elena was perched by the other doorway. She had placed her gloves back on to hide her metal fists. At all costs, they didn’t want to be flashy or easily visible.

      As for Nicoletta, she was also in the shadows but along the wall. Her gaze was fixed firmly on the podium that held the Runed Ruby aloft.

      Gary gulped. Once he grabbed the Runed Ruby, he was going to have only seconds to move out of the way if he didn't want to risk getting burned. Nicoletta was supposed to light up both the pillar and Smaug. She claimed she could handle it, and Gary had full faith in her, but that look in her eye… Fire still scared her, but maybe one day, Nicoletta could overcome that fear. He hoped she could. Maybe the game was somehow trying to help the gamers to become stronger versions of themselves, to help them overcome their fears. It remained frightening that the developers had somehow been able to determine everyone's fears in the first place.

      Refusing to focus on fears, Gary surveyed the place again and again. It took him several times before he spied Smaug. He nearly blended into the shadows so perfectly that he was hardly visible where he stood directly in line with the podium. He would only have to blast a gust of wind at Gary to try to dislodge the ruby from him.

      Gary wouldn’t allow that to happen. He hoped.

      Five steps to the podium. Four. Three. Two. One. Gary's fingers curled around the Runed Ruby, and a strange, alien warmth coursed through his fingers and arms. He shuddered, recovered, and jerked away from the podium.

      Twin bursts of fire flicked away from Nicoletta. One set the podium on fire, but Smaug wasn't on fire. Yes, he was coming after Gary, but he was not running on the ground. No, he was running in the air.

      Somehow, he had become a strong enough wizard that he could use his wind ability to cause him to fly. Ingenious, really, but it also meant that the fire flickered and danced beneath him.

      Gary rolled away and shoved the Runed Ruby into Elena’s hand. Then, he grabbed his shield and held it up just in time to take the edge of the wind blast their foe sent his way. Gary’s feet slid backward, but he maintained his position for the most part, and he risked glancing upward without lifting his face.

      There was Olivia. She nodded to Gary and gave a shriek as she fell down, kicking and screaming, landing on top of their foe. While he blasted her away, Elena slinked toward the exit she had been scoping out.

      While Olivia had been falling, she had been pouring out some ale, and she dashed out of the way. From where she was standing, Nicoletta tried to send fire to burn the alcohol, but she was too far away. Olivia dashed over to her, grabbed her hand, and dragged her along.

      At the same time, Gary was pretending to still have the Runed Ruby. He slashed and hacked his way through some of the animals and beasts that had descended into the room. Elena was almost to the second exit now.

      A fair amount of the creatures realized he wasn’t the one they wanted, so he had to keep up with them, still fighting them, doing his best to ensure that it appeared as if they were still fighting him.

      The other human sent out blasts of fire, all geared toward Gary’s weapon, but he managed to keep his blade moving the entire time. The last thing he could afford was to replace a perfectly good sword.

      Elena had just reached the exit when something long, thin, and rope-like slithered down and curled around her throat. She yanked down hard on the tail again and again, and eventually, the owner of the tail appeared.

      The dragon.

      The dead giveaway that Elena had the ruby and not Gary.

      Gary rushed toward Elena, but the wizard had already made this determination. The dragon prepared to blast Elena, having coiled her in place, but Elena dropped the ruby and kicked it toward Gary.

      Smaug used the wind to pull the ruby up into the air and toward him, but Olivia swooped down and snatched it. With her back toward Smaug, she tossed the ruby at Gary, her body blocking the wind. Gary caught it just as the wizard and the dragon bellowed fire.

      Thankfully, Nicoletta had run over, and she was trying to use her fire to stall back their flames. She wasn’t having an easy time with it, but she was trying, and besides, the fire shouldn’t hurt her too badly if at all. At least physically…

      Elena seized the dragon’s tail and tied it tightly around its snout. Olivia grabbed Nicoletta to bring her fire farther back to cover Gary’s retreat because he was booking it.

      Up ahead, several two-headed bears and nine-tailed foxes blocked his path. Gary shoved the ruby into his pack, brought up his sword, and did his best to hack his way through the mess of enemies. It wasn't long before the girls were right there beside him, fighting back to back to cover them all from each side. Gary wasn't sure if the wizard and the dragon were chasing them still, and he couldn't spare even a second to look back.

      Somehow, they made it out of the Mountain of Eternal Gloom. All of them were alive. They possessed the ruby. Everything was wonderful.

      Of course, that only lasted for a few seconds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Gary was enjoying a massive group hug with the girls kinda rubbing against him and getting him all hot and bothered when a tremendous roar sounded behind them. Actually, the sound was more of a groan, the complaining of rocks when forced apart, and a hole appeared in the side of the mountain as the dragon burst out. Its tail had been untied from around its stout and, even worse, was the sight of the wizard riding on its back.

      Out here in the open, the wizard's wind didn't have as huge of an effect as it had in the confines of the cave. In fact, the wind produced from the dragon's wings was more of a problem.

      Gary glanced all around. There was nowhere to hide, so he held up his sword. Without a ranged weapon, Gary would have to wait for them to come to him, and by that point, the dragon's fire could end him quickly. Still, he held his ground.

      One by one, the ladies stepped in front of him. Olivia picked up Nicoletta and flew her above the dragon. She rained down fire on them. A blast of wind from the wizard hit Nicoletta, and she tumbled to the ground.

      Already, Olivia was swooping down to pick up Elena. Gary couldn’t see where Nicoletta landed, and he only half paid attention as Elena landed on the dragon’s back behind Smaug. He dashed over to where Nicoletta had fallen and helped her to her feet.

      Just then, the dragon gave out a tremendous roar. Elena tumbled off the side, her metal hands bright red as if on fire. The wizard urged the dragon higher, and the two flew off.

      “Uh, is it just me, or does he have a pet dragon now?” Olivia asked.

      Elena was sweating and shivering. Gary handed her a potion, and she drank it greedily.

      “We did it, guys!” Nicoletta said. She had a new bump near her temple, but she seemed mostly unfazed by her drop out of the sky.

      “We really did.” Olivia grinned.

      “Yeah, well, I, for one, think we should try to head back to town in case they decide to come back,” Elena said.

      “Always the voice of reason.” Gary grinned at her.

      All of them were smiles and jokes as they marched back toward town. They even laughed as they hacked through the basic enemies on their trek. Gary caught himself looking over his shoulder for signs of the wizard or his dragon, but neither of them appeared. He wasn’t the only paranoid one. Elena and Nicoletta glanced back too. Only Olivia didn’t, the eternal optimist.

      When Olivia caught Gary surveying the sky, she sighed and rolled her eyes. “He won’t attack a town.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Gary muttered, but the other two relaxed, and he forced himself to follow their lead.

      When the town came into view once they reached the height of a tall hill, Gary paused and examined their prize. The Runed Ruby was about the size of his fist. Runes were carved into each and every facet of the jewel. He placed his finger along some of the symbols, tracing them, but nothing happened. The gem didn't glow. It didn't do anything, and he most certainly didn't acquire any power.

      Before he could get upset about it, Nicoletta was handing him some ale. He stared at her, curious. “How did you get this?”

      “Simple.” She grinned. “I bought it before we left on the quest.”

      If the others noticed that he was the only one drinking in the game, they didn’t seem to care. Olivia said she was drinking whiskey back home, and Elena was drinking some Long Islands. When Gary asked Nicoletta what her poison was, she just winked.

      Maybe it was the heat from the day, the desperate fighting, or the fatigue of the whole ordeal, but it did not take long for Gary to start to feel the effects of the drinking. He sat on the grass while Olivia massaged his shoulders from behind. Elena was half in his lap on his left side, Nicoletta on his other side, and he couldn't be happier. He might be stuck in a video game, but he was happy, happier than he had been in a long time.

      Soon enough, Olivia pulled his head back and kissed him full on the lips. “Got to go,” she muttered, and she was off.

      Elena groaned and rolled her head onto his chest so that she could nuzzle his neck. “I should go too,” she said. “I have some new recipes I need to try in the morning.”

      Gary’s head was buzzing as she then kissed him before logging off.

      “And then there were two,” Nicoletta said. She laid her head on his shoulder.

      Gary couldn’t maintain his balance, and he ended up on his back, dragging Nicoletta with him. She popped up, an elbow on his chest as she stared down at him, her dark hair framing her face.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said, lifting a hand to stroke her cheek.

      “I don’t look like this, not quite.” She rolled her eyes and tried to pull away.

      “I know what you look like in real life.” He wrapped his arms around Nicoletta’s waist and drew her on top of him.

      Don’t you dare rub against her. Don’t you—

      Too late. He already was. Her eyes widened, and Gary hesitated. If she pulled away, he wasn’t going to groan or complain or try to get her to change her mind.

      For a moment, she just stared at him. Then she closed her eyes and kissed him. It wasn’t a simple, quick peck like the other two ladies had given him. No, this kiss had moving lips, roving hands on both of their parts, and dueling tongues. She was the one to start removing his armor and clothes, and then he returned the favor. Maybe it was because he was drunk, but he could’ve sworn she was there with him, not her avatar, and when she started to ride him, he realized just how real this game could be. In fact, he almost told her to stop because he didn’t have a condom, but then he remembered she couldn’t get pregnant because she wasn’t really here.

      Maybe she sensed this as she ran her fingers across his chest. “Don’t think so much,” she said with a groan. “Just feel.”

      Oh, he could feel all right.

      “But what… about you?” he asked. Oh, fuck was she tight. How was he able to do this? How could he be this hard? How was any of this possible?

      "I said don't overthink," she admonished, swatting his chest.

      He reached up and cupped her face. “You…”

      “Don’t worry.” She grinned. “I’m using one hand on you and one…” Her gaze dropped to their joined pelvises.

      He hadn't realized that she was touching her clit. Maybe in real life, she was only doing that or fingering herself or even using a dildo or vibrator. The mental image of her playing with herself combined with her riding him hard was enough for Gary to come. He squirted deep inside of her, and her eyes widened. Had she felt that? He wanted her to. He needed her to know the effect she had on him.

      “Oh, Gary,” she whispered, slowing her movements and shuddering.

      “Did you come?” he murmured as she collapsed on top of him. He rubbed her back slowly, lazily.

      “Yes.”

      She nuzzled against him, and Gary smiled, holding her close to him. A perfect ending to a glorious day. What more could he ask for? At the moment, he didn't even care that the Runed Ruby hadn't granted him a power. All that mattered was the woman in his arms, but as he drifted off to sleep, he couldn't help thinking about the other two, Elena and Olivia, and he hated himself for it.
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      The sun’s ray blinded Gary even while his eyelids were closed. With a groan, he opened his eyes and realized that it was actually still dark out. A comet trailing through the nighttime sky had been the source of light.

      As if the depressing darkness wasn’t enough, Gary was all alone. Nicoletta had left him. A pang seized his chest, and he tried not to feel hurt. What had he expected her to do? To lie down with the headset and gloves on so they could sleep together? That was ridiculous, but his arms did feel empty without her there for him to hold.

      With a groan, Gary sat up and winced. His head was throbbing. Great. Just what he needed. A hangover. Could this get any worse?

      He was just about to lie back down and try to settle to sleep again when footsteps sounded on the grass. He peered through thin slits to see absolutely no one. Maybe he was hearing things.

      After ten minutes of tossing and turning, Gary knew he wasn't going to be able to go back to sleep. Maybe he should head back to town. Gary had gotten used to sleeping in the barn. It was possible he could sleep there.

      Instead of getting up though, all Gary did was take out the Runed Ruby again. He could hardly see it. When his fingers brushed against some dirt on the surface, he rubbed the ruby against his bare chest. Oh. Yeah. In his delirium and hungover state, he hadn’t realized until now that he was still naked. No wonder he couldn’t get comfortable enough to fall asleep.

      Before he could rectify that, a blinding red light burst out of the Runed Ruby and engulfed Gary. When it blinked away, a menu popped up. Finally, Gary had some power points that he could use, and even better, he had all of the ones he should’ve had all along. The glitch was fixed!

      Okay. Hmm. Mind, body, generation, or enhancement. Gary wasn't even sure what his power was precisely, but he had points in mind already, so he dumped them all there.

      Mind. Could he read people’s thoughts? See the future? Have precognition? Set things on fire mentally?

      That last one sounded like fun and was something he could test right away. A leaf on the ground would make the perfect test subject but only after Gary dressed. He didn’t bother to put back on his chest plate, but he did put on the rest of his clothes.

      “Okay, leaf, no offense, but on fire you go.” Gary held out his hand and imagined the leaf on fire.

      Nothing happened.

      Disgusted, Gary flung his hand toward the leaf.

      The leaf fluttered.

      Now, leaves fluttered all the time, but not when the wind was nonexistent, and Gary’s hand hadn’t moved fast enough to cause a gust to force the leaf to move.

      Hesitantly, Gary held out his hand and thought about the leaf, thought about moving the blade, thought about lifting it.

      The leaf shook slightly and even stood on end, but it would not rise into the air. Still, Gary felt a sense of accomplishment and a sense of fatigue unlike any he had felt before. He was exhausted, wholly and entirely. There was no doubt in his mind that he had been at least trying to use his power.

      All right. Now he could try to sleep. Gary laid back down and was just closing his eyes when he again heard footsteps. Hoping it was his imagination still, he kept his eyes shut.

      “Gary.”

      He groaned, rubbed his eyes before opening them, and sat up. “Haru,” he grumbled.

      “Why the long face? You have a power now. You should be happy. We didn’t give many telekinesis.”

      Gary gaped at him. “Telekinesis? If I hadn’t been able to steal this ruby, Smaug would have gained telekinesis?”

      “Considering his mastery of wind, he can basically move a fair amount of matter already,” Haru pointed out.

      “You never should’ve made wizards or mages,” Gary muttered.

      “Hindsight is twenty-twenty, I’m afraid. Nothing can be done about it now.”

      “Uh, yeah, it’s called a glitch.” Gary moved to stand up, but his stomach rejected that idea. While trying to use his power, he had managed to forget about his hangover headache, but now, it was nearly reaching migraine status.

      “We can’t do something like that to affect only one player. There are other mages and—”

      “I’m trapped in your fucking game. Do you think I’m worried about a few gamers getting all up in arms?” Gary shouted.

      “Just relax, please,” Haru said.

      “Yeah, yeah. Easy for you to say. You’re an avatar. You waltz around acting as if you’re doing me some big favor, but you aren’t. I’m not any closer to getting out of here, am I?”

      “We are—”

      “Working on it. I’ve heard that before. Look, I’m glad I have a power, and the potions are great, but—can I still have access to them?”

      “Yes. We’ll change it so only those with your power and level can buy them. The chances of other telekinesis players being your exact level are small. There are only twenty of you.”

      “Only twenty.” Gary snorted.

      “Considering millions are playing the game…” Haru held out his hands.

      Gary pinched the bridge of his nose. “What all am I supposed to do while I wait for you people to get me out of here?”

      “I wish I could advise you to remain in any one of the towns and to ignore the monsters, but I can’t. If Smaug continues to grow in power, you have to try to keep up with him and his level. You cannot risk…”

      “My life in your damn game?” Gary muttered bitterly. “Yeah, you should have a warning about that. ‘Don’t play this game unless you’re possibly willing to be sucked inside of it.’ Seriously, if Smaug was able to do it on purpose, why can’t you figure out what he did and do it in reverse to get me out?”

      “We are doing our level best.”

      “Level. Cute.” Gary rolled his eyes. “So you want me to continue playing. Tell me how to beat the game.”

      Haru hesitated and glanced away.

      “Seriously? You aren’t going to tell me?” Gary was shocked. “That’s not cool, man.”

      “I wish I could help you, that I could tell you, but…”

      “But what? You’re afraid you’ll get fired, is that it? What about you being afraid about being sued? Have you thought about that?”

      Haru rubbed his chin. “Gary, please. You have to understand—”

      “What is it with your company?” Gary asked. “How did you know everyone’s fear? How is that even possible? Are we all Guinea pigs to you?”

      “It’s nothing like that,” Haru assured him.

      "Yeah, well, can you blame me for having my faith in you shattered? You've known about me being stuck in the game for how long? And what about getting Smaug out? Other gamers are going to realize that he's targeting gamers instead of just playing the game like normal. They're going to start quitting, and you'll lose money."

      “We are doing our best.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe your best isn’t good enough.”

      Haru nodded, his lips pursed. “I understand that you’re upset—”

      “Damn straight I am! I didn’t ask for any of this!”

      “You seemed like you were enjoying yourself earlier.”

      Gary gaped at him. “You’re a fucking voyeur, man? What the hell!”

      Haru said nothing.

      “When exactly will I become a hero? A superhero? How does the game work?”

      The Japanese man said nothing for several minutes. Then he sighed. “Complete more quests. That’s the easiest way to gain more power. Eventually, you’ll gain the status of hero then megahero and finally superhero. You’ll have to form a harem—excuse me—team.”

      Gary couldn’t help himself. Migraine or no, he jumped to his feet, staggered a bit, and slugged Haru right in the jaw.

      To his credit, Haru accepted the hit rather well. Then again, he was only an avatar. He was safe back at his house or in a lab. He didn’t have to worry about his life.

      “I hope that jolt felt real good,” Gary snapped.

      Haru had the decency to look sheepish. “I’m sorry. That was out of line.”

      “You bet that was. I expect to be compensated for that, the girls should be too.”

      “I… I’ll see what I can do.” Haru rubbed the back of his neck. “You’ll need a team so that you can face off against the supervillain teams. Each supervillain team you face will be harder and harder to face until you face the ultimate supervillain team.”

      “Fucking Smaug should be the ultimate supervillain. Then everyone and their brother will try to kill him.”

      “Gary, we cannot condone—”

      “It wouldn’t be murder. It would be self-defense.”

      “For you, yes, but for the other players—”

      “Smaug’s trying to kill them too,” Gary argued.

      “Kill their avatars,” Haru pointed out. “That distinction is important.”

      “Not to me it isn’t.”

      “Again, I understand where you are coming from. He is causing a lot of animosity in a lot of players. I’ll admit that.”

      “He’s costing you money so get him—and me—out of this blasted game.”

      “We are doing everything we can. Just hang in there, Gary.”

      “Easy for you to say.”

      Haru hesitated. “I should be going.”

      "Good. Go. Do something useful instead of passing judgment on people."

      Haru opened his mouth, but Gary brushed past him, bumping his shoulder, and stalked off toward town. He didn’t stop until he had laid down in his spot in the stables and went right to sleep.

      When Gary woke, he accepted two things. One, he would one day return home to the real world. And two, Gary would play the game even if only one more time so that he could learn Elena's and Olivia's addresses. He had dreamed of having all three of the ladies at once all night long, and he couldn't stop thinking about the term Haru had used. Harem. Yes, that was exactly what Gary wanted if he was honest with himself, but how could he possibly explain that to the girls? No. He couldn't. They would force him to make a choice, and he didn't want to have to do that, but if the options were one of them or none, he didn't see how he could possibly lose all three of them. Then again, how could he pick just one?

      He knew Nicoletta in real life, although he hadn’t had the hots for her until they started to game together. As for Elena, she had the biggest of hearts, and Olivia seemed so upbeat and happy all of the time, but her past had been so tragic. She was broken, and Gary wanted to make sure that she was truly happy and not just faking it until she made it.

      Yes, he had fallen hard for all three ladies. Like he needed another problem outside of Smaug. Granted, he had telekinesis now, but he couldn’t control it yet.

      “Just gotta keep moving forward,” he muttered to himself.

      And he moved right on over to get breakfast from the tavern. Today was a new day, and he hoped it would be another good one.
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      After a huge meal that helped to banish his migraine, Gary left the tavern and glanced around. This town was always bustling with people, but they were all newbies. Maybe it was time to move onto another place. Were there any cities in this place? Gary didn't know. Maybe he should see if it were possible to buy a world map.

      Haru had said to complete more quests, so Gary went around talking to every single NPC. Was he stalling, hoping one of the girls would show up? Yes, yes, he was. He desperately wanted to talk to Nicoletta. They hadn’t discussed things before he had fallen asleep. Had she slept with him any, or had she waited for him to rest before logging off? Did she regret what they had done? He didn’t, although he did also feel a little guilty. The last thing he wanted was to hurt any of the girls, and sleeping with one of them just might hurt the other two.

      Or maybe he was paranoid over nothing. It was possible Elena or Olivia or both of them had boyfriends in the real world. He didn't know them enough. Yet. If given a chance, he wanted to know all about them, their pasts, their hopes for the future, what made them laugh, sigh, curl their toes while making love…

      To his disappointment, Nicoletta didn’t show up. Neither did Elena. Just as Gary was about to head off by his lonesome to tackle some quests, someone nudged his shoulder.

      “Hey, Gary.” Olivia beamed at him. “How are you feeling this morning?”

      “Just fine,” he said. “Ale in the game isn’t exactly going to go to my head.”

      Actually, it went straight to the wrong head…

      And it had affected him, but he couldn’t tell Olivia about that. She didn’t know he was truly in the game, and considering how poorly Nicoletta had accepted the news, he wasn’t in a rush to tell anyone else.

      “Good. Well? We were too busy celebrating for you to try to use the Runed Ruby. Did it work?”

      Gary grinned. “Yep!”

      “Wonderful!” She clapped and jumped. “What’s your power?”

      “I need a lot of practice to be able to utilize it properly, but I have telekinesis.”

      “No way! That’s awesome.” She gave a saucy grin. “Should I start wearing skirts so you can lift them?”

      He waved a hand and winked. “If I wanted to lift your skirt, I could just use my hand.”

      Olivia shook her head and wagged a finger. "Nope! You need to use your power. That’s the only way you're going to see what I wear beneath it."

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yes. Think of it this way. You need a perk to practice your power. You should’ve been able to practice and grow in it all along. You’re at a disadvantage, so let me help you.”

      Olivia hugged him tight and then dashed over to one of the stores. When she emerged, she was dressed much more like a bar wench than an adventurer or superhero, not that Gary was going to complain. Her top bared her flat stomach, her chest the only part covered in the white cloth. A small poof of detached sleeves lined up on arms level with the top. Her skirt was black and tied up so that it was several inches above her knee, revealing a fair amount of skin.

      With a giggle, she whirled around, parading for him. As he crossed over to her, she backed away, shaking her head again.

      “No. You have to lift my skirt, remember?” She yanked on a cord, and her skirt fell down to almost her ankle boots.

      “Seriously?” He groaned.

      “Don’t think you can?”

      “Or maybe I wish I had more control so I could lift your skirt already.”

      Her wink made him smile, but then he thought of Nicoletta and Elena, and he knew neither of them would appreciate this game Olivia had come up with.

      “What’s wrong?” Olivia asked, her playful manner replaced by a more serious tone.

      “Nothing.” He swallowed hard.

      “Come on. You can tell me anything.” When he didn’t respond, she tilted her head and tapped her cheek. “Is it Nicoletta? I’ve seen the way you look at her.”

      “We, ah… I may have… We… I know her in real life and…”

      “Are you two dating?”

      “Not exactly,” he muttered.

      “Are you two fucking?”

      “What?” His eyes went wide.

      Olivia shrugged. “Well?”

      “I wouldn’t call it fucking,” he said.

      She nodded slowly. “I think I know what’s going on here.”

      “You do?” he asked, surprised. He lifted his eyebrows. “Because I’ll be honest, I’m not sure I understand it myself.”

      “You love the attention from all of us, don’t you? I don’t blame you. Even Elena, tough girl that she is, has it for you. Bad.”

      “She does?” Gary grinned.

      “We’ve talked some. We know that you want us all.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “And?”

      She laughed. “And you need to talk to all of us. Together. Don’t you think?”

      “Yes,” he muttered.

      “Don’t act like you’ve lost the world! I can’t talk for the other two.”

      “Fine. Then talk for you.”

      Olivia’s grin was huge. “I love everyone. I’m fine with it.”

      “With what?”

      “With being a member of your harem.”

      “Olivia!” He couldn’t help being shocked and amazed by all of this. How was this happening? All three of them were amazing, and he would be lucky to have any one of them. That he might possibly be able to have two or three of them wasn’t something he could even consider despite Olivia saying she was up for it.

      And harem meant three. It wasn’t ménage… Considering she had talked to the others and that she said harem made him wonder if that possibility was actually feasible after all.

      “What?” she asked innocently. “I’m a grown woman. I can do what I want, and I’ll admit that I’m into guys and girls, so no problem with a threesome or orgy here if we can get the others on board. Where do you live?”

      “Philly,” he said, his head swimming.

      “I live in NC. I take it Nicoletta is Philadelphia too?”

      “Yep. What about Elena?”

      “She’s from New York.”

      He laughed. “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me.” His heart raced with excitement and then disappointment. They were all on the east coast. They could find a spot to meet in the middle. They could spend time together in real life…

      …except Gary was stuck here in the game.

      “How’s the rest of your school year going?” he asked.

      Olivia threw up her hands. “Why are you changing the subject?” she demanded.

      “Because schoolwork is important,” he said. “More so than this game.”

      "Maybe so, but I'm the one to decide what I want to do, and who I want to do, and what if I consider spending time with you rewarding? Maybe I finished a paper, and that's why I'm here."

      He smirked. “So what you’re saying is that I’m a reward for you.”

      “You are. You’re always here. I love that I can log on whenever, and you’re here.”

      “You don’t think that makes me lame?” he asked, wincing.

      “Of course not! Why do a lot of people play games? For the escape from reality. For the means to relax and have fun. For the ability to forget your troubles. For the storyline, the graphics. We all have our own demons back in the real world. This game and others allow us to be able to take control, to be in charge, to forge our own path. Not everyone’s life goes the way it wants to. In a game, you can reinvent yourself.”

      Her eyes had darkened at one point, and he knew she was reflecting back on her terrible childhood.

      “Is there something else you want to talk about?” he asked.

      “About what?”

      “About anything.”

      “About my past.” She pursed her lips. “Maybe if you lift my skirt,” she teased.

      So, Gary tried. He tried and tried. It wasn't easy to do it. He had barely moved the leaf, and that weighed a lot less. His control was terrible. To make matters worse, there was no wind whatsoever today, which meant he had no help.

      Of course, Olivia teased him, trying to encourage him, but he wasn't able to. Time and again, he failed. Finally, she bent down and scooped up a small pebble into her hand.

      “Try to roll this off my hand,” she said.

      “Okay.” Gary exhaled. “I can do this.”

      “Yes, you can.” This time, she didn’t wink or make some other kind of flirty comment. She only held out her hand, the pebble perfectly in the middle of her palm.

      Gary tried to imagine the pebble rolling. He wanted to push it to one side, but he couldn't think about connecting with the rock. All Gary could think about was Olivia's hand and where he wanted her to place it… He was such a guy, but he wanted her to give him a hand job, a blow job, and even more than that, he wanted to pleasure her, to finger her, to eat her out, to make her come over and over again. Images of her teasing and playing with Nicoletta's boobs or going down on Elena made him squirm. He desperately wanted to have them all, both individually and together all at once. Would he be able to handle them all? He hoped he could be man enough for them all.

      “Gary?” Olivia called in a tone that suggested she had said his name several times already.

      “Yes, Olivia?”

      “I think you may need to take care of a certain issue first.”

      “Hmm?”

      "You're clearly distracted by something hard." She winked. "Take care of that, and we can try again."

      It was on the tip of his tongue to ask her if she wanted to help him, but he couldn’t. Doing so would feel too much like a betrayal to Nicoletta after last night. He needed to talk to all of them before he could make a move on another one outside of Nicoletta. Flirting was one thing, but to go farther than that would be too much. He wasn’t about to push his luck. If there was a right way to go about this, he was going to try his damnedest to find it.

      “I-I think I can manage,” Gary said. His cheeks felt flushed, and he doubted he could hide his embarrassment from her.

      “Go ahead. If I know guys, and I do, an erection that hard needs to be handled.”

      Gary nodded and rushed to the tavern. He went into one of the upper rooms, closed the door, realized there was no lock, and leaned against it. His hand gripped his cock, and Gary imagined all kinds of sexy fun times with the girls. It was embarrassing how quickly he came, and what was worse was the mess he made. It took him longer to clean up, but eventually, he made his way back downstairs and out of the tavern to where Olivia was waiting. She had tied her skirt back up, probably because of how hot the day was. Could she feel the heat from the sun? Because it was impressive today. Gary greatly preferred summer to winter. Would the seasons change in the game if he stayed in it long enough? He knew Haru and his team were working on a way to get him free, but Gary couldn't bring himself to feel much hope on that front.

      Olivia grinned. “How do you feel?” she asked.

      “Better,” he muttered.

      She giggled. “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “It’s flattering.”

      “It is?”

      “Yes.” She held up her hand, a rock in her palm that was much bigger than the pebble had been. “Go ahead.”

      “Seriously? You’re going to make it harder on me now?”

      “I think all I have to do is something like this…” She dipped her other hand down the cloth of her top and tweaked her nipple. “…for you to become harder.”

      Fuck, that was true. Gary was hard again all right. What the hell? He wasn't sure how he could have an erection already.

      Olivia grinned and winked. “See? Do I know you, or do I know you?”

      “I’m just a typical guy,” he muttered. “Nothing special.”

      “Oh, I don’t think that’s true.”

      “What’s so special about me?”

      "You've overcome a lot."

      “You’ve been talking to Nicoletta.”

      "Yes. You aren't mad, are you?" Olivia asked, sounding worried. "I was curious. You don't talk about your past a lot, and I was curious."

      “I just don’t want to be defined by my past.”

      “And I think that’s wonderful. Trust me, I understand that completely. We can’t forget the past entirely, though. It molds us and can either make us stronger or break us entirely.”

      “We’ve both grown stronger.”

      “Yes, we have.” Olivia held out her hand even closer toward him. “While you were busy, I went ahead and quick did some research. There isn’t a lot of info available on telekinesis in this game, but it seems that you can actually manipulate matter once you get a high enough level. It’s more than just lifting items.”

      “That sounds crazy powerful.”

      “It is. You need to master it if we run into the wizard guy again.”

      “I have a feeling we will.”

      "Yeah, me too. When I fly, it's a matter of… It's hard to explain, but I almost have to come outside of myself. Become someone else. I have to don the persona of a hero to tap into it. It might sound crazy to have to do that, but it's the only way I can try to overcome my fear of flying. I become someone else to use the power. I'm someone who isn't afraid."

      “Like Oliver Queen becoming the Green Arrow.”

      “Exactly.” She grinned. “I can’t believe we have to use our real names in this game.”

      "Maybe once we become a superhero, we can have a code name."

      Olivia tapped a finger of her free hand to her lips. “I hope that’s the case! I need to start thinking of one already.”

      “You think on that. I’ll move that rock.”

      “That’s the spirit!”

      For a full hour, Gary tried to use his power. A full hour. Olivia never complained. She didn’t move outside of winking, smiling, or laughing. The girl gave him words of encouragement. Honestly, she gave him more than enough for him to be able to handle this.

      But he couldn’t. Why not?

      Finally, roiling anger burst out of Gary. He was furious and frustrated that he couldn't do this, and he mentally lashed out at the rock.

      The rock didn’t roll. It didn’t float. Instead, it shattered. The shards didn’t fly out as pellets to harm anyone. The rock just broke apart, and the pieces fell into her palm.

      “Well, that was something,” Olivia said with a wink. She jumped up and down and gave Gary a big hug. “What did you do that time?”

      “I channeled anger,” he said.

      “Ah, emotions. Anger and telekinesis? Should your hero name be Carrie?”

      He frowned. “Uh, no.”

      “Why not?” She giggled. “Want to try again? Maybe if you channel a different emotion, you’ll be able to levitate items.”

      “Like your skirt.”

      Olivia wiggled her hips. “Maybe you have to be horny to do that,” she teased.

      He smirked. Being horny didn't accomplish that, although he was still horny. Gary tried to be happy, but that emotion was fleeting. When his thoughts wandered, and he turned more to despair and depression, then he was somehow able to tap into the rock. Gary could feel it, feel its cracks and indentations, feel the tiniest spaces inside. By concentrating on those spaces, he was able to lift the rock slightly, maybe not enough for Olivia to know he had, but he knew.

      Immediately, he tried to tackle her skirt the same way. His grim determination got in the way of his depression, but all he had to do was think about if Elena or Nicoletta wasn't up for the harem, and he felt so lost that he could connect with the skirt. There were so many more holes woven into the material than in the rock, and when he strengthened that connection, the skirt flew up to reveal that Olivia was wearing the skirt as if it were a kilt. Namely, he could see everything. He was surprised the developers allowed this, especially considering how shaved she was, with only a small line of hair down the middle. He hadn't been with a lot of women. Gary had never seen anything like that before, and his balls started to ache.

      Olivia waited longer than Gary thought most women would before pulling her skirt down. A few other gamers had looked over, but she apparently didn't care.

      “I’m so proud of you, Gary!”

      She sauntered over to him, closing the distance between them, and hugged him tight. Was it his imagination or was she rubbing against him? Oh, yeah, she definitely was, and he couldn’t stifle his groan.

      Olivia giggled. “Sorry, love. Didn’t mean to get you all hot and bothered like that.”

      “Oh, okay. I might believe that except for the whole no panties thing.”

      “That was just a bonus perk for you doing it.” She winked and embraced him again. “I have to get going. I’m sorry.”

      “Already?”

      “Don’t worry.” She giggled again, covering her mouth. “If you get really good at telekinesis, maybe you can give yourself a mind job instead of a hand job.”

      He sighed and rolled his eyes. “Really?”

      “Oh, come on, like you didn’t think about doing that!”

      “Honestly, I didn’t.”

      “But now you’re considering it, aren’t you?” She leaned in close, pressing her boobs against his chest.

      “May-be,” he admitted.

      Olivia just gave him a look. “Do I know you, or do I know you?”

      “Why do you have to go?” he asked. A wave of loneliness hit him worse than the jolts from when the game had only been a game.

      “I have to work on a paper.”

      “Damn. I was hoping to drink with you.”

      She lifted her eyebrows. “It’s a little early to be drinking,” she pointed out.

      “I know, but…” He wanted to know more about her past, but he wasn’t willing to ask her unless she was open to it, and he had a feeling that drinking might make things easier for her.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll come back and play with you more. You going to play while I’m gone?”

      “Of course.”

      “I mean…” She smirked as her gaze lowered to his bulge.

      “Maybe.”

      Would he ever stop being embarrassed? How could she have so much self-confidence? He envied her. She was so completely at ease with her sexuality, and that made her that much more attractive to him, even more than her looks. Even if she didn’t look like her avatar, he knew he would still be attracted to her just based on her personality alone. She had the goods.

      She eyed him. “Are you all right? You should be happy.”

      “You’re leaving me.”

      “To have some fun. Trust me. I would rather be playing this game or else pleasuring myself than writing this stupid paper, but I can’t put my life on hold. I can only play for so long.”

      “I know. Of course.” He hesitated. “You must think I’m a bum.”

      “I don’t think that at all,” she assured him. “But I really do have to go.”

      “Bye, Olivia.”

      She wiggled her fingers in a cute little wave. “Tootles!”

      And she was gone. Gary missed her already.
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      The days blended together, and Gary grew in levels, grew in power, and grew closer with each of the females. Unfortunately, he was never alone with Nicoletta to talk to her about their having sex. Likewise, they were never all three there that Gary might possibly have the courage to speak to them about the whole harem thing. Honestly, that wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have, but if he did want that—and he did—then it would have to be broached eventually.

      Every night, Gary had vivid dreams. He couldn't count the number of times his dream self had sex with each of the girls, sometimes as threesomes, sometimes all three, and sometimes just one on one. Once, Gary even watched as Olivia and Elena got it on. Every morning, he would wake up hard as a rock, and he would have to rub one out. Every single morning.

      Sometimes, Haru would stop by, although he never had any good news to share. Honestly, Gary was beginning to hate the man.

      This night, however, Gary waited immediately for the Japanese man to show. Nicoletta had told him earlier that day that rumors were swirling about Smaug in the gaming community. A handful of players were trying to take him out, but every group that had tried so far had been killed. Worse, Smaug had maintained his friendship with that terrible dragon. He rode it everywhere, had tamed the dragon, and even could get it to belch fire where and when he wanted the beast to. As if Smaug needed more fire than the flames he already possessed. It was overkill.

      Eventually, when Gary was starting to doze, Haru approached.

      Gary yawned and stared up at the man from his bed. He had taken to sleeping in the inn at night in one of the unused rooms void of NPCs. So long as Gary didn't pay for the room, he could actually sleep there. He should've done this all along, and he did tend to leave a few coins in the room every night to pay for his stay, but so far, no one had collected his payments.

      “I was ready to sleep,” Gary grumbled. “Took you long enough.”

      “Maybe I have news for you,” Haru said smugly, holding his hands behind his back.

      “You can get me back home?” Gary asked eagerly.

      Already he could think of the get together he and the girls would have. They could meet him… Virginia? Maryland? Somewhere like that, get one hotel room, one bed, enjoy getting to know one another…

      “I’m afraid not, but we have learned about Smaug, who he really is.”

      “Oh. Great.” Gary didn’t even bother to try to hide his disappointment, and his tone could not be more sarcastic.

      “It is great,” Haru said, but then he grimaced. “To a degree. Smaug is a genius hacker whose name is actually Samuel August.”

      “I could’ve guessed that considering he hacked his body into the game,” Gary said dryly. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

      “How about this? Samuel August is wanted for murder. We believe that he has escaped into the game to avoid trial, and we all consider him very dangerous. You must avoid him at all costs.”

      “I plan on it.” Gary eyed the man curiously. “Have you been to his place?”

      “To Samuel August’s? I have not, but some of my other team members have. They visited his house, and you should have seen the amount of paperwork all dug up on anything and everything. It took several days to pour over all of his notebooks, but it’s clear that he burned his notes.”

      “So you have no idea how he got in.” Gary felt so deflated.

      “That doesn’t matter. Yes, we were hoping to reverse engineer his process to spring you free, but we always knew that might not work. The technology you have here is not going to be conducive for you to worm your way home without my say so.”

      “Without your say so?” Gary scoffed and shook his head. “I don’t think so. I do what I want.”

      “I didn’t believe that you wanted to get trapped in this game,” Haru said dryly.

      “Maybe not, but it’s not all bad.”

      “Ah, yes.” Haru smirked. “At least you have found them.”

      "My team," Gary rushed to say, hoping the darkness was black enough to cover his embarrassed flush. Because "team" was more certainly not accurate in the slightest, and he wasn't about to use the "H" word again.

      “Without a… team… one cannot survive. You need people to be there with you, for you, so that when times are tough, you are not alone.”

      “It’s more than that, Haru,” Gary said. “It’s about friendship, not using them. Don’t you understand that?”

      "I understand that you have been clinically depressed and without medication for so long that you most likely believe that you no longer need any medication."

      “I don’t,” Gary agreed, “and I hate that you’re reading up on me.”

      “We have to examine every angle to determine how you and Samuel August broke free of the confines of earth. Can you tell me what your blood type is?”

      “O+.”

      “Ah, so not rare and not a match to Samuel August.”

      “No! I don’t want to be similar to him in any way.” Gary hesitated, wanting to ask and not wanting to know. Eventually, curiosity won. “Who did he kill and why?”

      “Does the reason matter?” Haru asked sharply, his tone surprising Gary as he had never been so harsh before.

      “No. I was just wondering.”

      “He killed his mother. Sliced her throat, nearly took her head off.”

      “Did she abuse him?”

      “He said she did not.”

      “Did he say why he did it?”

      “Because she mentioned that he might clean up better if he shaved and that if he took up a hobby, maybe he would meet someone.”

      “And he killed her for that?”

      “He seems to be insane and yet coldly calculating in a way.”

      “What do you mean?” Gary asked even though he was so disgusted and repulsed by Samuel that he didn’t want to know much more about the man.

      “He used her blood to act as shaving cream and then started a hobby all right. He started to prey on women. He did exactly what his mother asked for in the most horrible and terrifying of ways.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “Some thought him very sane. He had a cult following. Some even stained the right side of their faces to emulate him.”

      “Stained?”

      “Samuel had a large port wine stain that covered most of the right side of his face. That was some of the reason why he didn’t have a lot of friends, that and because he was a loner.”

      “What about his father?”

      “He never met the guy. Before Samuel was born, his mother apparently slept around, and she never had been certain who was the father.”

      Gary just shook his head. He had no words.

      “What amazes me,” Haru continued after a moment of silence, “is that he could have gotten away with the murder.”

      “How so?” Gary’s mind was swimming.

      "He is thirty years old. He committed the murder fifteen years ago. The police were only tipped off that he was the murderer because he basically told them he did it."

      "Why didn't they look into him fifteen years ago? And he killed her when he was fifteen?"

      "He did kill her when he was aged fifteen, and he had staged the entire house so that it looked like a botched robbery attempt. He had claimed he hid in the closet as soon as he discovered an intruder was in the house and even peed on the floor to pretend he had been terrified."

      “Psychotic.”

      “Or genius.”

      Gary grimaced, eyeing the man with a sense of skepticism. “You sound like one of his groupies.”

      “I am a man who appreciates genius. He is vastly intelligent, and he knows how to work the game so well that I almost think he is hacking it yet from the inside.”

      “How is that possible?”

      "I honestly have no idea. The equipment he would need is beyond anything he should be able to find here. Genius I tell you."

      “If he can hack the game, so can you. Blame it on a glitch, but bring his level down,” Gary urged.

      “If he can hack the game, he might retaliate and make himself level five hundred.” Haru shook his head. “We can’t have that.”

      “I guess not,” Gary muttered. “What level is he?”

      “Nearly three hundred now.”

      “That’s insane,” Gary mumbled.

      He had been completing as many quests as he could and had finally gained hero status. Level-wise, he was almost one hundred, but no way could he even consider fighting Smaug again. He thought it confusing and even out of character that Samuel hadn’t hunted down and killed him, Nicoletta, Olivia, and Elena considering that the bastard killed everyone else he faced. Then again, Smaug kept that dragon with him at all times, so maybe he allowed them to live because of the “gift” they had given him.

      “Why does the dragon stick by his side?” Gary asked. “Or is that a hack too?”

      Haru grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, at the end of the game, the supervillains you’ll face… Look, I shouldn’t be telling you this…”

      “It’s the least you can do,” Gary grumbled.

      Haru sighed. “Yes, yes. Well, the supervillains will all have dragons or other strong creatures in their armies,” he admitted. “It is supposed to be something only the avatars at the highest of levels will be able to handle.”

      “Basically, the dragons are primed for a supervillain to lead them, and that’s what Smaug is.”

      “Basically, yes.” Haru sounded miserable.

      “Highest of levels meaning?”

      “Three hundred at a bare minimum.”

      “In your opinion, what level?”

      “More like four or five hundred.”

      Gary let out a muffled curse. “I’ll never catch up to him.”

      “The man does not seem to sleep very much at all, no. He gains so many levels each and every day and night. It’s remarkable.” At Gary’s glower, Haru added, “Remarkable but also pathetic.”

      Gary sighed. “Not so much pathetic as driven. What I don’t understand is why does he kill the other gamers? What purpose does that serve?”

      “We never intended for gamers to kill each other,” Haru said.

      “What happens when a gamer kills another one? I’ve heard different things.”

      “We thought it best to make it truly unpleasant for the one killed to encourage gamers to stick up for themselves and uproot and weed out those prone toward picking on the weak.”

      “And what happens?” Gary asked firmly.

      “You lose ten levels and the points associated with them.”

      “How are you supposed to fight back if you lose all of that?” Gary demanded.

      “The point of the game is to work together and form teams. Look at all of the teams with superheroes: Avengers, the Justice League, X-Men, Teen Titans, and so on. The thought was that it would help to bring the teams closer together.”

      “The thought was stupid,” Gary grumbled.

      Haru narrowed his eyes. “You have no notion what it is like to create a game. There is none like it.”

      “Perhaps there’s none like it because some of the portions of the game are stupid.”

      “There is no need to be insulting.” Haru sniffed, lifting his nose into the air.

      Gary sighed and rubbed his forehead. “Sorry, man,” he mumbled. “I’m just under a lot of stress.”

      “So am I and my team. None of us have been sleeping well. We’re doing our best to try and determine how to bring you back, and it’s not easy. Nothing like this has ever been done before.”

      “If Samuel August could figure it out—”

      “He was a genius.”

      Gary’s stomach twisted into knots. Since the age of ten, he had been trying to forge his own path so much that he clung to isolation instead of living in foster families, which meant his school work suffered some. Samuel had been an orphan through his own actions at the same age, but he had used the system to further his education to the point of becoming a genius. Gary couldn’t help resenting the man all the more.

      “His brain doesn’t work like yours does, like mine does. Without his notes, we can’t replicate what he did—”

      “Or reverse engineer it.” Gary nodded glumly. “You already said.”

      “But we’re looking into it,” Haru rushed to assure him. “Please don’t give up hope.”

      “Just keep gaming, leveling up, and prepare to face off against supervillains on a horde of fully grown dragons that will be ready to char me to death or bite off my head like I’m a chocolate bunny.”

      “You might want to avoid metal when facing dragons,” Haru advised.

      “Why?”

      "Dragons like to hoard shiny objects, especially gemstones but also metal. Weapons, armor, you name it. In fact, the stronger you become, the less effective the weapons will be."

      “Because you want the game to be less about the swords, axes, and guns. You want it to be superpower versus superpower.”

      “Yes. The weapons were only meant to help in the beginning while you’re still developing and training your power. We couldn’t have the gamers start out as a superhero. Every superhero has its origin story.”

      “Yeah, well, so does every supervillain,” Gary muttered. “Soon, it’ll be time for the saga that is Smaug to come to an end, and I’ll handle the script myself.”
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      The next morning, Gary woke with a stiff neck and a headache. He hadn't slept nearly long enough. In fact, he wasn't sure what had woken him.

      He sat up, rubbed his neck, and realized he wasn't alone.

      "Nicoletta," he said with a slow, shy smile.

      "Gary, we need to talk," she said.

      "Sounds serious."

      "It is." She bit her lower lip. "Jorge wants to file a missing person report on you."

      "But I'm not missing," he protested. "I'm right here."

      "It's the only way to possibly save your job. Your apartment is gone. Your landlord is already leasing it to someone else."

      "I guess I can understand that."

      Gary winced. He was still hoping to make it out of here one day, but now, he had no place to go. Yeah, sure, Gary was leveling up in the game, but he was taking huge steps backward in real life. What if he had no place to live and no job to return to once he finally made it back home?

      "Jorge took all of your stuff to his place, and he knows you're here, playing all of the time…" Nicoletta shrugged and glanced away.

      Gary stood, grew dizzy from his headache, and had to sit back down, at least moving to the side of the bed. Nicoletta walked over to him and rubbed his back. Once she sat down beside him, he leaned against her, drawing from her strength.

      "He doesn't understand that you're in the game," she whispered.

      "Do you?" he asked quietly, desperately.

      After a moment's hesitation, she nodded.

      He placed his fingers beneath her chin and lifted it so he could kiss her. Other than a few kisses, lots of banter and teasing, and him dicking around behind closed doors, Gary hadn't been overly physical with any of the girls. He had wanted to talk to Nicoletta alone, and now was his best chance, only she was talking about something else that was most likely more important than his burning desire to fling her backward, mount her, and give her everything he had.

      "Gary, what are we supposed to do?" she whispered.

      "A developer has come to see me several times. He and his team are trying to get me out of here." He hesitated and then blurted, "That guy, Smaug? He's human too."

      "I knew something had to be off about him. What are we going to do?"

      "I don't know," Gary said miserably.

      "Hey, is everything okay?" She brushed his hair back from his forehead.

      He closed his eyes, relishing her touch. "I feel like an ass," he admitted.

      "Why?"

      Gary paused, deliberated, berated himself, and then took her hand and placed it on his bulge.

      "Why does this make you an ass?" she whispered. The way she bit her lower lip made her so damn sexy, and it took everything in him to not thrust his hips so that she would be rubbing him.

      "Because I want you, and I want…" He couldn't bear to look at her.

      "I know."

      "It's wrong. It's selfish. It's immoral. It's a hundred thousand different things."

      Nicoletta placed a finger to his lips. "The others don't know the truth yet."

      "No."

      "You told me."

      "Yes."

      "Even though we didn't know each other that well before the game."

      "I knew about your past."

      "Through Jorge, not me."

      He nodded.

      She shifted and sat on his lap, facing him. "You've been stuck in the game a long time."

      Gary groaned, hugging her tight to him. "I don't want to know how long."

      "I understand that, respect that. None of this can be easy on you. It's just… Gary, I don't blame you for liking Elena and Olivia. They're great."

      "You don't want to share me."

      "I do, and I don't," she murmured.

      "Right now, it's just the two of us," he whispered.

      "Please, Gary," she whimpered.

      His headache all but forgotten, Gary stripped her clothes and she him. Then, she pushed him down onto the bed and rode him hard and fast, and he came quickly. Nicoletta wasn't nearly done with him yet, and he reached up to fondle her bouncing breasts. She was so wet, so tight, and his balls tightened. If she didn't stop, he might orgasm again. When her walls clenched around him as she found her release and screamed his name, Gary couldn't hold back any longer. He gripped her hips, rolled her over, and pounded into her until he did come a second time.

      Their bodies slick with sweat, they lay in bed together. Gary's hand began to wander after only a few moments, and she parted her legs. Her folds were so slick as he slipped a finger and then another inside of her.

      "I want this for real," he whispered in her ear.

      "I do too," she said, her eyes shining.

      She reached up and cupped his face, her lips forming a perfect "O" as he continued to finger her to the point of her coming again. Both hands held his face, and she pulled him down for a long, passionate kiss.

      "If the only way to have you is to share you," she murmured, "then so be it, but only with Elena and Olivia. No one else."

      "Are you sure?" he asked, his chest tightening. "I don't want to lose you."

      But I don't want to lose them, either.

      "You don't want to lose them, either," she said.

      He drew back, startled. "You can read my thoughts?"

      "Your face. I know you want us all. You basically have a near constant hard-on when we're around."

      He flushed. Only two days ago, Nicoletta had joined the party late. Elena had been bathing in a stream, and Gary was doing his best not to stare. He wasn't sure how she could wash without rusting her metal parts, but she could. The magic of the game. Not that he was thinking about that. He was thinking about droplets rolling down between her boobs as she washed her entire body including between her legs, and he had started to jerk off right then and there, hiding behind a tree, when Nicoletta had arrived. He had tried to play off what he had been doing, but there was only one thing a guy could be doing when he had an erection and a hand down his pants.

      Olivia had made it clear from the start that she wanted him and the others. Elena was the only one he wasn't entirely satisfied would be on board with the whole thing. Considering he had thought of being with her first after that amazing sex dream, Gary knew he would always wonder what it would be like to make love to her until he could actually experience it firsthand.

      "You have to think I'm an ass," Gary muttered.

      "I think you're a guy," she said. "I think you're facing an impossible situation, and you're forming bonds with people to stay sane. Any guy would turn those bonds sexual."

      "I don't just want to be any guy," he muttered. "I want to be better than that."

      "You are. Trust me. I wouldn't want to be with just any guy, and I sure as hell wouldn't contemplate what I am if I thought you were just a walking dick."

      He laughed.

      She ran her hand over his chest and down lower, chuckling. "You really are hard almost all of the time."

      Gary groaned. "Don't tease me," he said, squirming. She was stroking him way too slowly.

      "But teasing is so much fun," she said with a wink.

      "It really isn't. You're going to be the death of me."

      "Never," she promised. "Now take me from behind." And she got onto all fours, her perfect ass high in the air, waiting for him to take.

      So he did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicoletta had to leave shortly after they finished their love-making session, and for once, Gary didn't feel bereft at being left alone. His headache had gone away while they had gone at it, but it was returning now, and he dragged himself out of bed, dressed, and made his way over to the tavern. Honestly, he was getting sick of the food here. They should move onto another town. Maybe the others had more food choices. There were only so many bread bowls and stews and chicken on a stick that he could handle.

      Elena joined him, and they went on several quests together, leveling as they went. He found himself unable to broach the subject with her, either about him being in the game or the harem. His fear of losing her meant that he couldn't bring himself to talk about any of that. Gary would rather not have her in that capacity than not have her in his life at all.

      As they gamed, they teased and joked, laughed and even cried. Gary told her about his parents and some of his favorite memories, and she told him about the time she had upset her mother.

      "My mom was very strict when I was growing up. She never wanted me to make any waves. When I was thirteen, I was allowed to walk home from school. It was about a mile. Every afternoon, I would pass by a woman jogger. This one guy would always shout comments at her from his porch. One day, it wasn't just him. He was there with a few of his friends, and they were all making comments. I was so sick of it that I shouted at them for a full minute. The guy stomped off his porch and towered over me. He was trying to intimidate me." Elena shook her head. "Somehow, I hadn't been scared at all. Naivety I guess. But a cop car drove by, slowed down, and the guy went back to his porch. After that, he never said anything again to that jogger, and soon, he stopped coming out on his porch to watch her."

      "That's amazing. Why did your mom have a problem with that? You stood up for someone. That took courage."

      "She was worried for me, afraid that something bad could've happened. Dad used that as a way to get my mom to agree to me taking karate lessons. My dad was always my biggest supporter. Mom loved me in her own way, but…" She shrugged.

      "She didn't understand you like he did."

      Elena nodded. A horde of massive wild boars was in the field below the hill they stood on, but they stayed there to finish their conversation.

      "He died when I was fifteen. I hadn't received my black belt yet. I was only a month away from my brown belt."

      "How did he die?" Gary asked.

      "A heart attack. My dad did everything right too, exercised, ate relatively healthy. Genes, though. You can't help what you're given."

      "I'm sorry."

      "Me too. My mom couldn't afford for me to finish karate, so I had to stop."

      "You never got your black belt?"

      "Oh, I did. After college, I moved out, and the first thing I did after getting a car was to sign up for classes."

      "That's amazing." He did his best not to look at the hand she had said she only recently regain some strength in.

      "It wasn't easy for me. I could punch with my weak hand, but it had no power, and when trying to grapple or spar, it was so hard, but I managed. I'm actually a second-degree black belt now."

      "That's impressive. How old are you?"

      "So rude," she teased.

      "Wait, I asked you before, didn't I?" At her nod, he wracked his brain, and he snapped his fingers. "You're twenty-four."

      "That's right. A year younger than you, old man."

      "Haha. You could probably kick my ass in real life."

      "I would like to meet you in real life," she said without looking at him.

      His cock twitched. "Oh, yeah?" he asked, trying to play nonchalant even though his heart was hammering in his chest.

      "Yes."

      "And do what? Hang out? Play some more?"

      "I don't know. You seem like a cool guy. Most of the guys I know are jerks. I go to the gym and lift weights a few times a week, and it's taken months, but I finally got it so that none of them will approach me unless they're offering to spot me. Otherwise, they would hit on me." She grimaced. "Or they would say that I was working out too much, lifting too much, that no man would ever want me, was I into women…" Elena rolled her eyes. "As if a woman can't want to be strong."

      So many questions ran through Gary's mind, but he couldn't bring himself to voice any of them.

      "What my point is…" Elena shut her mouth and shrugged. "Wild boars incoming. We've been spotted."

      By the time they dismantled the last of the wild boar, Olivia had joined them. When she would flirt with him, Gary tried to discretely glance at Elena to see how she was handling it, but she didn't seem to worry about it or be bothered by it. Was Elena into him? What if she wasn't? He shouldn't be so hung up on having all three of them. There were so many other things he had to consider. Still, he couldn't ignore his growing feelings, and Nicoletta wasn't wrong when she said he was hard almost all of the time.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Gary spent by himself. Before Elena and Olivia had logged off, they both said they couldn't play today. Elena was taking part in a craft show, having gotten a table so she could sell some of her desserts. As for Olivia, she had finished her paper, but she had some finals to study for, and he did not want her to get too sucked into the game. She had offered to play for an hour or so, but they both knew an hour would turn into two into three…

      For the most part, Gary always avoided the other gamers. It was almost a subconscious thing at this point. He was somewhat surprised when a group of five gamers in distinct superhero gear approached him.

      "Hey, you've heard about Smaug, right?" a guy in a red cape and black leather asked.

      "Yes," Gary said warily.

      "We're going to take a run at him," a woman said. She wore a tight leotard, no cape, mid-thigh length boots. Her gloves reached her armpits, and her lack of armor made Gary wonder if her arms and legs were wholly metal. She might share the same ability as Elena.

      "I don't know if that's a good idea," Gary said. "He's killed so many gamers."

      "Yeah."

      Another woman scowled. Her skin was blacker than black, which Gary found beautiful. There was something about this game that was making him appreciate women more and more.

      The woman continued, "He killed my brother yesterday. Level one hundred and fifty-three! Unprovoked, mind you. And he didn't just kill my brother once. No. He killed him again and again, seeking him out wherever he was. It was as if he knew where my brother was and when. He killed my brother so many times that he's now level fifty and refusing to play at all."

      "That's insane," Gary said.

      "I heard that he killed one woman so many times that she has to start a new character," the guy in the red cape said. "She kept losing levels to the point that she went all the way down to zero."

      Gary grimaced and gnashed his teeth.

      "He has to be stopped," the first woman said. She banged a fist into her other palm, and the distinct sound of metal on metal sounded, albeit muffled slightly by her gloves. "People like him ruin games for the real players. He has to be taught a lesson."

      "Haven't others gone up against him and failed?" Gary asked.

      "You're a pansy? Figures." The metal woman drew back as if gearing up to punch him.

      "Metala, stop it," the guy said.

      She lowered her fist. "I told you he was a waste of time," she complained. "His stats look decent, but he's not a high enough level. He's not even a megahero yet."

      "There are so few telekinesis players," the man said. "One would be handy in a fight."

      "I understand that," Gary said, glowering right back at the woman. "But I don't want to fight another gamer unless I have to."

      "He's going to ruin this game for everyone including you," Metallica warned. "You're going to regret this."

      "I sure hope you don't," Gary said softly.

      The woman's sneer would curdle milk, but Gary held his ground. The caped man nodded to him, and the group marched away. A superhero team. Gary was all the more determined to reach that rank, knowing he was behind the times. Those players must've started the game immediately and trained hard from the get-go. Gary had floundered at first and for a long while after. He had found his groove, though, and he wasn't about to slow down, especially not for a suicide run and definitely not without his own team.

      "I wish you the best," Gary called.

      The one woman gave him the finger. Not one of the group of five turned around to acknowledge him.

      Not a megahero yet, huh? That seemed like a good enough plan to Gary. He had to complete more and more quests to gain that status.

      At least the quests were becoming more engaging. Gary did a complicated one that involved finding legendary armor from a sarcophagus. When he located it, the mummy came to life. At first, he thought he had to kill the mummy, but then the mummy instructed him how to find the helm. A knight's skull was trapped in the helm in another location, and that knight's ghost appeared to tell him where the lance could be found.

      The lance crumbled to dust in Gary's hand, which went along with the whole using fewer weapons and more reliance of powers. Wait. He could've used his power to wield the weapon. Damn it. As much as Gary was using his ability, he still didn't think to use it right off the bat. He had become conditioned to use his fists and weapons and shields from training so long with them. If he had been like all of the other gamers and had to use both as he leveled up, maybe he wouldn't be so prone to using his hands versus his mental powers.

      His telekinesis grew with every time he used the power. He could now lift and fling boulders. He could also make himself fly. If he were to square off against Smaug, would he be blown back by his wind power? Or would his own power be enough to keep him in the air? Most likely the former, but Gary was going to train and do his best to ensure that the latter would be the case.

      The next quest Gary embarked on was just as involved. A dragon had been stealing virgins from a town for centuries. Yes, a different town. Gary was doing his best to spread out and learn the layout of the entire world within the game, but he had to be cautious too because he could not run the risk of locating Smaug's lair. He avoided mountains because Smaug wouldn't be far from his dragon, and Gary figured a dragon of that size would need a massive cave to live in.

      Anyhow, the town leader, a stout man with one arm and a burnt right side of his face, had begged and pleaded with Gary to save their ladies.

      Gary smiled and cracked a joke. "Line up the virgins. I'll fix your problem in a few days."

      Needless to say, the town leader wasn't impressed, and the number of rupas he offered was cut in half. Gary apologized, but the man still did not raise the price. Gary winced, not because of the less money but because that kind of comment had been something he would have disparaged before he had played the game. He was getting sucked into a world where there were little morals. Maybe it was only because the first town he had stayed in was mostly for beginners, but at some of the other places he had visited recently, he had witnessed gamers fucking wenches right there in the tavern for everyone to see. Elena had been with him the one time, and he had taken her by the elbow and turned right around.

      "I thought we were going to have an ale," she had protested.

      "Not tonight. I mean, you can have all the ale you want in the comfort of your home."

      "I never drink alone," she protested.

      "I'm with you," he had promised.

      If she understood his deeper meaning, she did not comment on it and instead said, "Do you have something to drink at your place?"

      He had hesitated. If he came back, where would he live? Would he be homeless? No. Jorge might be pissed Gary hadn't confided in him and told him the truth immediately, but Jorge would give him a place to live even if he would try and fail to give him the silent treatment. Or maybe Nicoletta would let him stay with her. Did she live at home still? Gary wasn't sure on that count. Damn it. He still had so much more to learn about them, yet the nuggets in their life surrounding the real world only highlighted the differences between them and their lives, and a few nights, Gary had drunk himself into a stupor from depression.

      Regardless, if he lived with Jorge or Nicoletta, he figured there would be alcohol on hand, so he had answered, "Yep."

      "Okay then." Elena's smile had been so brilliant despite the surrounding darkness of the growing night that Gary had dropped a kiss on her forehead. He wasn't at all surprised that he had another sex dream featuring her as the star that night.

      But Elena wouldn't be smiling if she had overheard his comment even though it had been meant as a joke. Even more than that, he regretted the comment just because he knew that some things weren't meant to be joked about. The game was changing him, yes, but Gary didn't want to become someone he hated. He wouldn't do anything in the game that he wouldn't do in real life. Considering he wouldn't have to worry about killing dragons in real life, he figured he was safe doing that. After all, attacking anything that was trying to kill him was self-defense.

      The town leader pointed out where the dragon always flew off, toward a vast plateau about a day's walk away. Gary gathered his supplies and, wearing the legendary chest plate and helm with its silver inlaid with gold design, set off.

      When he reached the plateau, Gary realized why the dragon was stealing virgins. The dragon was a mother dragon, and she was using the virgins as a food source for her dragons that were anything but babies. Five nearly fully grown dragons plus the mama dragon.

      Gary wasn't about to back away from a fight like this. He wasn't a newbie gamer anymore. Gary was powerful whether he used a sword, axe, or lance, although he never had perfected using a bow and arrow. He hadn't needed to because now, he could fight from afar with his telekinesis.

      By spending some of his nights reading about the histories of towns and anything else he could get a hand on in the taverns and the one library he had discovered during his adventures, Gary had learned about herbs and their properties. One herb could be used to create a bomb essentially. The only issue was that fire had to be added to the herb mixture, and then the bomb immediately went boom! There was no way to throw it. There just wasn't time.

      But the dragons might handle that for him.

      Gary made a habit of keeping some of that herb on him at all times. Gaseous explodierius. The black leaves with three dark green spots only grew in a swamp to the southwest. A lot of bog monsters lived there, but most were not amphibious and needed to breathe air, so all Gary had to do was to use his mind to keep them under the swamp water long enough for them to drown, and he could pluck as many leaves from the herb as he wanted.

      The leaves alone weren't enough for the bomb. Gary had to add some potions he bought from an NPC wizard. It still irked him that there were mages and wizards in a game featuring superheroes, but nothing had been done on that point so far, and clearly, that wouldn't change. There was no point in crying over spilled magic.

      Gary carefully coated each leaf in the potion. The more drink used, the stronger the explosion would be, but this particular potion—annhiliarius—was not cheap at all. Still, six dragons meant that Gary needed huge explosions. In fact, he used up almost all of his leaves and every drop of his potion supply.

      Now, he tucked three leaves into a ball, almost knitting them together. His fingers tingled with heat from the potion, a residual glowing green on his fingertips.

      All of this, Gary did at the base of the plateau, in its shadow so the dragons wouldn't see him. Tapping into his power, no longer needing to use anything other than his mind without the aid of emotion, Gary lifted the first bomb and sent it into the air. With his eyes closed, he could almost see the grass at the top of the plateau, the bones and discarded clothes from the virgins, and the five dragons lying in sleep.

      Using more of his power, he whipped the bomb ball at the nearest dragon, hitting the beast square in the nose and allowing the ball to fall to the ground. The dragon peeked open its eyes, shifted its head, and went back to sleep.

      Already, Gary was sending up more bombs, and he used them to smack the same dragon in the head before bouncing off and hitting the others. He didn't want to risk having one bomb go off too close to the others and risk having some of the dragons unaffected by the blasts.

      The smallest dragon woke first and yawned. Gary could feel sweat pouring down his face. Being able to see like this from afar was a part of his power that he was only just tapping into, and it required a lot of willpower. He had started to dump a ton of his points into it as soon as he gained his superpower, but Gary still felt like he was behind the eight ball there, too.

      When nothing happened, no explosions, Gary climbed the side of the plateau and just peeked his head over the rise. The dragon was nudging the ball as if it was nothing more than a toy.

      Gary flicked his finger, and the ball snapped against the dragon's snout as hard as Gary could muster.

      The dragon roared loud enough to wake his siblings and mother and belched fire at the ball, which Gary had nudged close enough to another dragon. A brilliant array of blue and purple flames burst out of the bomb, and that dragon's wings caught on fire.

      Gary had to do his best to keep the dragon's wings pinned to his body so he couldn't flap them to blow out the flames. Another dragon took to the sky to blow out the fire, but the wings were too damaged by that point.

      The dragon with the burned wings was furious and let out more fire. Gary whipped a bomb into the trajectory, and the explosion was widespread enough to encompass the dragon in the air. That dragon tried to pump his wings, but Gary forced him to plummet to the ground. The ground quaked, and the balls flew into the air. Gary couldn't see through the cloud of dust and dirt flying everywhere. He coughed. His lungs were burning from the smoke, and his eyes were watering. He could hardly see with either his actual eyes or his mind’s eye. This was taking a lot out of him.

      Another bomb went off, but Gary couldn't see the outcome of it because one of the dragons was taking flight right near him. The gust of wind generated from the beast's wings was enough to knock Gary down from his hold on the side of the plateau. He fell flat on his back and immediately rolled to lessen the force of impact. Groaning, he reached out with his mind and soared another bomb at the dragon. He didn't think he would be able to cause it to move fast enough to explode, but then a blast of fire singed the air straight for the ball.

      Nicoletta was standing beside him, her face grim. She nodded to him and climbed up the plateau side. Gary rushed beside her.

      "There are three more bombs," he said.

      "Line them up into position, and I'll let it rip," she said.

      Once before, they had tag teamed to use these bombs against a Cerberus-type boss.

      Gary's strength was fading fast, but he moved the first bomb to be directly between two of the dragons. She lit it up, and the two dragons went down.

      So far, two dead, one injured, and the one flying Gary wasn't certain.

      The one dragon wholly and completely healed ate one of the last two bombs. Gary smirked. This dragon wasn't that smart and promptly exploded. Guts and entrails exploded everywhere, and Gary ducked down in time for a chunk of intestines to fly above his head.

      The injured dragon laid down his head as if to submit or give up, but Nicoletta climbed the rest of the way onto the plateau and blasted the dragon with enough heat that he turned into one dragon-sized ball of fire. He took a step, another, and collapsed, dead or near enough to death. Yes, dead. The experience points from the joint killed registered.

      "Come on. We have to kill the last one." Gary mentally grabbed the last bomb.

      The dragon was slowly flying away, the flight somewhat lopsided. The mama dragon. She blew out fire blast after fire blast, torching the fields. Her grief had to be immense. That was if a dragon monster in a game could feel grief. Gary wasn't confident anymore what exactly was real and what wasn't.

      Nicoletta wasn't even breathing hard. "Go ahead and send it up. I have just enough fire to light it."

      Gary nodded, but he was so gassed that he couldn't run anymore. He tried to send the bomb ball straight toward the dragon, but it began to unravel.

      "Damn it," he swore, trying to reforge it. He was too exhausted to use his power.

      "Don't worry," Nicoletta said. She held out her hands, and a burst of fire went straight for the lowest leaf, to the next highest, and the third, mini bombs exploding and lending strength to her blast that caught the mama dragon's tail. She wailed and roared, her body twitching as she fell to the ground.

      A host of other gamers rushed over to fight the dragon and still away some of their experience points, but Gary didn't care. Nicoletta had curled into a ball, clutching her hands to her chest.

      "What's wrong?" he asked her, worried.

      She stared up at him. Tears streamed down her face, and his heart ached.

      "Tell me what to do," he said, feeling helpless. He had never seen Nicoletta so vulnerable before, and it scared him.

      Nicoletta slowly brought her arms down from her chest and held out her hands, palms up. He saw nothing wrong with them. The scar she had in real life wasn't on her palm, not in the game.

      "They burn," she whispered. "The fire, it never hurt before, but it burns so much. I-I can't."

      He knew she was going to log off, and he gripped her, holding her close.

      "You are one of the strongest and bravest women I know," he told her. "The pain, it isn't real. It's fake. It's in your mind."

      She shook her head and tried to push him away with the back of her hands. "No. I feel it. It's there!"

      "You only think you feel it," he said gently. "Trust me. I'm here. I'm real. Look at me. Don't think about the fire. Not unless you think about the fire we create."

      Nicoletta rolled her eyes and tried to pull free again, but he wouldn't release his hold on her. "Not now," she snapped.

      "I just meant our connection. Not sexual. We're friends, aren't we? Maybe more than that too. I've been scared to talk—that's not what you need right now. Damn it, Nicoletta, let me help you."

      "You can't." She sniffed. "I feel it," she whispered. "Through the game, through my gloves. My hands in real life. I took off the gloves, and I swear, my scar, my burn, it's bigger."

      "I can't see that. I wish I could trace your burn, to kiss the skin."

      "What? Why?" She jerked back, startled, and because it wasn't out of fear, he allowed her to move away. "That skin is damaged. It's ruined."

      "It's imperfect, yes, but it's a part of you," he said simply.

      Tenderly, slowly, his gaze on her, he lifted her right hand and kissed her palm and then did the same to her left hand. Then, he rifled through his bag. Although he had a potion that would help salve a burn, he instead opted for some other herbs that he laid on her palms and used to bandage them.

      "That should help to take the sting away," he said, hoping that would be the case. It would work with a real burn, but hers… Actually, who was he to say that she hadn't been burned? She had said her fire was nearly out. Maybe all superheroes had their limits. Maybe they couldn't have unlimited power.

      Or maybe superheroes didn't have limits, and they did because they were merely heroes.

      Tears once more trickled down her face. She gently wrapped her arms around his neck. "Thank you," she murmured.

      "Anything for you. Come on. There's a town nearby."

      "The one that asked for us to kill the dragons?"

      "You betcha."

      "Still playing the game, huh?" she asked, rolling her eyes.

      "We can get food or drink. We can ignore the quest and come back to the town leader when you're up to it."

      "I-I'll be okay," she said.

      They headed back toward the town, walking around the still-burning dragon carcass. After a moment, Gary had to speak up. He couldn't handle the depressing silence, not that his question was going to lighten the mood any.

      "Has this happened before?"

      She nodded. "Not all the time. And there's no rhyme or reason to it. It just causes… I don't know, maybe a panic attack? I can't stop thinking about when I was burned, and…" Nicoletta shrugged, staring off at a distance.

      "I'm sorry." Gary ground his teeth. He wanted to give Haru a piece of his mind. Toying with people's fear wasn't cool. They could cause serious damage. "Maybe talking to Olivia will help. She's studying—"

      "Psychology, I know. She has a phobia herself, though, so I don't know how much help she can be."

      "It's always easier to help someone else versus yourself," he pointed out.

      "True." She waited until they reached the edge of town to say, "Thank you."

      "I didn't do anything," he protested.

      "You didn't act like I was crazy. Gary… I believe you entirely. I'll admit that I waffled back and forth about the whole thing with you being in the game or not, but I do. I believe you."

      "What made you change your mind?"

      "You mean besides the fact that you have facial hair that I've never seen on any other avatar in the game? That you are putting on muscle in a way that seems more real than artificial? That you eat and drink in the game and make a mess whereas no one else does that?"

      "Hey, are you calling me sloppy?"

      She smiled. "I guess so. You really are in the game. I'm sorry. I don't know how to help you, and I want to. Believe me, I do."

      "Just playing with me, being there for me, that's enough."

      "You have to be so lonely. No wonder you want all three of us."

      Gary gaped at her. "Uh… There's nothing I can say to that that won't land me in hot water, is there?"

      Nicoletta giggled and then sighed. "I don't know what to think about all of that."

      "Have you talked to the others about it?" he asked and held his breath.

      "I haven't. It's not something I like to think about. I thought that because we knew each other in real life that you would gravitate to me, especially considering we…" She glanced away, blushing.

      "You're adorable," he said without thinking. "I didn't mean that in a condescending way at all. You know I'm attracted to you."

      "I know. I didn't think you were condescending. I just… I skipped kindergarten and went straight to the first grade."

      "I didn't know that, Smartie."

      She didn't smile. "I guess I never learned how to share," she said.

      He gulped. "We don't have to worry about that now."

      "I'd rather worry about that than my hands. What if that happens during a fight with a supervillain? With Smaug? You guys will need my help, and I'm a liability."

      "You are a lot of things, but you will never be a liability," he said firmly. "Come on. Let's talk to the townsfolk."

      In the end, the leader gave him the half amount of rupas and Nicoletta the full. If she noticed the discrepancy, she didn't ask about it, which made him grateful. The other townsfolk stepped forward to show their gratitude and gave them some armor, shields, weapons, hoods, cloaks, and other items that could be the start of a superhero costume.

      Once the last gave them masks, letters appeared on the "screen." Congratulations! You are now megaheroes! Beware. Megavillains are on the loose!

      Nicoletta fist-pumped. "Sweet! We're making progress!"

      "Yes." Gary grimaced and cracked his knuckles. "I don't think I fought any villains. Did you?"

      "A few."

      "You did? When?" he asked, surprised.

      "Sometimes on the way to finding you. You don't always wait around in town for us to show up, now, do you?"

      "You could handle a villain by yourself?"

      "Pul-leeze. I handled two at the same time before."

      "See? You're amazing." He kissed the tip of her nose, or went to, wishing to be sweet and not steamy for once, but she lifted her chin, and his lips brushed hers.

      Hand in hand, they wordlessly went to the tavern. The townsfolk had a celebration for them, and they eventually slipped away to a room upstairs, and Gary proceeded to kiss her all over, pampering her, giving herself as much attention as he possibly could. She needed him right now. It wasn't about him and his satisfaction. Then again, as he was going down on her and rubbed himself against the side of the bed, he might've come when she called out his name. He would never get tired of hearing her scream his name. He wanted that all night long.

      So why couldn't he be happy with just her and only her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Gary ended up falling asleep with Nicoletta in his arms. If Haru stopped by that night, he didn't bother to wake Gary as he woke up with the sun streaming through the windows. He wasn't shocked to see that he was alone. Nicoletta had a life to live outside of the game. She couldn't stay here with him all of the time, and honestly, he wouldn't want her to be stuck in the game with him. She deserved to keep on living, to keep on dreaming, to keep on moving forward.

      By the time he finished eating breakfast—finally, a town that had some eggs!—he was ready to stand and leave his table when a gamer sat down beside him.

      "You heard about that Smaug guy?" the gamer asked. He was dressed in heavy-duty armor but had no weapon.

      "Yeah," Gary said warily.

      "A band of superheroes went up against him yesterday."

      "I ran into them," Gary said.

      "Yeah, well, Smaug killed them again and again and again. I don't know what that guy's problem is, but honestly, it's making me question whether or not I want to play this damn game."

      "I understand," Gary said quietly. "One day, someone will do something about him."

      The guy snorted. "Not likely. I swear he has to play nonstop, day and night. How else can he be that high of a level already? I don't understand why there isn't a cap on levels like in other games. Seriously. He's just gonna grow and grow in power until he's stronger than the game's supervillain meant to be the final boss."

      "He won't," Gary said.

      "Yeah, okay, bud." The guy stood and stormed out of the place.

      Gary shrugged and followed him to find the ladies clustered around a tree in the middle of the town. This one had kinda of a Wild West feel to it. Most of the others felt like they were more medieval, with one town feeling distinctly medieval in an Oriental kind of way.

      He had liked that town so much that he directed the ladies there now, and they completed more quests. Now that two of them were megaheroes, the quests were more about stopping and fighting megavillains. After they killed a pair of megavillains who operated separately, the other two became megaheroes too.

      "We have to become superheroes," Gary said eagerly.

      "Yeah," Olivia said, sounding gloomier than usual.

      "What's wrong?" he inquired, hating that he had to keep asking that question.

      "We heard that Smaug is targeting superheroes," Elena said.

      "He's not a superhero," Gary grumbled. "He's a supervillain."

      "It would be nice if the developers could change things so that based on a person's personality in the game, they could choose if they want to be a superhero or a supervillain," Nicoletta said, pointedly staring at Gary.

      He nodded. "The developers should look into that."

      "They have to know that he's ruining the game, don't they?" Olivia asked.

      "I can't imagine they don't," Elena said.

      "They should do something about him," Olivia griped.

      "We can handle him once we're strong enough," Gary said.

      "Why does it have to be us?" Elena asked. "Despite our getting the Runed Ruby, he's left us alone. He hasn't hunted us like he has others. We're under his radar. Why chance it?"

      "Because," Gary said grimly. "It has to be me."

      "If it's you, then it's all of us," Nicoletta said.

      "Hero complex," Olivia grumbled. "You're playing this game too much.”

      Gary caught Nicoletta's gaze, and they both cracked up.

      "Seriously, it's like you should be a professional video game player," Olivia continued. "You know, to test out bugs before a game hits the market?"

      "That would be cool," he said.

      "What do you do again?" Elena asked.

      "Ah…"

      "He's between jobs," Nicoletta said smoothly.

      Wasn't that the truth? Between jobs, between worlds, trapped in a game, trapped in the middle of three lovely women, two he had never met in real life but that didn't matter. He was attracted to more than just their beautiful avatars. It was their minds, their banter, their wit, their sarcasm, the complete package that he had fallen for.

      "Come on," he said. "We have megavillains to handle."

      And they found a ton of them in the medieval Oriental town. One had telekinesis and used his power to attack his opponents with samurai blades from afar. Gary was more powerful though but only slightly. Still, he was able to disrupt the megavillain's ability to use the weapons, and the ladies made short work of him.

      Another megavillain controlled a creature that resembled Godzilla. They took down the beast, and the megavillain was a piece of cake.

      A third megavillain seized control of the entire town. His water doused out Nicoletta's flames, but the rest of them could handle him while Nicoletta distracted him.

      In all, they took down ten megavillains in that one day. How many quests that amounted to Gary wasn't sure, but he didn't stop fighting and training even after all three of the ladies bid him goodnight, Nicoletta outlasting the other two by a good hour.

      Haru came to him after Gary brought down a third megavillain by himself. Gary was covered in sweat and more than a little dizzy. His blood sugar was probably low. He needed to eat. If the developers knew what was good for them, they had given this tavern more authentic food. Gary loved himself some sushi and Chinese food.

      But the Japanese man blocked the entryway to the tavern.

      Gary crossed his arms. "Make Smaug a supervillain."

      "He basically already is," Haru said. "The title doesn't matter."

      "Tell me why my friend feels like her hands are on fire," Gary demanded.

      "I can't explain that. All the game provides is a jolt—"

      "Her power is fire, and she was burned as a little girl. I brought this up before. Our greatest fears are our powers. How messed up is that?"

      "A weakness that can be turned into a strength is the mark of a true hero. If you would only open your mind, you could see that the future holds limitless possibilities."

      "Not from my vantage point," Gary said dryly. "Not from inside a damn video game."

      Haru sighed and clasped his hands behind his back. His ever-stoic demeanor aggravated Gary to no end.

      "Why are you here?" Gary demanded. "I have things to do. I'd rather not be constantly updated with your failures because, let me guess, you aren't making any progress, are you?"

      "We are doing our best—"

      "Progress or no?" Gary shouted.

      "That depends on—"

      "Can you bring me home?"

      "Not yet," Haru admitted.

      "That's the only progress I care about."

      Gary stormed around the man and entered the tavern. There was plenty of raw fish on the menu even if the fish wasn't cut up and rolled into traditional sushi. The raw fish was served on a bed of rice, and Gary had to cut the fish and scoop up rice with each bite. Delicious, even if it did take a little getting used to.

      Once he had his fill and passed on the sake, Gary went back outside and hunted down more megavillains. For the next seven days, all Gary was concerned about was fighting, questing, killing. He became obsessed with his stats and levels and his power. Gary wanted to become the most powerful telekinesis player in the game. There was no chance he could be the strongest player in the game—that would always go to Smaug until he was taken down a thousand notches—but he would be more than happy to claim the number two spot.

      The girls leveled up somewhat close beside him. Now that Gary was playing so many more hours each day, he was rising in level, and so were the megavillains. He and the girls had to strategize and work hard together to beat them, considering the megavillains were around Gary's level of two hundred and forty-two, and the girls were hovering around two hundred.

      At the end of the week, Gary was feeling drained, but he couldn't stop, they couldn't stop. A team of four megavillains—Illusionist, Tempest Tyrant, Greased Lightning, and Ice Bod—were terrorizing a town. They had to take them out, and Gary didn't want to have to wait until morning.

      The Illusionist could disappear entirely. Being invisible sure had its perks.

      Tempest Tyrant could control the weather and make it rain and thunder and lightning. Gary and Nicoletta hated Tempest Tyrant more than the other megavillains.

      Greased Lightning was super fast, so even if it weren't for the rain, Greased Lightning might be able to run swiftly enough to take out Nicoletta's flames.

      And finally, Ice Bod could turn his body into ice.

      Now, if only Gary could make things shatter. He had only been able to do that with his telekinesis the one time. Time and again, Gary had tried, and he always failed. Maybe he had to keep working on it. There had to be more and more levels to his powers. After all, since there was no cap to the levels in the game, he had to continue to grow more powerful. The others were. Nicoletta could conjure enough fire that Gary thought she might be able to create a fire tornado soon. Elena's arms were entirely metal as well as her knees down on her legs. She could stomp on monsters’ heads and devastate them that way. Her fist packed some serious heat. As for Olivia, at times, she could fly so fast that she could cause branches and rocks to fly beneath her or behind her, almost like a comet trail, that she could use to inflict damage on foes. At least Tempest Tyrant didn't control the wind and rain because that would take out Olivia too.

      All in all, this team up of megavillains were just about all Gary and his ladies could handle. They were tough, mean, and actually worked together. They didn't bicker and fight among themselves. No, they were focused on taking Gary and the rest out.

      Gary and the girls huddled around the side of a building. Considering Greased Lightning could be there in seconds, they had no time to waste in coming up with a plan. Worse, they had to do it silently, through signals and not ones easily interpreted because the Illusionist might be standing right next to them.

      Elena patted Gary's shoulder and nodded toward the corner of the next building over. There was a spot where no rain hit the muddy cobbled streets. The Illusionist was lurking nearby.

      Gary nodded. The rain from Tempest Tyrant's storm would help them to take out at least one of them.

      He had sold his sword and given up his lance a long time ago, but Gary had kept his daggers on him. He withdrew one now and slipped it to Elena.

      "I don't think we can do this," Elena thundered to be heard over the storm as she stepped away from them and closer toward the Illusionist. "We can sleep on it and come back. How does that sound?"

      Nicoletta glanced at Gary, confused. At his nod, she shouted, "You've always been a coward!"

      "Coward?" Elena was about two paces from the Illusionist, but she whirled around toward Nicoletta. "At least I'm not afraid of my power!"

      Gary winced. There hadn't been a need to broadcast that. Was Elena upset that Gary and Nicoletta were so close? He never had gotten around to talking to the three of them about his feelings for them all. Gary knew where Nicoletta stood, on somewhat shaky ground when it came to the harem. He knew where Olivia stood, entirely all in. He had no idea where he stood with Elena, but this was the first possible sign of jealousy and at a time when they really could not afford to screw up matters.

      Nicoletta and Olivia were both shouting now, but Gary couldn't make out their words, not that they mattered because Elena turned, lunged, and jabbed with the dagger, but suddenly, she was holding the air as if someone was choking her.

      Instantly, Gary broke into a run, but he was knocked down by someone impossibly fast. Greased Lightning! Two against one did not bode well at all for Elena.

      But Gary shouldn't have doubted or worried. Elena had dropped the dagger, but she brought up her fist and smashed it over her shoulder right into the Illusionist's face. Another two smacks of her metal fist and he flickered into sight. His face was all bloodied, and he staggered back. Before she could finish him off, Greased Lightning zipped the wounded megavillain away.

      Heaving breaths, Elena grabbed the dagger and strolled back over to the girls, and Gary trailed behind her, having come about halfway toward the place where she had fought the megavillain.

      Elena grinned at the ladies. "Thank you for trusting me to have that." She threw a glower at Gary.

      He threw up his hands. "I only wanted to help!" he protested.

      "I am not a damsel in distress," she fumed.

      "I never thought you were," he assured her.

      She harrumphed and turned away, arms crossed. Nicoletta patted her arm sympathetically and glared at Gary. Olivia was smirking, and Gary sighed. He was going to screw up their merry little band if he wasn't careful.

      "You're an amazingly powerful woman," he started.

      "Shut it," Elena snapped. "Let's get this done and over with already."

      "Look." Olivia pointed at a bloody trail. The rain was washing it away. "If we could just get rid of the storm clouds, we could track down Illusionist even if he goes invisible again."

      "Tempest Tyrant might be the hardest to take out," Gary warned.

      "Leave Ice Bod to me," Elena said, cracking her metal fingers. "If he would just turn into ice again, he'd be done for."

      "He'll be weak in no time if he turns to ice in this rain," Nicoletta said. "He won't be able to keep his body temperature low enough without using nearly all of his willpower."

      Gary nodded. "That makes sense."

      "Greased Lightning will be the hardest," she mused, rubbing her chin. "He's zipping about despite the mud and the rain. His tracks are blurred from how fast he's going, but they show where he's been, not where he's going. We'll worry about him last. First, Tempest Tyrant. A storm like this occurs naturally when a warm front is followed by a cold front. If we can cause a warm front from above, it just might dissipate the cloud. I know he's using a power, so the science might not work, but it's worth a shot. Olivia, do you think you can fly me above the storm cloud? I'll blast it with my fire. Then, Elena can go all warrior fists of doom and gloom on Tempest Tyrant and Illusionist. Without the rain, Ice Bod should turn to ice, and she can handle him too."

      Gary and the others gaped at her.

      "What?" Nicoletta asked.

      "First, I want to kill some of the megavillains," Gary said.

      "Don't whine," Elena said, grinning manically. "I like this plan."

      "Second, how do you know so much about the weather?" Gary asked Nicoletta.

      She shrugged. "I toyed for years about becoming a meteorologist," she said. "When I was little, I used to watch the Weather Channel all of the time until they would air the wildfires in California." Nicoletta lowered her head, and rain rushed down her face and maybe tears too.

      "Aren't you in school?" Olivia asked. "You're twenty, right?"

      "I am, but I'm undeclared yet. Just can't figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life." Nicoletta shrugged.

      The lightning and thunder kicked it up a notch, and Gary had to jump to the side to avoid being struck by lightning again.

      "I hate to break up this conversation, but I think we need to start handling this situation!" Gary shouted.

      Elena nodded. Olivia grabbed Nicoletta's hand, and they raced away, maybe to move out of range of the wind so they could fly above the storm.

      Just then, Gary was plowed over. Damn that Greased Lightning. Nicoletta was right. He was going to be the hardest to take down.

      Elena went flying into the nearest building. Too bad the place wasn't made of bricks or stones because Gary would love to mentally whip either at the speedster. Nope. The building was made of wood. Most of the structures were made of stone but not here, of course.

      Above them, a flash of orange and red appeared high above and through the dark, ominous storm cloud. The rain dried up, the thunder stopped, and no more lightning flashed. The storm was over.

      Gary grinned at Elena, who was just getting to her feet. Maybe the speedster overheard their plan because he spun in a tight circle around Elena, effectively handcuffing her.

      She was trying to punch the guy, but he was moving too fast for her to make contact.

      "Hold your fist in place," Gary shouted, but the rushing wind of the speedster must've muffled his voice because she didn't do as he said.

      Gary rushed over to reclaim his dagger and threw it toward Elena and Greased Lightning. He mentally guided the spinning blade and held it steady within the circle Greased Lightning was spinning. The hilt slammed into the guy, not the blade, damn it, but not all was lost because his momentum caused him to careen into the side of a building. Elena stood, clearly dazed, and Gary whipped the dagger, mentally using his power to bury the blade into the speedster's chest.

      One down, three to go.

      In the sky, small dark clouds continued to form, but none of them materialized into fully formed storm clouds. Gary reached to help Elena, but she shook him off. Still mad or too eager to enter the fight? He didn't know, but she was already jogging around the corner to the broad main cobbled street.

      Ice Bod, entirely in ice form now, stood over the Illusionist, who was visible, a shivering, balled-up man with blood still gushing from his bashed-in nose.

      Elena burst into a run and slammed her fist clear into the chest of Ice Bod. He shattered, as predicted. Without hesitating, she bashed in the side of Illusionist's head.

      Two more down, only one to go. Where was Tempest Tyrant?

      A flash of light made Gary turn northward. Nicoletta and Olivia were fighting the distinct female Tempest Tyrant. Her cape was fluttering behind her, the natural draught of the night breezing by, revealing her outfit which was basically just a bikini. What the hell? A bikini for rainwater was just ridiculous.

      Gary turned toward Elena, ready to congratulate her when the ice shard near his foot began to shake. It trembled and scooted back toward where Ice Bod had stood. The other shards were reassembling, and Ice Bod stood before them once more.

      "Not so easy to be rid of me," he said, his speech slow and halting, like a stereotypical bodybuilder.

      "I can do this all night," Elena said, punching him again.

      Ice Bod collapsed into ice shards once more. Gary grabbed one and rubbed it between his hands as fast as he could to create friction and melted it. When Ice Bod reforged, he had no nose.

      Again and again, Elena punched him, and Gary melted as many shards as he could. Eventually, he had no nose, one eye, no teeth, no hand. More and more parts of him were gone to the point that he was nothing at all.

      By then, the rest of their party had joined them. Gary didn't have to ask if they had handled Tempest Tyrant because the "screen" flashed with a message.

      Congratulations on taking out the megavillain team the Nemesis Fanatics! You are promoted to Superhero! You may now pick your Superhero name!

      Gary grinned. "I know what name I'm picking," he said. "Wait, are we all superheroes now?"

      "You better believe it!"

      "Of course!"

      "You know it!"

      Gary couldn't type since he was in the game, so he just thought his name. Dragon Hunter.

      It is nice to meet you, Dragon Hunter. As a superhero, you will be able to gain all kinds of new powers but also face all sorts of new foes.

      "Who all are you?" Gary asked.

      "I'm Nighthawk!" Olivia spun in a circle. "I can't wait to figure out my superhero costume! Shh, guys, no more talking."

      Gary shrugged and turned to Nicoletta.

      "I was thinking Pyra," she said.

      "I like it." He hesitantly turned toward Elena.

      "Ferra," she said. "You know, like iron."

      "It suits you," he said.

      Before his eyes, Olivia's clothes changed again and again. She was figuring out her costume right here and now. The others seemed to be too, so Gary checked out the mental warehouse that was similar to the setup for when he first created his avatar what felt like a lifetime ago. Not everything was available for him to pick and choose from, but he did notice the masks and capes and other items he had acquired from completing that mama dragon and her broods quest.

      He did not want spandex, but apparently, that was all young superheroes wore. The other outfits with actual shirts and pants weren't an option for him. Fine. Camouflage it was, considering that dragons were mostly brown and green like other reptiles.

      A cape? That seemed a little ridiculous, but he tried one on anyhow. All of them were ridiculous. Then again, the one with black on one side and forest green on the other wasn't too bad. Monster boots were a good touch. Should he wear a mask? Nah.

      But wait. Dragons breathed fire. Should he have something red or orange to his costume? Maybe camouflage wasn't the way to go after all.

      Gary left the room. To his shock, the women were all done and settled on their costumes.

      Olivia—Nightwing—wore a black leotard and thigh-boots. Instead of a cape, she had black wings attached to her arms. A black mask to cover her eyes completed the look.

      Elena—Ferra—had on a silver latex bodysuit that matched the silver of her metal arms and lower legs. She had on matching silver shoes and a silver cape, a silver mask over her eyes.

      Nicoletta—Pyra—wore a spandex bodysuit that was orange and darkened in color to a fiery red at the bottom. Her boots were red, and along her arms was what looked like a tattoo of flames.

      Gary felt out of place. Maybe his face showed that because the girls all laughed.

      "Do you need help?" Olivia asked through her giggles.

      "I don't," he said crossly.

      "You look fine," Nicoletta said.

      "If a little boring," Elena said.

      Olivia went with him back to the warehouse, but the stuff she had him try on was so outrageous that he returned to his original attire.

      On the "screen" flashed, Are you happy with your superhero name and outfit?

      Yes.

      Wonderful. Now pick your superhero team.

      Me, Ferra, Pyra, and Nighthawk.

      And your superhero team name.

      "Superhero team name?" Gary groaned. "Seriously?"

      Olivia had an evil glint in her eyes. "How about Gary's—"

      He covered her mouth. "No," he said firmly.

      She said something, but his hand was there, and he wasn't about to move it.

      "Well, you have dragon in your name, so that's two with flying," Nicoletta mused. "Fiery Flyers?"

      "That leaves me out," Elena complained.

      "Do you have an idea?" Gary asked her.

      Olivia tried to say something, but her words remained muffled.

      It took them some time and arguing, but eventually, they settled on the Crusading Slayers.

      "Awesome, Ladies." Gary grinned. "Come tomorrow, we're going to kick some supervillain ass!"

      Only that wasn't exactly what happened. Not at all.
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      Gary woke up the next morning hard as a rod. For once, he couldn't remember his dreams from the night before, but he had a guess. Gary touched himself until he came, as always made a mess, and had to clean up. He was whistling as he made his way down to eat some breakfast. As a perk for being a superhero, his food was given to him for free. Would that happen every day at every tavern? Who knew, but he certainly wasn't going to complain.

      Before he swallowed his last bite, the tavern doors swung open, and his ladies came in. He grinned at them.

      "Ready to find us some supervillains to take down?" he asked.

      "Definitely." Elena smiled at him, and he breathed easier. He hated that she had seemed so uptight and unlike herself yesterday. Hopefully, he wouldn't do anything to upset her today.

      They meandered out of the tavern and asked several NPCs if they knew of any supervillains. None of the adults knew anything, but a boy pointed them to the edge of town where he swore he saw a man turn into an alligator before eating a woman and wandering to a nearby swamp.

      Considering that shapeshifting wasn't a part of the game as far as any of them knew, they figured the boy was mistaken. Still, they went to the edge of town anyhow. Surprise, surprise, they found nothing to substantiate his claim.

      Beside him, Elena went rigid, and she grabbed Gary’s hand, something she didn't typically do. He couldn't help squeezing her hand, but then he followed her gaze upward.

      A massive dragon was bearing down on them. Not just any dragon. The one from the cave with the Runed Ruby. And not only a dragon. On its back was Smaug. Samuel August. The ten-year-old killer had grown up to be a genius, but had he risen above his troubled past? No. Instead, he had run away, become a fugitive, entered a game, and was still causing mayhem and mischief. It was almost as if he’d never grown up. The thought saddened Gary. He liked to think that people deserved a second chance, but given Samuel's track record and his decided lack of willingness to change, Gary might have to make an exception in his book.

      "So much for staying under the radar," Gary muttered.

      The dragon flew impossibly fast, and Gary grabbed Elena and jumped to the side, slamming her down to the ground. They jerked apart and turned to see that the dragon had flown by and torched the exact spot where they had just been standing.

      "How did he find us?" Elena asked as she jumped to her feet and dusted off her metal hands.

      "I don't think how matters," Nicoletta said.

      Elena nodded and turned to Olivia. "Think you can lift me?"

      "Take you where?" Olivia asked.

      "Close enough to jump or grab onto the dragon's tail."

      Olivia rubbed her throat, taking her time for once, considering. "I can try," she said.

      "I know the metal is heavy," Elena said sheepishly.

      Gary wanted to argue with her and tell her that she was perfect, that she didn't need to worry about her avatar's weight, but this wasn't a girl thing. It was a practical thing considering Olivia could only lift so much weight with her power.

      "What are you going to do once you get up there?" Gary asked, but he couldn't get a response to his question because the dragon was making another path. The flames were so intense that Gary cried out despite himself even though the fire didn't touch him directly.

      Nicoletta was closing her eyes, trembling, and he rushed over to her, hugging her to his chest, burrowing her so that she wouldn't have to see anything.

      "Don't look," he whispered in her ear. "Just focus on me. Don't worry about anything else."

      "Gary!" Olivia shrieked.

      Gary didn't have time to look. He had only a second to react, and he drew Nicoletta and himself into the space between the two buildings that bordered the outskirts of the town. More flames lit up the cobbled path, burning all of the tinder that had dropped from wheelbarrows bringing lumber into the place.

      "We have to take out his dragon," Gary said, determined. "Then, he'll be stranded."

      "Because we want him trapped here," Elena said sarcastically.

      "Well, do you have a better idea?" he asked seriously.

      "Ugh, guys, is it just me or is his dragon armored?" Nicoletta asked.

      Gary squinted against the sunlight. "Shit. You're right."

      "If I'm up there, I can yank off the armor," Elena said.

      "Ah, you do realize that Smaug is sitting on part of the armor, right?" Olivia asked.

      "Yes, thank you, but when I yank it off the dragon, he'll go flying."

      "And use the wind to cause him to stay in the air or else ‘fall' safely to the ground," Olivia said with a sigh.

      "I thought for sure we would have more time," Nicoletta said.

      The dragon made another pass and nearly singed Olivia, who had to fly to get out of the way. Gary was proud of her. She could fly decently now, but only if she did not look down. If she did, she plummeted, each and every time.

      Olivia swooped over to Elena. "You'll have to direct me," was the last thing Gary heard her say.

      "Do you have more of those bombs?" Nicoletta asked.

      Gary shook his head. "I never went back to get more," he said. "I'm sorry."

      "So just strength, flight, fire, and telekinesis against an armored dragon and a wizard who can use wind and fire and who knows what else now. What level is he anyhow?" Nicoletta muttered.

      "Doesn't matter much, does it?" Gary grabbed her hand and started to race toward the swamp.

      "Why this way?" she asked.

      "There might be other gamers in that town, and I don't want them to die because of us."

      "Smaug seems intent on fighting us," she pointed out.

      "True." But Gary didn't stop until they entered the swamp proper. He climbed a tree so that he wouldn't get stuck in the muck.

      "Now what?" Nicoletta asked.

      "You're acting like I have a plan," he said, amused.

      "Don't you?"

      "Not exactly."

      "Great. Just great."

      Gary rubbed his chin. "If you use your fire, you might be able to redirect the dragon."

      "To where exactly?"

      "Deeper into the swamp."

      "Why?"

      "So when we eventually bring it down—"

      "It'll have its fire quenched by the swamp water. Not a bad idea, but all of these bushes and trees might help to keep that massive beast above the swamp. Then what?"

      "I'll move those trees and bushes, or else, I'll lift up the swamp water to cool him down."

      "Or you could use the swamp water now," she pointed out.

      "Yes, but that beast is huge, and I don't know if I can bring up enough to douse it in one go."

      Nicoletta scrambled up her tree, climbing like a pro. At the top, she shielded her eyes as she played scout. "I see the dragon, but I don't see Olivia and Elena anywhere."

      "Are they on the dragon's back or tail?" he asked, trying not to worry or panic.

      "Nowhere." Nicoletta stared down at him. "I don't think the two of us can handle this alone."

      "Don't you dare think like that," he admonished. "You can do whatever you set your mind to."

      "Oh, yeah? Then why can't I will you out of the game and into—into the real world?"

      "You were going to say something else. Where do you want me?" Gary asked.

      "You're delusional," she retorted.

      "I don't think so. Come on. Out with it," Gary probed. "Want me to guess?"

      "Don't you—Gary!"

      A massive blast of fire seared the air toward them. Like a ball of fire, it hit into the wettest part of the swamp. A thick rolling fog burst forth as some of the swamp water had been burned off.

      "Shit. He's taking away our advantage," Gary cursed. "Use your fire."

      "On the dragon?"

      "On that fucker named Smaug."

      "On it," Nicoletta said grimly, although a broad smile stretched across her face.

      She sent blasts of fire out again and again, but the dragon easily evaded most of them. Otherwise, they hit the winged bastard’s armor. Only a small portion of its underbelly wasn't protected. Even its tail had armored spikes.

      "How in the hell was he able to get armor for his fucking dragon?" Nicoletta muttered.

      "Nicoletta, what would Jorge say if he heard you curse like that?"

      "He would probably yell at me."

      "See?"

      "For not cursing in Spanish," she added. She shook her hand and sent out another blast of fire.

      Was her hand burning her? Where the hell were the others?

      Unable to sit back and do nothing, Gary climbed his tree to its pinnacle. A tiny speck in the distance might be birds or more dragons or the girls. He couldn't tell.

      A fireball went over his head. Gary lost his hold on the tree and landed in the swamp water.

      All right. Screw this.

      Gary jumped up, grabbed a decent branch, and hacked at it with his dagger until he could yank it off. Then he worked on cutting off more. Once Gary had ten, he launched one into the air with his mental powers and torpedoed it straight for the vulnerable part of the dragon. While that one was soaring toward its target, he went about using his dagger to fashion a stronger tip to the ends of the other branches to make them more like spears. The first spear bounced harmlessly off the underbelly, and Smaug promptly set it on fire. The second spear, Smaug also burned. The third punctured the underbelly, but the dragon didn't roar, didn't react much at all. How was that possible?

      Muttering a curse, Gary climbed back up. Nicoletta kept trying to use fire to keep the dragon near them, but Gary thought Smaug had to be getting bored. When he got bored, people died.

      Not today. If anyone was going to die, it was going to be him. Or so Gary hoped.

      The black specks approaching were dragons. Hordes of them. Fuck. Wait. There were Olivia and Elena. Olivia was struggling to fly up high. Elena was too heavy or else Olivia was frightened. Gary didn't blame her. This was too much for new superheroes to handle.

      "Okay, listen to me," Gary said. "You have to do it."

      "Do what?" Nicoletta asked, confusion evident in her furrowed brow.

      "You have to create a fire tornado."

      "I've never been able to do that before," she protested. "I don't understand why you even think that's a thing."

      "Hey, if there can be a movie about sharks in a tornado, why can't there be a fire tornado? You have to keep the dragon in one spot."

      "I don't think—"

      "So don't think," he said firmly.

      Her face went white. With fear? Anger? But then she nodded.

      "I'll try."

      "Don't try," he said. "Succeed."

      "Easier said than done," she said.

      She held up her arms and rotated them, one clockwise, the other counter. Twin strands of rotating fire burst out, and she brought her arms together so the two strands wove around each other. Then, she twisted her arms clockwise, and the fire tornado slowly reached up higher.

      "Wait," he murmured. "Wait. Hold it."

      "I can't for much longer," she shouted.

      He kept his gaze on the sky, on the dragon, daring it to come into position. Gary didn't have to look at her to know she was crying. He could hear the pain in her voice.

      He threw and wasted a few more of his wooden spears, and then, he shouted, "Now!"

      She let the fire tornado loose, and it spun around the dragon. Smaug seemed to stare straight down at Gary, and, fuck, Gary had almost forgotten that the wizard had wind.

      Quickly, knowing this might not be enough to stop him, Gary swirled up some of the swamp water and spun that in a tight circle around the wizard. That wouldn't keep him for long if it stalled him at all.

      Shit. The fire tornado was so thick, growing more and more powerful with every second that now, there weren't any pockets of space. It was wholly fire.

      Gary had three spears made. He sent up one, but he couldn't get it fast enough through the fire tornado, and it burned to a crisp before it could even graze the dragon's underbelly.

      The second one burned but did strike the dragon unfortunately without sufficient force.

      At that point, enough of the dragons had flown close to them that they couldn't be ignored. It was like a dragon war. Gary grimaced and sent up another strand of swamp water to try to douse some of the dragons or at least weaken them.

      Dipping low, too low, were Olivia and Elena. They were struggling mightily, and Gary cursed as he realized they were burned some. What had happened to them?

      They needed Elena and her strength. Gary wasn't strong enough to get the spears into the dragon deep enough to cause damage.

      The moment Gary sent up his spear to arm Elena, a blast of wind burst through Gary's swamp water around the wizard. Gary fought against Smaug, mental versus wind. Smaug was trying to send the swamp water back to the swamp, whereas Gary was trying to have the droplets fall onto the dragon.

      A mental slap of wind smacked into Gary. The bastard's range of power was impressive. The distraction was enough for Smaug to gain complete control of the swamp water. Instead of sending it back down, Smaug gathered it all together and used the swamp water to douse and weaken the fire tornado.

      Which could only help them.

      "Come on," he muttered to Olivia and Elena even though they couldn't hear him. "Hit that dragon. Kill it. Wound it. Whatever it takes."

      "Gary, I can't." Nicoletta swayed, the rest of her fire tornado dissipating into nothingness, and she fell out of her tree.

      "No!" He spied an alligator beneath her, mouth opening wide, and Gary threw out his hand, tapping into her body, slowing her descent. She hovered in mid-air a moment before she began to fall again. He hadn't thought he would be able to affect her body like that, but now that Gary knew that he could, he drew her over to a tall tree and placed her on a thick branch, braced against the trunk.

      Nicoletta had given her all. He would too.

      Gary gathered up as much of the swamp water as he could and sent it directly up beneath the dragon. As he hoped, the dragon tilted to the side to avoid the blast, exposing his vulnerable underbelly. Gary sent the water careening toward the other dragons at the same time that Olivia started to fly with more power. To his shock, Elena released Olivia's hand and didn't use the spear to slice the dragon's underbelly. No, instead, she gripped the spiked tail. Using the head of the spear to keep her in place, Elena managed to swing herself onto the dragon's tail. Staying low, she yanked the spear free and pried under the armor. It fell toward the ground, and Gary used his telekinesis to make the armor go straight into the path of one of the other dragons. Then, he sent the fiery armor straight to the main dragon's underbelly, using every ounce of his mental power to shove the spikes into that vulnerable spot.

      The dragon roared, wiggling its tail, trying to shake Elena off, but she had already gotten rid of the armor on its tail and was on the dragon's hindquarters. She tried to pry off the rest of the armor, but Smaug was standing on the dragon's back.

      Suddenly, the dragon lurched to the side. Gary was trying desperately to shove the spikes of the armor deeper into the underbelly. Olivia flew up and added her muscle too. He could hardly bear to watch as Elena cocked back her arm and threw the spear.

      Smaug held up a hand, and the spear halted in midair, inches in front of him. He used wind to turn it around, set it on fire, and sent it back straight at Elena.

      Gary tried to reach the spear, to send it elsewhere, even to just adjust its course slightly so it would miss her, but Elena plucked the burning spear out of the air and dashed forward. She leaped and brought the spear down, not on Smaug. She landed on him and shoved the spear under the dragon's armor at its neck.

      With a roar, the dragon plummeted toward the swamp water, but Elena was flying skyward at a neck-breaking pace. Olivia, where was she? Gary couldn't find her, and he hoped she wasn't pinned beneath the dead dragon in the swamp water because he was too busy trying to mentally snatch Elena out of the sky and float her down to him. He was leaning against a tree, barely able to stand as she landed in his arms. She was burned and unconscious but alive. She hadn't died.

      Awkwardly, Gary checked on Nicoletta while still holding Elena. She was still breathing too.

      A thud sounded behind him, and Gary whirled around. Smaug?
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      The newcomer wasn't Smaug, and Gary nearly collapsed with relief to see Olivia. She was swaying on her feet.

      "Dead dragon," she mumbled.

      "Yes, and we have to get out of here. The other dragons—"

      "All turned around when he died."

      "You sure?" Relief made his knees buckle.

      Olivia nodded. "I don't want to fly again. Ever."

      "I don't blame you. Ah, can you help with Nicoletta?"

      She nodded again, grabbed their friend out of the tree, and slowly dragged her through the swamp back toward town.

      Gary hesitated and stared at the sky. A small figure was floating high above them. Smaug? Had he survived? Gary's eyes were beady and tired, but he thought the number of experience points they had gained was only from the dragons. Then again, if you killed a gamer, did you gain experience? You would, right? Gary's head hurt too much to think about it.

      By the time they reached the town, the two unconscious girls were stirring. Olivia had already taken a potion, and she administered some to the girls. Gary had one for himself, and then he bought the potions for burns and passed them around. Nicoletta accepted one, and Gary didn't say anything about that. He had to do a double take when she removed her gloves, and he did see fresh burns on them.

      "Everyone all good and healed?" Gary asked. Honestly, he felt as if he had been hit by a bus, but he was alive. The girls hadn't died either. Granted, their foe remained at large, but all in all, he was going to mark this down as a win.

      "I need to sleep for a week," Elena groaned.

      "Sounds good." Olivia grinned. "You could crash in my bed."

      Elena didn't say anything. She wordlessly hugged them all and then logged off.

      "I'm beat too," Olivia admitted. "We can celebrate tomorrow, yeah?"

      "Is there a point to celebrating?" Nicoletta asked. "Did we kill him? He didn't die, right?"

      Olivia shrugged. "Twice now, we went up against him and survived. That's amazing."

      "And what if he kills us the third time around? What if third time's the charm for him and not us?"

      "Stop being Miss Pessimist," Olivia said.

      "I'm a realist," Nicoletta said.

      "You and Elena both. Gary and I are optimists, aren't we?"

      "Right now, I'm exhausted, and that's about it," he said.

      "Come on." Nicoletta yanked on Olivia's arm. "We should go."

      "But—"

      "You already said we'll celebrate tomorrow."

      Olivia perked up. "Yes! I'm all done with classes and just have to wait for my grades to post, and I am all done with college!"

      "Then we have all the more reason to celebrate. Sleep first so we can party hard tomorrow."

      "Yes. Party hard." Olivia kissed them both on the lips and signed off.

      "She's something, isn't she?" Gary asked and then wanted to kick himself. "So are you, of course."

      "Smooth," Nicoletta said. She kissed his cheek. "Until tomorrow."

      And she logged off.

      Gary stumbled his way to his bed where another dreamless night awaited him. He could've sworn he woke up to find Elena in his bed, and he pulled her close, kissing her, rubbing his fingers through her hair. Her features were a little different, sharper yet feminine, her nose a little more sloped, her eyes darker, her hair a little longer with more flyaways, but she was perfect. He wasn't sure who undressed who first, and when he entered her, she gasped, her eyes opening wide.

      He stilled. "Don't you want to?" he asked, confused. In his dreams, the girls were always willing and ready for anything… and everyone.

      She nodded, biting her lip and moving her hips. "Please," she whimpered.

      He took things slowly, easing into it until she gripped his ass and was gyrating in her desperation to have more of him. Gary didn't blame her. He was torturing himself as it was. He sped up, pumping into her, and he came deep inside of her.

      Breathless, sweaty, satisfied, he rolled over and pulled her to his chest.

      "That was amazing," Elena said.

      "I'm glad you think so," he said through a yawn. He could fall asleep. He was wiped yet.

      Wait. Wasn't he still asleep? Wasn't this a dream?

      "Elena?" Gary asked, his chest tightening.

      "Yes?" She pulled back to stare down at him. Her hair—a deeper shade than he would have thought natural but not like her avatar's typical coloring—framed her face.

      "What is going on?" he asked, trying not to panic.

      Elena licked her lips. "Don't freak out," she said.

      He scrambled to sit up. "Too late," he mumbled.

      "A developer from the game, a Haru Sato, came to see me and explained what happened, that you were in the game and that they couldn't bring you out, but that they might be able to send someone in, and if they could, they might be that much closer to bring you back out."

      "You agreed?" he asked, both amazed and dismayed.

      "I did." Elena leaned forward and kissed him again and again, physically pushing him back down onto the bed. She rubbed against him until he was hard and rode him, kissing away his disbelief until all he could do was enjoy the feel of her body—her and not her avatar's—against him. Before, the metal had always been a little cold to the touch, but now that it was Elena in the game, the metal was body temp. He loved her strength, her power. Fuck. He loved her.

      But he also loved Olivia. And Nicoletta.

      Fuck. What was Nicoletta going to think about this?

      And what about Smaug? That murderous bastard was still out there.

      If there was one thing Gary knew, it was that a war had started, and he wasn't about to let his side and the ladies be the losing side. Not if he could help it. Tomorrow was now today, and fresh adventures and new problems lay ahead, but for now, all Gary was going to focus on was the lovely lady in his bed.

      He gripped her and rolled over to take the top position. Yes, all he was going to worry about was enjoying Elena. Finally, he knew where he stood with her. Finally. Maybe his harem would happen after all.
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      The sun was shining bright, the hour well past morning, but Gary didn’t want to get out of bed. What man would when there was such a beautiful woman lying on his chest. Elena. Elena…

      “What’s your last name?” Gary blurted out.

      “Elena Pompilii,” she said, tracing a lazy circle on his chest. Her touch was so feathery soft that it raised goose pimples on his flesh.

      “Elena Pompilii,” he repeated.

      She pulled back and stared down at him. “What’s wrong?”

      “What’s wrong?” He swallowed hard as he sat up. “What is wrong with you?”

      “Wrong with me?” She pulled back even farther and pointed to her chest. Her naked chest. Her breasts bounced as she inhaled deeply, and it took everything in him to keep his gaze focused on her chest—er, face, on her face.

      “You came. To me. Here. How could you?”

      Elena gaped at him. “You know why already,” she said crossly. “I explained it to you, and you seemed fine with it then.”

      “How could I be fine with you knowingly entering a video game? A dangerous one? One that has a psycho also inside of it? Elena, you—”

      “You can’t tell me what I can and can’t do,” Elena said stiffly. She reached over and started to put her clothes back on.

      He grabbed her hand, not so much to stop her but to feel a connection with her. Gary couldn’t explain it or understand why, but he had felt tethered to Elena from the first time he met her as an avatar in the game, Superheroes Online. Back then, Gary had been just an ordinary gamer like her, only he had been playing a superhero without any superpowers. Well, more like a player with the potential to become a superhero once enough quests were completed.

      But now, Gary was trapped in Superheroes Online, had been trapped for some time now. He didn’t know for how long exactly, and he didn’t want to know. His entering the game had been an accident. A freak lightning strike had somehow zapped him into the RPG, on his twenty-fifth birthday no less.

      The thing was, Gary didn’t just feel that connection with Elena. He felt it also with Nicoletta Rodriquez, the cousin of Gary’s coworker and good friend Jorge. As if that wasn’t enough, there was another girl too, Olivia. Gary didn’t know her last name either, but he did know that she wouldn’t mind being a part of his harem.

      Harem. Gary never thought he would even consider having a threesome before, mostly because he had been single for so long that he didn’t think he could find two girls interested in him. But now? Now he was regularly having dreams about the girls, sometimes separately and sometimes together, and fuck, he was getting hard, which he really didn’t need right now.

      “Gary, we aren’t right now,” she said, eyeing his prominent erection.

      “I know we aren’t,” he said, embarrassed. “I just… You know how dangerous all of this is, right?”

      “I know. That’s precisely why I’m here! It’s too dangerous for you to be here, so you need to be taken out of the game! Haru Sato said—”

      “Haru Sato doesn’t know shit,” Gary grumbled. “I doubt he’s any closer to getting me out of the game now that you’re here.”

      Elena shook her head stubbornly. “He assured me that he had figured out how to transfer a person into the game. He was right. He did it. I’m here. He also said that doing so would enable him to reverse it. He’ll get us out.”

      “He hasn’t yet,” Gary pointed out.

      “It’s not as if he could just snap his fingers and poof! we’ll be back in the real world,” she protested. “I knew it would take them time. Do you want them to rush this and you somehow go back with my boobs?”

      “As long as I have my cock and you have your—”

      “Gary!” She slapped his shoulder.

      “Ow,” he said, and he wasn’t kidding. Elena’s power was that her arms and lower legs had turned into metal.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. Her eyes widened, and she covered her mouth with her hand. “I’m really sorry. Did that really hurt you? I didn’t mean to.”

      “I’m fine,” he grumbled.

      “Seriously? You’re pissed at me because I wanted to help you? God, you’re such a guy! Give it up! You needed help. I was willing to step up to the plate and help rescue you. Doesn’t take your man card away, okay? Geez.”

      “That is not what this is about,” he fumed.

      “No? Then what is it about then? That you aren’t happy that I didn’t ask you first? Well, you better understand this, Gary. I don’t take orders from anyone, and—”

      Gary gripped both of her hands and rubbed his thumbs over her knuckles. “Elena, didn’t you tell me about your hands in the real world?”

      She swallowed hard and wouldn’t meet his gaze.

      “About how you injured one a long time ago and couldn’t use it but was just now starting to get strength in your hand? Elena, you were going to open a bakery—”

      “I don’t have the capital to do so. Not yet. I have to save up, and besides, I can always do that once I get back. No big deal.” She shrugged.

      “It’s a huge deal, and you know it,” he said.

      “You’re so stubborn,” she said, trying to jerk her hands free.

      He wouldn’t let her pull away. “Elena, I do wish you would’ve talked to me before making this jump into the game.”

      “So you could’ve talked me out of it? Fat chance of that!”

      Gary shook his head. “So we could’ve talked period. You don’t realize how long I’ve been in here, in the game, listening to Haru’s empty promises night after night. Trust me. He isn’t close to getting me out, not even with what you did. I guarantee it. Honestly, I’m shocked he was able to get you into the game.”

      “See? Maybe he’ll shock you again.”

      “I would love for that to happen, but I wouldn’t count on it.” He tilted his head. “How exactly did he get you into the game anyhow?”

      “How doesn’t matter,” she said, wincing and dropping her gaze to the floor. “I’m here. That’s what counts. Aren’t you happy to not be alone?”

      He hugged her tight. “I don’t want you to get hurt,” he said, rubbing her back.

      Fuck. His balls were beginning to ache from how hard he was. That her still-naked body was pressed against him was only making this all the more torturous.

      “Even if we would’ve talked, you couldn’t make the decision for me. I had to. My body. My choice.”

      “You just believed him, believed everything Haru told you? Just like that?” Gary asked incredulously.

      “Well, yeah. It made a lot of sense, especially considering what Nicoletta let slip once.”

      “She told you?” Gary swallowed hard. Of the three, he had confided only in Nicoletta. Her reaction—complete and utter disbelief—had been the biggest reason why he hadn’t told the other two. Although he guessed he couldn’t fault Nicoletta for not believing him. It was insane to think that a person could be trapped within a video game.

      And now a supervillain was and Elena too.

      “The point is, between the two of them, I believe it. I mean, you’re always here, playing. Your avatar just seemed more genuine than the others.”

      “How so?”

      She smirked. “Not as perfect.”

      “Are you teasing me?” he demanded.

      She burst out laughing. “It’s the truth.”

      He snorted. “Yeah, yeah.”

      “You have to shave,” she said touching a nick on his chin.

      Gary captured her hand. “Yes.”

      “And the way you play, it’s not a game to you. It’s life or death. When I realized you were in the game, I had to come. No doubt about it. There’s no way I would allow you to be in the game by yourself.”

      “Technically not by myself. All of the players—”

      “You and that psycho.” She shuddered. “I had to come. Can’t you accept that?”

      “I don’t have a choice but to accept it,” he said sourly.

      “That’s about right.” She released his hand and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “I’ll never forgive you if anything happens to you.”

      “You won’t have to because nothing will.”

      “You can’t guarantee that.”

      “Life isn’t a guarantee here in the game or in the real world,” she pointed out. “At least in here, we have superpowers.”

      “Yeah, but there are so many more enemies here.”

      “Shh. We don’t need to worry about enemies if we never get out of bed.” Her red hair fell over her shoulder as she leaned forward and bit her lip. She pushed him down onto the bed.

      Gary let out a groan as she rubbed herself against him. “Elena…”

      “Yeah?” she asked, hesitating, his tip right at the point of her entrance.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why come to me when you did?”

      She pulled back, sitting on her heels, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “You came to me at night. You came to me, and we…” He trailed off, thinking about all of the sexual exercise they had partaken in.

      “Gary, I thought…” She ran her fingers through her hair. “I thought I made it clear how I felt about you.”

      He shook his head. Out of the three, he least understood where he stood with Elena. Nicoletta? He and her avatar had had sex several times. Olivia had point blank said she was fine with him and the others and the whole bit. Nicoletta didn’t seem ready to share him, and, fuck, when she found out about him and Elena, she was gonna be pissed.

      But Elena, Gary hadn’t been sure what she thought of him or the others as far as sex went. He had been attracted to her from the start because even before most of her body had turned to powerful metal, she had already a strong, fierce woman. She was powerful in more ways than one.

      He knew she at least appreciated him because he didn’t treat women as items or objects. He didn’t degrade them, and yet, he wanted three of them for himself. He loved three of them. He didn’t want to have to settle for only one.

      Bottom line, he was selfish as hell.

      Elena pulled away even more and sat on the edge of the bed, her back to him. She rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t open up to a lot of people,” she said. “Telling you about my hand…”

      It had been huge for her. It had been a bonding moment for her. It had almost served as her way of flirting with him. While Olivia’s was obvious and over the top at times, Elena’s was more personal.

      He moved to sit beside her and guided her to put her head on his shoulder. “I know now how you feel,” he murmured.

      She glanced up at him. “You do.” Her lips pressed against the hollow of his neck.

      A spark went straight down to his cock, which jumped.

      Elena laughed. “Oh, yeah? Did someone like that?” she teased.

      “Very much,” he whispered.

      She kissed him there and then on his bicep and elbow and hand, and then she took his cock into her mouth. Gary knew he should talk to her about the others, to see how she felt about him needing her but them too, but he couldn’t think, couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t worry about anything except that—

      “If you don’t stop now, I’m gonna come in your mouth.”

      And she didn’t stop.

      So he came.

      Elena swallowed.

      Gary fell back onto the bed, spent but in the most delicious of ways.
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      Gary and Elena didn’t do much at all that first day. If Nicoletta and Olivia entered the game, they didn’t find them. Instead, all Gary and Elena did was explore each other’s bodies and sleep. They didn’t even bother to eat much, a fact their bodies did not appreciate considering how many calories they were burning. All they did was make love in a whole host of ways and in all kinds of positions, some Gary didn’t even know the name of.

      But one thing they definitely didn’t do was talk.

      Gary was a lot of things, and in this instance, he was a coward. He had hunted dragons. He had fought against powerful supervillains. He had even faced the killer, the other human in the game. Smaug was his supervillain name, Samuel August his real-life name. He had killed in the real world, and he devastated players in Superheroes Online. Some had even quit the game because of him. Superhero groups had tried to bring him down only to fail again and again. When Smaug would kill them, they would lose ten levels at a time. Gary knew that if Smaug were to kill him, Gary would be dead dead.

      And so would Elena if she were the one to fall.

      Gary hated to even consider that, but he couldn’t ignore that fact even if he was able to push aside the need to talk to Elena about the other women he loved.

      She curled up beside him and yawned. “Gary,” she murmured.

      “Yes, Elena?” His stomach tightened with fear and worry. What if she wanted to talk now? He didn’t think he could handle that conversation. Not yet. Better to put it off until tomorrow. Or the next day. Or the next. Maybe next week or the week after.

      “I’m tired.”

      “We can sleep,” he promised her.

      “Sleep sleep?”

      He chuckled and kissed her temple. “Yes, sleep sleep.”

      She settled against him, her head on his chest. “Goodnight,” she whispered.

      “Goodnight.” He yawned and closed his eyes.

      The door to their room opened. Gary muttered a curse, but Elena was already sitting up and then out of the bed, naked and glorious with her half silver body, fists raised, ready for a fight.

      “Relax, Elena,” Gary said as he threw her the blanket so she could cover up. She caught it and immediately covered her body. “You’ll soon learn Haru has the craziest skill. He can and always will show up at the worst possible time.”

      Elena glowered at the Japanese man. “How are you here? Why are you here?”

      “He’s not actually here,” Gary explained. “Just an avatar.”

      “I realize that,” she snapped. “You should be busy, Haru, working on getting us out of here.”

      “We are trying. We’ve been trying.”

      “And? How are your primary tests going?” Elena asked, crossing her arms and tapping a metal foot impatiently.

      “The initial test results have returned, and they are… I’m afraid that they are not promising,” Haru said. “We have other tests to run, do not worry. We will get you out of here, both of you, as soon as we can.”

      “You’ve been saying that and saying that,” Gary grumbled. He took a step forward and reached out toward the man. “You haven’t been able to help me at all!”

      “Now, Gary, that isn’t true,” Haru snipped. The Japanese man wiggled his nose. “We corrected the glitch so that you could have a power. Remember the Runed Ruby?”

      “Yeah, that accursed piece of stone that caused us to fight against Smaug and that gave him a pet dragon!” Gary exploded.

      “Gary,” Elena said, yanking on his arm.

      But Gary was too incensed with anger to listen. “You haven’t been able to bring me out of the game, not even close. You know you’re not nearly ready, and what do you do? You brought someone else into the game! Why were you even trying to figure out how to bring someone into the game at all? Your sole focus should have been on getting me out! Hell, you should want to get Smaug out of the game as badly as you want me out if not more so! He needs to be thrown in jail for what he’s done. No. He needs to be executed!”

      Gary paused to take a breath. He hadn’t thought much about the death penalty before. Most likely, if you would’ve asked him before he’d ever heard of Superheroes Online, he would’ve said that he was against the death penalty. Now, though, when he had faced so many life or death scenarios, when he saw how careless and calloused men could be against each other, when he considered that Smaug had fled to a video game in order to avoid facing the consequences of murdering his mother and then his tormenting and terrorizing the other players, how could Gary think anything else but that Smaug should die?

      Maybe in the game. Maybe by Gary’s hand.

      No. What the fuck was he thinking? This game was twisting him, subverting him, turning him violent. Even wanting the three women, loving them all, that at its very base was selfish more than anything else.

      Elena was glowering at Haru. “Well?” she asked impatiently. “Gary has a point. Are you just going to stand there or are you going to answer his questions?”

      Gary fleetingly wondered if Haru was listening to someone else, if someone else was pulling his strings and feeding him information to give Gary and Elena. It wasn’t a thought that Gary appreciated, and it made his anger boil over again, like a volcano that continued to erupt.

      “Why did you bring Elena here?” Gary demanded. “Why have you been keeping such a close eye on me and my friends? Why can’t you just get your work done and only update me when you have something positive to say? Or is that because there never is any positive progress made, so you wouldn’t ever have anything to say? Is that it?”

      “Why not bring me?” Elena snapped, turning on Gary. “Oh, yes, he could’ve considered Nicoletta and then rejected that notion as out of hand. Get it? Hand?”

      Gary winced. “That was uncalled for,” he said.

      “Was it? Seriously, Gary, do you remember what happened during that last battle? She felt as if she were on fire. Real fire. She’s clearly afraid of fire. Was she burned as a girl?”

      Elena paused and whirled on Haru. Gary swallowed hard. Elena was right. Nicoletta was deathly afraid of fire, and one of her hands had been burned as a young girl.

      “Nicoletta’s fear is fire,” Elena said slowly, “and that’s her ability, her superpower. Olivia’s main fear is heights, and she can fly. Why is the game forcing the players to face their biggest fear? How do you know so much about us?”

      Haru held up his hands. “Ah, well, you are correct, Elena. We did consider the three of you girls as possible ones to enter the game, and we thought you the strongest and most mentally capable of withstanding the world of the game. As you mentioned, Olivia’s fear and her power and then Nicoletta and hers, they both are at a mismatch, shall we say. So, you were—”

      “How did you know the fears?” Elena demanded.

      “Don’t worry,” Gary said. “He’ll blame it on the quiz or say it’s a coincidence. You can’t ever get anything out of this guy. I swear, he’s practicing already.”

      “Practicing for what?”

      “For a lawyer,” Gary spat out. “Ever since I threatened him with a lawsuit, he’s been like this. He’s robotic. He doesn’t give a shit about us or how much we know about the workings behind the curtain. We’re just the puppets, and our strings are all coiled up, and he’s just gonna watch us struggle until we chock on the strings and die. Is that it, Haru? You and your buddy developer friends even bothering to try to get us out? Or not? Just watching us play like it’s some kind of sick reality TV show? How warped are you, buddy?”

      “Allow me to assure you of several points,” Haru said calmly. “The first being that we do want you all to come out of the game as swiftly as possible. Not because of fear of being sued. No. Your safety is our number one concern.”

      Gary snorted. “Yeah, sure.”

      “Number two,” Haru continued, ignoring Gary, “we want you all out of the game but it must be safe. We cannot risk having you yanked out of the game only to be killed or not entirely come out or for your minds to be snapped. It is a delicate process, and we will figure out every point, every detail. It will happen.”

      “Before we die of old age?” Elena asked bitterly.

      Gary winced. She sounded so angry and upset now. Earlier, she had seemed almost happy to be here.

      How quickly that changed. She’s going to grow to resent me. I just know it. She’ll hate me, and everything we just experienced will never happen again. It’s not that I’ll miss the sex, as amazing as it was. I’ll miss her. Things won’t ever be the same again, and I don’t want to handle that.

      But he might have to. The choice might be made for him, and he fucking hated that.

      “Third of all,” Haru said, “we might not be able to remove you two as of yet, well, actually allow me to rephrase. We cannot remove you from the game to the real world, but we have devolved a work around to keep you safe from the player known as Smaug.”

      “Say his name,” Gary challenged. “Samuel August.”

      “Fine. Yes. The man known as Samuel August—”

      “No,” Gary said firmly, angrily. “Samuel August. The man who murdered his mother when he was just a teenager. The man who terrorized women before he even entered the game. The mad scientist, the genius who got himself into the game as a means to avoid going to jail. Him. How exactly are you going to keep us safe from him?”

      “As I was trying to say, we have developed a work around to keep you both safe from him.”

      “And it is?” Elena asked impatiently.

      “If either of you or both of you would allow me to speak, I could have told you already.” Haru glowered at them each in turn before continuing, “We have developed a new issue of the game.”

      “Issue?” Gary repeated, confused.

      “Think of it as an expansion pack for the game,” Haru explained. “You will still be in Superheroes Online, but not here, not in this part of it.”

      “How can you get us from this part of the game to the expansion pack?” Elena asked.

      “No, how can you get us from here to there but not back home?” Gary asked.

      “From one part of a computer program to another is relatively simple,” Haru said. “To bring to the real world? That is another matter entirely.”

      “But a feasible matter, right?” Elena asked.

      “Precisely. Once we’ve run more tests, I am certain you both will be home again, and…” Haru glanced at Gary. “Samuel August as well.”

      “I don’t know,” Gary muttered. “I don’t want to have to fight new supervillains. And no more dragons either. I’m kinda over that to be honest.”

      “Precisely so.” Haru grinned. “The developers and I have assumed that, which is why the issue will be Vampire War.”

      “Vampires?” Elena asked. “You mean fangs and blood and super strength?”

      “And superspeed,” Haru said, nodding. “We think they will make for the perfect enemy for those with powers such as yourselves.”

      Gary swallowed hard. “You’ll make this issue available to the public, won’t you?”

      “Well…” Haru hedged. “Do not worry about that. We have not decided if we will or when. For now, it will only be the two of you.”

      “And the vampires,” Gary said dryly.

      “Of course, and the vampires.” Haru glared at him as if Gary was ignorant.

      Gary gulped. Maybe vampires weren’t going to be the best thing to face after all.
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      Elena shook her head as she began to pace, her steps more like stomps, and the ground shook each time her foot touched the floor.

      “I hate vampires,” she declared.

      “Vampires are not for everyone,” Haru agreed, “but we felt—”

      “You should have asked us what we felt,” Elena hissed. “We’re the ones who are going to have to face the damn things, not you. We’re the ones risking our lives, not you!”

      “You agreed—”

      “You also said you would be able to get us out!” Elena shouted. “Instead, we’re going to be stuck playing another issue of your game, only this time, instead of supervillains, we’ll be fighting blood-sucking vampires. Do you want to be bitten by a vampire?”

      “No.”

      “If we’re bitten, what will happen to us?” she demanded. She held up her arm. “I have this in the game. I have a power, but here…” Elena touched the soft, tender skin of her neck. “This can be bitten real easily. This can be ripped to shreds, and I would bleed out in seconds. Did you and your developer friends consider that when you decided to have us square off against vampires?”

      Gary gulped. He hadn’t seen Elena this furious in a long while, and he wasn’t about to get into the middle of her argument with Haru. The Japanese man could fend for himself.

      “We have considered—”

      “Why not shifters instead?” she griped. “That could have been amazing, especially if we would’ve had to fight against awesome ones like wooly mammoths or saber tooth tigers.”

      “If all you will do is bitch and complain about everything we are doing to help,” Haru started.

      Gary took a single step forward and clamped his hand down hard on the Japanese man’s shoulder. “I think you’re not listening to the lady’s complaint thoroughly enough.”

      “I understand that she doesn’t want to face against vampires because they are frightening and terrifying.”

      “I’m not afraid of vampires!” Elena shouted. “I can hate a creature and not be afraid of it. But you have to remember this isn’t a video game to us. It’s real. It’s our lives at stake, and vampires won’t be easy prey. We will be the easy prey.”

      Haru threw up his hands.

      Gary’s stomach tightened with disgust. He shoved the Japanese man back. Although Gary’s power was telekinesis, he had been a strong man even before the game playing started. Since the game, Gary was even more powerful in his body, and he had trained with weapons. With or without his power, he was formidable.

      “Hmm,” Haru said.

      “You didn’t do the vampires for us,” Gary said slowly, repulsed by the idea that was taking root in his mind. “You and your developers didn’t come up with this issue just for us, did you? No, this was meant for the public. Am I right? You could make something easy for us, something where we wouldn’t have to worry about the monsters. Something where we could wait in relative peace for you all to work out a way home. But, no. You can’t be bothered to come up with two issues. Just the one. It doesn’t matter that it’s dangerous. We’re just expected to survive, aren’t we?”

      “Or are we supposed to die?” Elena asked quietly.

      “Die?” Haru huffed. “Preposterous. Why would we want that? No. We want very much for you both and for Samuel August to return.”

      “Why?” Elena spat out. “So you can sell us to the government? So we can be poked and prodded and studied and examined and treated as an animal on display in a zoo?”

      “Because we do not want you to be in the game any longer. We want you to return to your lives.”

      “My life?” Gary shook his head.

      His life was in shambles. He basically had no life to go back to. Gary had been in the game for so long that he had to have lost his apartment, the apartment he had just moved into. And his job as a garbage collector? Yeah, he was sure to have lost that too.

      “Your lives,” Haru repeated. “It will happen. You just have to wait a little longer, but we have done our best to ensure that your wait will be free of danger.”

      “Bah,” Elena scoffed.

      “Free of danger from Samuel August at least,” Gary said.

      “True.” Elena sighed.

      “For you two to gain access to the new issue, all you must do is head due north. You will see a blue glowing force field. Walk directly into it. The portal will bring you to Vampire War. I promise you we have taken measures that Samuel August will not be able to follow you there. You will be as safe as can be.”

      “With vampire bedfellows,” Elena asked. “Are they at least hot vampires like the Salvatore brothers?”

      “Salvatore? Hot? No, my dear. The vampires are like Dracula, blood sucking and thirsty and ugly as the sins that rot their bodies to that of undead corpses.”

      “See? That is why I hate vampires,” Elena complained.

      Honestly, Gary could understand why she was bitching because this all bites.

      Haru nodded to Elena and then to Gary and started to walk away.

      “Hey, Haru,” Elena called.

      The Japanese man paused in the doorway and turned back around. “Yes?”

      “Don’t call me ‘my dear’ ever again,” she said.

      “I did not mean any disrespect,” he said.

      “Ah, I heard a slightly mocking tone to it,” Gary said.

      “I would never,” Haru said.

      “Yeah, it definitely sounded condescending,” Gary said. “If I heard it, and I’m a guy, you know it wasn’t right.”

      Haru stiffened and bowed to Elena. “My apologizes. What do you wish to be called?”

      “Elena because, you know, that’s my name.”

      “Very well. I bid you all well, Elena, Gary. I will return once I have news, or should it only be good news?”

      Gary glowered at him. “Whichever. Whenever. Don’t make us wait too long to go home.”

      “We will do out level best,” Haru assured him.

      Elena waited until the Japanese man was out of sight to say, “Yeah, why don’t I believe him?”

      Gary shrugged. “He seemed off tonight.”

      “Think he’s worried?”

      “Maybe. Hey, why did he walk away and not just disappear?”

      “Does he normally just disappear?”

      Gary considered. “I can’t remember for sure. I guess it doesn’t matter.”

      “What matters is that we head due north,” Elena said. “Get dressed. Let’s go.”

      “You want to cross over to the place called Vampire War immediately? Without any food in your belly?”

      “We can eat there. I’m sure we’ll come to a town there, just like we started this version of the game in a town. We won’t start in the midst of a battle.”

      “I don’t know,” he hedged. “I’m hungry.”

      Elena rolled her eyes and tossed him his superhero attire. “Come on. We don’t have a reason to dawdle.”

      “I don’t think we have to leave this very second,” he said, but he did start to get dressed. Luckily, he had put on boxers before Haru had showed up, but that was all he was wearing.

      “Why don’t you want to go right now?” she demanded.

      “It’s not that I don’t want to go. In fact, I never said we shouldn’t go.” Gary hesitated and then shrugged. “I just don’t feel the need to go just yet.”

      “Why not?” she demanded. “Every moment we’re here is another moment that Samuel August could be hunting us down. We know he’s hunted down other players who had crossed him. Why hang around and wait for him to come after us? I mean, as far as we know, we’re the only ones who have been able to face him and not die. In fact, we struck a terrible blow against him.”

      “His dragons.” Gary shuddered.

      “Dragon War,” Elena said. “Ugh. You know, you could’ve named yourself Dragon Slayer instead of Dragon Hunter.”

      “I could’ve.” Gary grinned. “When we cross over, I’ll see if I can change my superhero moniker to Vampire Hunter.”

      “You do that. Now. Come on.”

      “I’m not ready yet,” Gary protested.

      “Why aren’t you dressing?” Elena had donned her mostly silver superhero attire. Seeing her in her tight get-up had Gary rock hard.

      She stomped over to him and began to dress him. Pulling his own super tight clothes on over his bulge proved impossible, and she sighed.

      “Really?” She pointed to his hard cock. “You have to do something about that.”

      “Oh? And just what am I supposed to do?”

      “I don’t know.” She waved her hand sarcastically.

      “Aw, you won’t do anything?” he asked, hopefully.

      “Nope,” she said cheerfully. “Go on. Masturbate and be done with it.”

      “You do know guys can lose an erection without having to masturbate, right?”

      “Yes, I realize that, but I also thought you coming would be quicker. Right?”

      “Maybe,” he muttered.

      “And I also thought that guys wanted to come every time they had an erection.”

      “Of course, we do, but that doesn’t mean it always happens.”

      “I understand that, but I’m giving you permission—”

      “I don’t need your permission,” he said sourly, and his cock started to deflate.

      She pursed her lips and shook her head. With a deep sigh that caused her chest to rise up, she said, “Looks like you’re—oh.”

      Yeah, the sight of her boobs rising had been enough for him to be hard again.

      “Gary, this isn’t funny. We have to go.”

      He shrugged and forced his clothes on over his bulge. It was painfully tight, and the rubbing of his suit against his cock made him want to come so badly that he might start to see stars soon.

      “There. Good. Off to save another part of the world from vampires?” she asked as she headed toward the door.

      “Not yet. Not until after breakfast.”

      Elena narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Why do we have to eat first?”

      “We hardly ate at all yesterday,” he protested. “And not at all if you consider that we only eat in.” His gaze fell to between her legs.

      Her cheeks flushed, and she looked so damn hot embarrassed, her face nearly as red as her hair.

      “Fine. We’ll eat and then go,” she said.

      The two of them went downstairs to the tavern and ate and ate and ate. Elena was shaking her leg, antsy, clearly wanting to jump up and go, but Gary ate every last bit of stew with questionable meat and drank so much water that he had to go and pee five times. Water wasn’t available in every tavern in the game, and normally, he would drink ale, but today, he couldn’t. He needed a clear head. He wasn’t up for going to Vampire War. Not yet. Soon. Soonish. Possibly.

      When he returned to the table, Elena jumped up, but he sat down.

      “Seriously?” she groaned. “You can’t still be hungry.”

      Honestly, Gary wasn’t, but he ordered more stew anyhow.

      “We don’t know what we’re going to find on the other side. What if it’s not like this? Hardly any towns? No civilizations? A post-apocalyptic setting? Food might not be easy to come by for all we know.”

      “Oh, come on. Haru and the others wouldn’t do that to us.”

      “Remember, Vampire War wasn’t designed for you and me but for gamers. Gamers don’t need food and drink.”

      “Yes, but… Fine. Whatever.” She sighed and sat back down as a bar wench NPC brought over more food for them.

      Gary ate up every last morsel and glanced at the door for the hundredth time.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” Elena asked suspiciously.

      “Doing what?” he asked, trying to seem and sound innocent.

      “Looking at the door. Why? Are you expecting someone?”

      “Come on.” He shrugged. “You know we play with Nicoletta and Olivia a lot.”

      “Yes, but… Are you serious?”

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, confused.

      “You. You don’t want to cross over.”

      “I never said that,” he protested.

      “Oh, excuse me. You don’t want to cross over until you can make sure that your entourage of girls all know about the portal to the new issue. Is that it? You can’t be happy with just me. You have to have them too, am I right?”

      “Elena, I—”

      “Look.” She slapped her hand onto the table. “I’m not going to play games with you. That’s not who I am, okay? Either we’re together, or we aren’t. Black or white.”

      “There’s fifty—”

      “If the next words out of your mouth are ‘shades of gray,’ I’m going to find a whip and whip your ass.”

      Gary smirked. “I just might like that.”

      She blinked a few times, almost laughed, and shook her head. “No. No. You aren’t going to make jokes and make me smile and forget why I’m angry with you in the first place.”

      “They’re your friends too,” he protested.

      “So you admit they’re the reason why you’re delaying!” she cried.

      “No. Well, maybe,” he hedged, “but you can’t deny that we’re a team. The four of us work best together.”

      “Look, Gary, maybe this all is a mistake. I honestly… I don’t know what to think or do or feel.”

      “I get that. When I first came into the game, I didn’t realize what had happened. I was so afraid and unsure and worried and—”

      “Don’t be a fool. This has nothing to do with that. Gary, you better start respecting me or else…” She shook her head and stormed off.

      Well, I doubt that could’ve gone much worse.
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      Gary stared at Elena’s retreating backside. She was beautiful, front and back, through and through. Even when furious with him, she was all fire and heat and hotness.

      And he understood why she was furious with him. Clearly, she wasn’t on board with the idea of sharing him. If he said the word ‘harem’ to her now, she was liable to chop off his balls and shove them down his throat.

      He wouldn’t dream of doing anything to her or with her without her consent. If she wasn’t ready to share him, then he couldn’t be with her. Not yet. Maybe ever.

      The thought made him want an ale or five.

      Elena stormed out. The doors of the tavern slammed open and then shut with a bang. Not a minute later, the doors opened up again, and a black-haired, dark-eyed Hispanic strolled in. Her face might not be quite as heart-shaped as her real face but there was no mistaking Nicoletta ever.

      Gary swallowed hard and hoped the two hadn’t crossed paths, not with Elena in such a foul mood. He was so glad to see Nicoletta, and yet, he was also confused. Maybe he shouldn’t be with any of the three. He didn’t want to hurt any of them, and he was afraid he would do just that.

      Nicoletta hesitated by the door, spotted him, grinned, and sauntered over. She was curvy with a perfect ass made for grabbing. Although he wanted to reach over and slap that shapely ass as she went to sit next to him, he didn’t, opting to behave for once.

      “Hey,” she said. “I’m sorry I didn’t play yesterday. I was busy. Did you miss me?”

      “I didn’t even notice you were gone,” he teased.

      “Liar,” she retorted. “You know I’m the reason why you breathe.”

      “Maybe.” He bit his lip and glanced away.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing at all,” he said.

      “We need to celebrate. Where are the others? I mean, come on. We faced the great Smaug and lived without having any levels stripped! We deserve to be a tier above superheroes. What should we be called? Fanasticoheroes?”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      She giggled. “Maybe. Amazingheroes?”

      “Nope. Nothing can top superheroes, and you know it.”

      “True, true.” She sighed and ducked her head. “Regardless, we need to drink and be merry. If the others aren’t here, well, we can celebrate without them.”

      Gary shrugged and then nodded. “Sure. What do you have in mind?”

      “What is with you?” she asked. “Come on. Out with it. I know something’s up.”

      “Nothing is up but the roof,” he muttered.

      “What are you, five? That joke is terrible.” She eyed him. “Did something happen yesterday? Earlier today?”

      “Nothing,” he said.

      “Were you able to celebrate some with the others?” she asked carefully.

      Gary stiffened and wouldn’t look at her. “Why would you ask that? What makes you think that?”

      “I think that something happened. I think you need to start talking. Please, Gary, don’t shut me out. I know something is going on.”

      “Yeah, well, maybe the last time I tried to confide in you, you didn’t believe me.”

      She jerked back, a hand flying to her chest. “What, are you referring to the time you told me you were in the game? Can you honestly blame me for being suspicious? I mean, seriously, chico. No one would have believed you.”

      “You, well, you wouldn’t have believed me enough to…” Realizing his mistake, he shifted away from her.

      “Enough to what, Gary?” she demanded, grabbing his chin and turning him to look at her. “Please. Allow me to help you because something is clearly bothering you. Was it Olivia? Did she say something to upset you?”

      “It wasn’t either of—”

      “Elena then. What happened? She doesn’t want you after all?” Nicoletta pursed her lips and then gave him a tight smile. “Well, maybe you shouldn’t expect all of the women you know to fall at your feet. Some are more desperate than others—”

      “You shouldn’t talk about Olivia like that,” he said mildly.

      Nicoletta ignored him. “If you can’t tell me the truth, I’ll just have to call Elena and see if she’ll tell me.”

      “Call her?” Gary asked.

      “Yeah, outside of the game.” Nicoletta winced. “I know you can’t do that, that you’re stuck in the game, that you might consider my calling her cheating, but it’s not since you could just tell me yourself if you wanted to… but you won’t, will you?”

      “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “You’re lying to me,” she said angrily. “There’s nothing I hate more than liars.”

      “Not even fire?”

      “I don’t hate fire,” she said. “I respect it entirely too much because of my fear. That is an entirely different thing than hate.”

      “It’s… Look,” Gary said, glancing around. The last thing he needed was for Elena to show up and for things to become all awkward between the three of them. Even though it already was awkward.

      Fuck, how was he going to make this better? Was there a way to make this better?

      “Come on. This isn’t a conversation I want other gamers to hear.”

      “Other gamers or other girls?” Nicoletta asked, but she allowed him to grab her wrist and pull her along to one of the other rooms above the tavern. Once he closed the door behind them, she said, “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Well, it’s kinda complicated. You see, we…”

      “We meaning who? You and…”

      Gary bit his lip and rubbed the back of his neck. “I did celebrate a little.”

      “How? With who?”

      “Jealous?” he asked, trying to aim for a teasing tone, most likely failing.

      “Why would I be jealous?” she asked. “I’m the one you’ve slept with.”

      He did his best not to wince. “Nicoletta…”

      “Tell me what’s going on.” She sashayed over to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Please?”

      “It’s Elena,” he said haltingly.

      “What about her?” Nicoletta asked, stilling.

      He rubbed his hands up and down her arms. He couldn’t help himself. He had to touch her. She was so beautiful, even more fire than Elena, all passion, all warmth. She was reckless and fierce. Both of them, no, all three of them, were forces to be reckoned with.

      Gary opened his mouth to explain but couldn’t bring himself to admit what he and Elena had done over and over and over again. Instead, he blurted out, “I’m not the only one in the game.”

      Nicoletta gasped and jerked back, her arms falling to her sides. “Elena is too? How? When? Why?”

      “The developers know I’m in the game, and they thought that maybe if someone came into the game, they could figure out how to get us out.”

      “And clearly they haven’t, have they?” Nicoletta looked ready to cry or maybe ready to rip out her hair. “Why Elena, though? Why not me?”

      “I… don’t know,” Gary mumbled.

      She was pacing so hopefully she didn’t realize how unsure he sounded. He hated to lie to her, but he did not want to upset her any more than she already was.

      “I can’t tell you the last time I was this offended,” she cried. “Or furious. What the hell were they thinking allowing someone else into the game? I mean Smaug is still out there!”

      “I know.”

      “They need to get him out of the game almost as badly as they need to get you out. And now Elena too.” Nicoletta turned toward him and then rushed back into his arms. She cupped his face. “I want you out now.”

      “Believe me. I want—”

      Her soft lips pressed against his. Kissing her avatar felt real, yet it was different from kissing Elena. Gary couldn’t explain it, but it didn’t matter whether it was real or not because the way her—her avatar—was touching him was enough to make him extremely hard.

      Gary’s hand dropped down to her tit, his other to her ass, and he rubbed against her. Nicoletta moaned and opened her mouth. His tongue slipped inside when the door banged open. Gary jerked away from Nicoletta and turned to see Elena there.

      Her eyes were wide, and her jaw dropped. “What is going on here?” Elena screeched.

      Nicoletta patted her hair. It was a little messed up. Gary must’ve run his fingers through it without him realizing. Her patting fixed her hair back into place.

      “We were kissing,” Nicoletta said calmly. “You do know what kissing is, don’t you?”

      “Don’t you talk all condescending to me,” Elena warned.

      “Ladies,” Gary said evenly, but the two women were like rabid animals, ready to draw blood.

      Animals or vampires? Or sirens?

      “Gary and I—” Elena started.

      “We’re both in the game,” Gary said. “I told her already.”

      Elena wouldn’t even look at him. “Did he tell you anything else?”

      “I can’t remember everything when he kisses me like that,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary groaned. She was making matters worse, and she was doing it on purpose.

      “Please, ladies, let’s not argue,” Gary said.

      “Maybe you should’ve thought about the consequences of your actions,” Elena said. “You really aren’t any different from the rest, either of you.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Well, for starter’s, you’re a tramp, and he’s a male whore.”

      “I am not a tramp!” Nicoletta said. “You don’t know me. You don’t know the first thing about me. Gary and I have known each other for a long time and in the real world. Not just in some stupid game.”

      “If the game is so stupid, why don’t you stop playing it?” Elena asked.

      “You aren’t getting rid of me so easily,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary gulped. He didn’t want either of them to realize the other had had sex with him. Maybe he shouldn’t have done that, but he was weak, he was in love, and he was a guy. Yeah, that was terrible of him, but he hadn’t been able to help himself. As much as he wanted to blame it on being in love, he couldn’t, not really. He was being selfish, and now, they were starting to get hurt because of it, because of him.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured, but neither of them appeared to hear him as they were too busy verbally abusing each other.

      Could today get any worse?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      For the next few minutes, Gary tried to calm the girls down, but they would not listen. Eventually, Nicoletta blinked out of the game. As for Elena, she didn’t hang around. She fled the room.

      Gary wasn’t about to stay in the room all by himself. That seemed like it would be asking for trouble, so he left it behind, went downstairs, and exited the tavern. The bright sun beat down on him, and he walked around town, meandering about, not really sure where to go or what to do. He couldn’t find Elena anywhere, and he wasn’t even shocked to realize he was looking for her.

      His stomach tightened with sudden worry, and he renewed his search in earnest. What if Samuel August was trying to hunt them and found Elena all alone? He would kill her!

      Once he was certain Elena wasn’t in the town, he left and widened his search to the surrounding areas. Gary saw a few other gamers. One girl whose boobs were the size of melons tossed him a knife. He fumbled but caught it.

      She smirked. “It’s dangerous out there alone.”

      “I can handle things just fine,” he said stiffly, not in the mood.

      “Want to tag along?” she asked.

      In answer, he stalked away, and he overheard her mutter, “Ungrateful bastard.” Whatever. The knife wasn’t even a decent one. If she would’ve sold it in town, she would’ve gained only a few rupas in exchange.

      As he searched, Gary grabbed a stone and tried to sharpen the blade. He was too anxious to walk around without something to preoccupy his mind. Otherwise, he’d be far too worried.

      Because Murphy wanted to fuck with him, Gary stumbled upon a massive dragon. Its light brown skin made the beast look like rocks. He started to walk by when he noticed the tail and the head beside it. Then, he spied the rocks breathing.

      For a second, he hesitated. The dragon hadn’t noticed him yet. He could walk away.

      But Gary was furious. Furious that he had fucked things up with the girls. Fucked up Elena’s life by her being in the game. Resentful that Haru had allowed her in. That they weren’t close to being rescued. Infuriated. Incensed. Irate.

      So Gary stomped onto the dragon’s tail and jumped onto its back.

      Maybe not the smartest of ideas but Gary needed to release some of his anger, and he was going to fuck up this dragon.

      With a terrible roar, the dragon spread its wings and took flight. It zoomed fast enough to make Gary’s cheeks blubber. The winged monster did a flip, but Gary had a tight hold on the dragon’s neck, plus he shoved the knife into the dragon’s eye and held on for dear life.

      The dragon belched fire and tried to turn its neck around to blast him, but Gary sliced its gums before it could release more flames. Distracted by its pain, the dragon brushed against the tops of several. Its speed slowed, and Gary tried to stab its neck, but the knife slid over the scales instead of piercing its hide.

      Okay, time for a new tactic.

      The dragon’s flight was haphazard. Maybe it was in too much pain, or maybe its depth perception was off. Either way, the dragon wasn’t flying the fastest.

      Gary crawled to its back and then toward its left wing. The dragon slammed into the side of a tree, and Gary flew off. He clasped the knife with both hands and managed to stab the wing to halt his fall. For a few perilous seconds, the wind bit at him, but he managed to hold on long enough that he grabbed the top of the wing, the bony part, for added security. He yanked out the knife and punctured the wing. This time, he sliced through it, carving a large hole.

      Immediately, the dragon’s altitude dropped, and it crashed into a few trees. Gradually, it flapped its good wing enough to rise above the forest.

      Using his knife as leverage, Gary climbed the ruined wing and crawled onto the dragon’s back. Time to slice up the other wing.

      The dragon flew crooked, favoring its wounded side, and Gary had a hell of a time reaching the good wing. He was almost surfing on the dragon’s back before he leaped onto the other wing. Swiftly, he ripped and tore it to shreds.

      The dragon tried to flap its worthless wings, but they were barely gliding. Gary spied a small pond up ahead. He waited, hoping to time things correctly, and then, he jumped onto the bone of the first wing.

      Instantly, the dragon plummeted. A huge splash resulted, and the dragon submerged.

      Gary swam to the surface and dragged himself onto the bank. He had lost the knife. It had been a worthwhile weapon after all. Thanks, chick.

      Breathing heavily, Gary whirled around and watched the water. Several large bubbles popped, but the dragon did not move. Experience points flooded Gary, and he grinned.

      Take that, dragonfucker.

      Maybe a little less angry than before, Gary resumed his search for Elena, heading closer toward town. The sun was hot, and it wasn’t long before he was completely dry, but he found no signs of the metal superhero anywhere.

      Just then, a soft hand touched Gary’s shoulder. He whirled around, hoping to see Elena. Instead, before him stood Olivia.

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Olivia, but not today.”

      “Not today?” she asked, confused. “Why not today? What’s going on? Why do you look like you’re on the warpath? Relax, dude. We won.”

      “Won?” he asked dryly, lifting his eyebrows.

      “Well, we won the battle, right? Yeah, we’re at war, but each battle we win brings us that much closer to what we need.”

      “And what is it that we need?” he asked.

      “I need you to tell me what’s going on.”

      “Huh? That doesn’t follow at all what we were talking about!”

      “So?” She shrugged. “I want to know what happened to you. Why are you so uptight and tense?”

      “No reason. I’m just… I’m not in a good mood. I just need some alone time.”

      “Alone time?” She eyed him suspiciously. “Alone time with whom?”

      “Alone time means alone. No one else,” he assured her.

      “Yeah, I’m calling bullshit on that, Gary. You don’t ever want to be alone. All you do is talk.”

      “That’s not true,” he protested.

      “Yes, it is. Well, I can think of one way to shut you up.” She grinned and puckered her lips.

      “Not right now,” he said firmly.

      Olivia blinked and backed away. “Seriously? You’re being an ass. You’re running me off why? And do you know me at all? Do you really think I would just go and leave because you’re being mean to me? Get real and get over yourself.”

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he said.

      “I’m not hurt.”

      He gave her a look.

      “Maybe a little,” she allowed. “I just don’t like to be brushed aside.”

      “No, because you like to be in the spotlight. You want to be the leader, the singer.”

      “Ah, sure,” she said.

      “Nicoletta is the lead guitarist. She’s the fire and the passion.”

      “And Elena?”

      “She’s the drummer, leading the way with the beat, a song that only she can hear.”

      Olivia shook her head. “And you, what are you in all of this craziness?”

      “Pianist.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “I always wanted to learn how to play one.”

      “That’s nice.” Olivia stepped forward as if to hug him but then reached out and down and grabbed his balls. To torture him? To coerce him? He wasn’t sure, but, fuck, was this distracting. “I don’t want to hear about how we’re some kind of pathetic rock band. I want to know what happened.”

      “Fine, you want to know so badly? I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you all of it. Nicoletta and I had sex before. A bit ago. Last night, Elena came to me. I thought it was a dream, but it wasn’t. She really was there and not just as an avatar. As herself. She’s real. I mean really here.” Gary took a deep breath and waited for her reaction.

      “Is that all of it?” Olivia asked.

      “Ah…”

      “You thought it was a dream when Elena came to you. Did you ‘dream’ about having sex with her?”

      “Fine, fine,” he muttered. “If you must know, then, yes, Elena and I had sex too. And now, she’s pissed at me and so is Nicoletta, and I doubt they’re happy with each other.”

      “Why is that?” Olivia crossed her arms and tilted her head to the side.

      “It’s just that Elena walked in on Nicoletta and I…”

      “You went from sleeping with one to the other without talking to them yet,” Olivia said disapprovingly.

      “No,” he protested weakly. “We were just kissing.”

      “You upset Elena. And Nicoletta, does she know you slept with Elena?”

      “I don’t know,” he said miserably.

      “Ugh.” Olivia rolled her eyes. “Honestly, the other two need to put on their big girl panties. Sometimes, love doesn’t have to be quote unquote normal.”

      “Yeah, I know, but I’m not handling this well.”

      “You have to start if you want it to work.” Olivia brushed her brown hair back over her shoulders. Her green eyes were bright, but she wasn’t smiling. “Is it love?”

      “Yes,” he said without hesitating. “Which is why I don’t understand why it’s so hard.”

      “Come on now. If you aren’t honest with yourself, you can’t be honest with the girls, and if you aren’t honest with them, it’ll never happen.”

      “It,” he muttered.

      Olivia smirked. “‘It’ meaning your harem. That is what you want, isn’t it?”

      “Why are you okay with that?” Gary asked. He couldn’t help thinking about to the kiss between Nicoletta and Olivia. Nicoletta had done it to tease him. It had meant more to Olivia. His cock hardened at the memory.

      She shrugged. “Honestly, I was involved in a threesome before.”

      Gary’s heart sped up, and he grew even harder thinking about Olivia and another girl getting it on. He did not want to think of her having sex with another guy though.

      “You and another woman,” he said slowly, grinning.

      “Actually, it was me and two guys.”

      He blinked a few times. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Don’t worry. It didn’t work out. We tried to, but… honestly, double penetration generally means only one guy moves, and it’s not all it’s cracked up to be. Better to use a dildo or a vibrator or fingers or a mouth…” Olivia grinned and then shrugged. “Until you talk to them and explain how you feel so they can figure out their own feelings, I suggest you don’t get involved with any of them.”

      “That’s… actually good advice,” he muttered.

      Maybe for the first time ever, he saw Olivia frown. “I have good ideas from time to time,” she said, a hint of anger in her tone.

      “I’m sorry,” he rushed to say. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “I know. I just didn’t expect all of this. I thought we could all celebrate and be happy. I even thought… I knew it would be a long shot, but…”

      “What did you want?”

      “You know what I wanted. All of us together, finally. Look, at least you have me, always. I understand why you want the others. They’re strong, capable, powerful, hot… They turn me on, too. Not everyone is willing to being open to threesomes, let alone foursomes. And some girls don’t like to share or aren’t willing to admit they’re curious about kissing and touching and being with another woman. They’ll need to warm up to the idea of sharing you and experiencing the others. That is, if it’s gonna be a true harem. Otherwise, I guess it could be more like a polygamous situation in that you’re with each of us separately.” She shrugged. “Not what you want, I take it, and honestly, not what I want either, but maybe that’s how it can start?”

      “Maybe,” Gary said, sounding dazed. As much as he wanted them all to be together, he wasn’t sure how it would all work out.

      “Until then, no kisses from me.” Olivia smirked. “To think that the only one you haven’t had sex with so far is me. I’m holding out. Not until the others are kosher with us all being together will you get even a kiss from me. Sorry.”

      “You aren’t serious, are you?” He gaped at her, “Now, that’s just not fair!”

      Olivia, outside, in the middle of the town where other gamers could see, where Gary could definitely see, had pulled down her black leotard to flash him and was proceeding to squeeze and yank on her nipples.

      “It’s fair to me,” Olivia said. “I’m not gonna wait around and not have sex or not masturbate because you’re too much of a coward to get what you want.”

      “Don’t have sex with anyone else,” he begged.

      “Why not?” she demanded. “You’ve slept with both of them but not me.”

      “Olivia…” He swallowed hard. “Please. You’ve accepted this even more than I have, but I… just the three of you and me. No one else.”

      “So, if I could convince Elena or Nicoletta to…” She grinned and puckered up, blowing him a kiss.

      He needed to readjust, but he didn’t since he knew Olivia would make a comment about that. She wasn’t touching herself any longer, but her massive boobs were hanging out for him to see, her hands on her hips, and she was breathing hard. Shit, he wanted to suck her nipples or to fuck them…

      “I’ll talk to them the first chance I get,” he said.

      Olivia finally pulled up her black leotard, not that her boobs weren’t bulging from the top anyhow, but at least now her nipples were covered. “Not the first chance you get,” she said. “They aren’t ready. Wait until they seem open to it, or else you’ll lose them forever.”

      Gary swallowed hard. No matter what happened, he could not lose any of them. Being stuck in the game had only been bearable because of all three of them, and the thought of having only one left him depressed. Yes, he loved Olivia, and she had promised to always be there for him, but he had a feeling she would be just as devastated as he would be if they couldn’t make this work.

      “It’ll happen one day,” he informed her.

      “It better,” Olivia said, “because I don’t like one-on-one relationships. They aren’t for me.”

      “I’ll make it work.”

      “Good.” Olivia winked and glanced down at his bulge. “I just hope you don’t die from blue balls before it does.”

      He groaned. She had a point because his balls were ready to explode.

      “Then don’t tease me,” he complained.

      She shrugged and grinned broadly. “But it’s so much fun!”
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      As much as Gary wanted to make an excuse to hide away in a room somewhere so he could take care of his, ah, issue, he didn’t. For one thing, Olivia would never let him live that down. For another, he had to do what was best for himself and for the girls as far as the game went. It wasn’t all about their sex lives together. Life and death were still hanging in the balance, especially for him and Elena.

      “We have to take care,” Gary said.

      She frowned, clearly confused. “Take care?” she repeated. “That sounds… off.”

      “Smaug, Samuel August, he’s still out there. We have to be careful. The developers haven’t figured out how to get me out of the game, and now, they have to get Elena out too—"

      Olivia winced. It seemed Nicoletta wasn’t the only one miffed that Elena was the one in the game with him.

      “They came up with something else to help, at least. They made a new issue of the game called Vampire War.”

      “Vampires?” She grinned. “I’ve always enjoyed vampires.”

      “Not the hot kind,” he warned.

      “Good. I don’t want to bang ‘em. I want to kill them. Ever since I first saw Dracula. Seriously, everyone who romantizes a creature that solely lives by killing others is disturbing if you ask me.”

      “Right up your alley, then. To enter the portal to move on, it’s due north. A blue thing. I don’t know how long they’ll have it available, and I want you to come with us.”

      “Of course.”

      “I just need one favor.”

      “And that is?” she asked suspiciously, crossing her arms, which lifted her boobs, making them even. More prominent somehow.

      “Ah, uh, I need you to tell Nicoletta to join us, I mean, to go to the new issue. Can you do that?”

      “You want me to talk to Nicoletta? I think she might be more on board with… everything… quicker than Elena. Maybe. Maybe I can get her to join us all right.” Olivia grinned. “I’ll think about it because maybe I would be happy if it were just you and me, after all. Clearly, you must be a crazy good lover if you’re making the other two fight over you.”

      “I…” Gary honestly was at a loss for words.

      Giggling, Olivia stepped forward, wrapped her arms around his neck, and swayed her hips, rubbing against him, grinding him. He nearly came right then and there.

      “I… I thought…”

      Shut up, Gary.

      But Olivia was already pulling away. “Yes, yes. I do believe I said no kisses, though, and I didn’t kiss you so…”

      With a wicked grin and a wink, she stepped back and then disappeared as she left the game.

      Gary’s cock was ready to explode. Desperate for release, he practically ran back to the tavern and bumped into an NPC on his way up to a room. The first one he found, he rushed inside, and he leaned against the closed door so no one could enter. He stripped, grabbed his cock and stroked himself. As he jerked off, he thought of what it would be like to finally have Olivia. To have her and Nicoletta together. To have all three of them pleasuring each other and him and the thought of so many lips and tongues and wandering hands and pussies, and he came so hard that he couldn’t move afterward for a minute.

      Cleaning up was fun—not—but he managed. Rubbing himself with the bed sheet to clean up made him hard again as he pictured himself getting entangled in the sheets with any one of them, and he began to stroke himself again. He might not be able to come a second time so quickly, but it sure as hell felt good. Gary closed his eyes, wishing someone else’s hand or mouth was stroking or sucking him.

      The door opened, and he paused, grateful his back was to the door.

      Footsteps approached, and he tried to cover up, but his clothes were strewn all over the place, and the sheet was wet from where he had cleaned himself, and it didn’t matter anyhow because Nicoletta yanked the sheet away.

      She smirked at his erection. Not because he was small. He was eight inches and thick, too. No, she was smirking for a different reason.

      “I would suck you,” she said.

      His cock twitched, hearing that. He wanted that so fucking badly. He would grab her head, run his fingers through her hair, return the favor by licking her pussy…

      “If only I were actually here,” she said, “but I’m so… Sorry, no oral sex for you.”

      “Ah, yeah, um, that’s okay. Ah…” Gary dashed about, grabbing his clothes, trying to get dressed quickly.

      Nicoletta leaned against the wall of the small room that contained only the bed and a window. He hoped no one was watching from outside. Deep down, he figured the developers were watching him and now Elena everywhere they went, everything they did, but he didn’t care. He wasn’t about to stop living his life the way he wanted to simply because others might be watching. He had too much at stake here, and he was now forced to live a game. He wasn’t going to ignore the sexual part of his life just because of others.

      “You could’ve finished,” Nicoletta remarked once he was fully dressed. “That looks painful.”

      He squirmed and tried to readjust so it wasn’t quite so agonizing. “I’m fine,” he muttered.

      “You were really going at it,” she said.

      “Can we talk about something else?” he muttered.

      “Why?” She giggled.

      “Because it’s embarrassing.”

      “To be walked in on while masturbating? Can’t say I’ve ever experienced that.”

      “Never been walked in on, huh? Don’t worry. It’ll happen.”

      “No, it won’t. I lock the door when I pleasure myself.”

      “You masturbate often?”

      “Not something you need to know,” she said, cupping his face before gently tapping him, not quite hard enough to be considered a smack.

      “I would rather…” He shook his head.

      She threw back her head and laughed. “Yeah? Not ready to talk about all of this?”

      “I don’t know where to begin or who to begin with and maybe I need to talk to you all together, but there is something we need to discuss.”

      Nicoletta drew back, instantly serious. “What is it?” she asked.

      He appreciated that she could do that, switch from being playful and flirting to being serious. Olivia tended to not be serious enough at times, and Elena wasn’t as flirtatious as the others.

      “The developers haven’t been able to figure out how to get us out, but they have determined a way to keep us safe from Smaug at least.”

      “How? Trap him on an island and not let him leave it?”

      “I wish,” he said. “Actually, maybe I should mention that to Haru. Anyhow, there’s a new issue of the game. We can go there, and Samuel August won’t be able to follow. We’ll be there, safe and sound. All you have to do is head straight north. There’s a portal and—”

      “Gary.”

      “Yeah?” he asked, not liking the serious tone or her frown. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not sure I can worry about all of that.”

      “Worry about Smaug and the new issue? You don’t have to worry about supervillains anymore. Instead, we’ll be facing—”

      “You’ll be facing,” she murmured. “I need to focus on my future. I can’t keep spending so much time playing this game.”

      He winced and hung his head. Gary was so confused, but he didn’t want to upset her.

      “I… I know it’s hard for me to keep track of time in here, but isn’t it almost summer?”

      “Yeah, it is. The semester is over. I don’t have classes again until the fall, but seriously, Gary?” She sounded so very annoyed, and her eyes were narrowed so much they looked like dark slits. “You think my future only involves the school year. You think I can just drop everything for you. That’s not how the real world works.”

      “I never meant to make it seem like I think your life doesn’t matter,” he protested. “I just thought—"

      “Your life matters. It does. I’m worried sick about you being trapped in here, in the game. I’m furious as hell at the developers for being willing to put someone else in but still not being able to take you out. It’s wrong. It’s infuriating. It’s ridiculous. At least you’ll have this, though. At least you won’t have to worry about Smaug. You’re a strong enough level now that you should be able to handle almost everything you come across, especially in the beginning of a new issue. It should be relatively easy in the beginning. Just be careful, okay?”

      “Is this because of me and Elena?” he asked quietly.

      “Maybe it’s about me and what I need to do with my life,” she said coolly. “Like I said, I need to figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life. I’ve been going to college for three years, just taking a bunch of courses, but I’m still undecided. I can’t earn a degree if I don’t figure out what to major in, and most likely, I’ll have to start taking summer courses once I do figure it out.”

      “Can we… Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Talk about what, Gary? My future is more than my sex life, if that’s what you’re referring to.”

      “No. I meant your future. What do you want to do?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think I should be talking to a garbage collector who managed to get trapped inside a video game.”

      Gary flinched.

      She winced and hung her head. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

      “No, it’s fine. It’s the truth. Do you think I wanted to be a trash collector? You think that was my goal in life? News flash. It wasn’t. You don’t give your cousin a hard time about being one.”

      “Actually, I do. I tease him about it all the time.”

      “How is Jorge?” Gary swallowed hard. He felt so far removed from his friend, from all of his friends, from his life. The more time he spent trapped here, the more this felt real and his old life like a dream. “Is he still with that girl?”

      “Yes. He loves her. He’s bought her a ring already.”

      “It hasn’t even been that long!” Gary protested. “He’s never been in a long relationship. How can he be certain she’s the one for him?”

      “He claims that because he’s dated around so much, he knows what he wants and what he doesn’t want, so he knows he wants her. I’ve convinced him to not propose yet, but he doesn’t always listen to me.”

      “Crazy,” Gary muttered.

      “You and him both,” she said lightly, but she wouldn’t look at him.

      “Nicoletta, please. Let’s talk about your future. What do you want to be?”

      “I have no idea, okay? I’ve tried and tried and tried to figure it out. Since high school, I’ve been thinking about this, and nothing ever seems right. Nothing makes me happy.”

      “Not even me?”

      “Not always and we’re talking about my future, my work, not you, remember?”

      The hint of hostility in her voice made him wish he hadn’t said that, even though he had meant it as a joke.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “You’ve been saying that a lot lately.”

      “Doesn’t mean I’m not sorry.”

      “I shouldn’t have snapped. I’m sorry, too. It’s just… I’m confused and scared, and I can’t afford to go to college forever. I need to figure something out.”

      “You’re young. You have time.”

      “I don’t have a lot of money, and debt is piling up already. I need to figure this out, Gary.”

      “What do you like?”

      “I like to read. I like to play video games. I like to argue. I like to run. I’m competitive. I don’t see how any of that helps with anything at all.”

      “You could be a writer,” he suggested.

      “No guaranteed money and I would’ve wasted all of the money for college because I don’t think you need a degree to self-publish.”

      “No, but you can draw from your experiences.”

      “Yeah? And write about a guy named Gary who has a harem with every woman in the world?”

      “Only those who game,” he said.

      She smirked and rolled her eyes. A soft laugh escaped. “I don’t think so.”

      “So write the story for a video game. Or can’t you be a video game tester?”

      “I think that’s something, but I wouldn’t know how to get involved with that, and again, that would make my college experience pointless and a waste of money.”

      “I can’t help with the money, but I can talk to Haru. The least he can do is to get you a job.”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I’m kind of sick of the whole thing.”

      “You and me both.”

      She gave him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry.”

      “You and me both,” he repeated.

      Nicoletta smiled wanly.

      “Arguing… you could be a lawyer.”

      “And go to school for a gazillion more years? No thanks.”

      “You could… I don’t know. I think you can do anything you put your mind to.”

      “Thanks, but that’s not nearly specific enough. I know I have an excuse to knock down everything. I know I’m just being unreasonable, but this is huge. It’s my future.”

      “It’s important,” he said. “I don’t care what you do. If you don’t play this game again. I just want you to be happy.”

      Nicoletta managed to smile as tears filled her eyes. Gary held out his arms, and they embraced. He rubbed her back.

      “Don’t cry,” he murmured. “You’ll figure everything out.”

      “I want to. I just don’t know how. I wish I knew the future.”

      “Me too.”

      “I… I should go,” Nicoletta said.

      He swallowed hard. “Okay,” he said, but he didn’t stop holding her.

      She kissed his cheek. He wanted to turn so it would be on the lips. He wanted to throw her down onto the bed and show her just how much she meant to him. He wanted to talk for days and nights until she figured out her future. It didn’t have to be only sexual.

      But he said nothing, only embracing her until she was no longer in his arms.

      Gary swallowed hard and hoped that wouldn’t be the last time he ever saw Nicoletta Rodriquez.
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      Feeling isolated and all alone, getting a headache from all of the drama with the girls, wanting to get away from it all, Gary bought a few more supplies from the various shops in the town. Then, he headed due north.

      It took him longer than he expected to come across a glowing blue blob in the middle of a desert. This must be the force field Haru had mentioned. All Gary had to do was walk directly into it, and the portal would bring him to Vampire War.

      He didn’t hesitate and strolled right through it. The glow surrounded him, and then the strangest sensation filled him. He felt cold and hot and like he was flying through darkness, and then he was screaming, but he couldn’t hear it.

      When Gary was next aware, he opened his eyes and glanced all around him. The landscape appeared similar from what he could see. A desert still surrounded him, but the portal was no longer in sight. In fact, not much was in sight besides sand. The entire place was so very dark. Nighttime had fallen, which was interesting. In the first issue of the game, it was day the vast majority of the time.

      Gary figured it was most likely the opposite here, given that the main villains were vampires.

      Just then, a screech sounded, and something small and dark flew toward Gary’s face. A bat. There had been a fair number of bats in the beginning of the first issue, and Gary used his mind to cause a rock to lift into the air and smash against the bat’s face. The creature dropped to his feet and died.

      Gary smirked. Bats wouldn’t be able to hurt him. They were too simple to kill. They hardly even gave him any experience points.

      He glanced around and tried to get his bearings. There had to be a town somewhere nearby if he could just figure out where to go to reach it.

      To his right was a wall of darkness. No, wait, not a wall. A mass of darkness. A mass of bats. There was an entire horde of them, and Gary had to spend the next half hour if not longer killing them all. He used more rocks. At one point, he even made a few collide so hard into one another that they became dazed and possibly concussed. They weren’t sure what was what, and they began to attack the other bats for him.

      Finally, the last one dropped, and Gary patted his hands. To the right seemed clear now. There was a hill of there, a tall one. Maybe the higher vantage point would help him find a town.

      Gary took one step and winced. He’d stepped on something squishy. Not a bat. No. On bat dung. Ugh. He wiped his boot on the sand, but that didn’t help much. As he stalked toward that hill, the stench of the bat dung stayed with him.

      Bat dung was the worst.
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      The hill was a lot farther away than Gary had anticipated. The shadows and the darkness made it difficult to gauge distances. He finally climbed the peak and glanced all around. More dark specks were heading his way. More bats? Most likely. Well, better bats than vampires, he guessed. After he fought a crapton of bats, he almost would’ve preferred a vampire just to have a different foe.

      Gary’s throat burned. Thirst ate at him, and he would give his left nut for an orange soda.

      It wasn’t long at all before he felt lost. There was nothing to suggest a town in any direction. He supposed he could just take off, pick a direction and walk until he stumbled upon something, but what about Elena? Wouldn’t she be coming to the issue? Had she already? She might have been here and gone off by herself. He couldn’t see any other footprints in the sand. In fact, the slight breeze was able to shift the sand enough that he couldn’t even see all of his own footprints.

      Great. Just great. How was he supposed to find Elena in all of this? And Olivia? She wasn’t going to be able to convince Nicoletta into transferring to the new issue, but would Olivia come through herself? If so, when?

      It was a good thing Gary had such a large breakfast because he might not have anything to eat but bats if he didn’t find a town and soon.

      In the end, Gary did decide to continue in this direction. He faced even more bats and scorpions. As he killed them all easily, he felt both powerful and tired.

      Up ahead, a tumbleweed rolled. Gary didn’t think much of it until the tumbleweed altered direction and headed straight for him.

      Amused, Gary darted to the right, but the tumbleweed slid over to cut him off. A weed uncoiled and snapped toward him, trying to wrap around his leg.

      What the hell? This was an enemy? Seriously? First mages in a superhero game and now killer tumbleweeds?

      Gary sidestepped the weed, but it reached for him again, so he stomped and pinned it to the ground. Instead of sending another weed, the plant grew thorns that detached and spiraled through the air straight for Gary.

      He called forth his telekinesis, the blue circles of his power bright and familiar. With relative ease, he deflected all of the thorns but one. Thankfully, that one only sliced through his clothes and not his skin.

      More thorn darts were growing, but Gary didn’t give the killer tumbleweed time to throw them. Telekinetically, he separated and unraveled the tumbleweed until it was no more.

      Pleased with himself, he patted his hands and started to walk away. Crunch. He had stepped on one of the darts. Hmm. They might come in handy. Swiftly, he gathered the thorny darts. As he walked, he used them to kill bats or other creatures. In no time at all, guts and blood covered the darts, and he had no way to wash them. This desert seemed like a never-ending wasteland. It was miserable.

      Thanks a lot, Haru.

      Gary needed water. He needed an oasis. He needed a place to lie down and sleep. There weren’t even any trees that he could climb so he could get away from the mutant crabs or the scorpions. He was stuck on the ground, and he wasn’t about to sleep there.

      At least his eyes had adjusted to the darkness enough for him to realize that something wasn’t right with the patch of sand before him. The coloring was darker. A scorpion was heading toward Gary, and he used his telekinesis to force the scorpion to walk into that darker area. The scorpion proceeded to sink until drowned by the sand.

      Quicksand.

      Gary headed north and tried to see how far the patch went. After a mile, he gave up looking east and just continued northward.

      In the distance, so far he could barely see it, Gary spied a single building. It looked like it might be a tower.

      In the first issue, Gary hadn’t seen any castles. This building, if he had to guess, was either a ruin or a castle, and Gary, because of Olivia, immediately thought of Dracula. That place had to mean a boss, possibly even the boss of the entire issue. No thanks.

      Since the castle was north and the east was a barren wasteland of quicksand, Gary headed back west. It wasn’t ideal to essentially backtrack, but what choice did he have? He couldn’t stay here.

      A massive number of bats were trying to follow him. Gary ignored them, not wanting to be bothered. His feet were getting sore, and he just wanted to sleep. If only he could find a cave, but there weren’t any mountains. There wasn’t any means to find shelter, not unless he headed toward the castle.

      Another horde of bats sneaked up on Gary from the south, and the two clusters of the winged terrors combined gave him a massive number of foes to deal with. The darts helped immensely, as he sent each dart go through five or six bats at a time. He did manage to avoid being bitten somehow, but it had been a near thing.

      Once they were all killed, Gary stood on a rather impressive hill of dead bats. Although they smelled, Gary shoved the bats aside and used them as a blanket and a way to try to conceal himself from any other predators. He was too tired to keep on going. This was far from ideal, but he wasn’t a real superhero. He wasn’t invincible. He was still human, and he needed to rest.

      The next time Gary opened his eyes, he had no idea how much time had passed or if he had slept long. The sky was every bit as dark as it had been before.

      Unfortunately, because there weren’t any trees around, Gary couldn’t start a fire, and he wasn’t about to eat raw bats. Although he didn’t feel as tired anymore, Gary felt hungry, a fact he had no choice but to ignore. He had brought supplies, yes, but he didn’t want to risk going through them too quickly. If he had seen signs of a town in the distance, sure, he would’ve eaten. Since he seemed to be all alone, he had to be careful.

      He continued to head west, going as far as he could and only stopping to kill all sorts of creatures. There even was a cactus that shot thorns at him, but Gary yanked it out of the soil by its roots. Even though it required some energy to do so, Gary used his power to carry the cactus along with the thorn-darts from the tumbleweed and some of the thorns from the cactus. He had weapons all right but not traditional ones.

      “Not much about me is traditional,” he muttered. “Only fitting.”

      On and on he walked, and gradually, he was too hungry and thirsty to keep going. He dozed off, hiding behind his cactus, a boulder behind him. Sleeping while sitting wasn’t ideal, and his body was sore when he woke.

      “Haru, this issue sucks,” Gary muttered as he resumed walking. “You should’ve realized I would need a town and places to eat and drink and sleep. This barren desert is for the birds… er, bats.”

      Luck finally shone on Gary later that day, if it was day. Maybe it was only ever night here because Gary had yet to see the sun at all. He couldn’t even see the moon. Above him was only a blanket of darkness. No stars were visible either.

      As he stumbled above a tall sand dune, Gary spied an oasis. Not far ahead was a small pond and a palm tree. Just perfect.

      Only that oasis appeared to be a mirage because Gary thought it was only an hour away. He kept dragging himself along and finally, three hours later, he reached the oasis.

      Gary drank and drank and drank. He ripped off bark from the palm tree and then left to find some bats. He killed three and brought them back to the oasis. Making a fire wasn’t the easiest, but Gary was turning into a regular boy scout… if you didn’t consider that he wanted to be with three women for the rest of his life.

      The fire was hot and ready, and he cooked the bats. They didn’t have a lot of meat and were a little slimy, but Gary was too hungry to care. He ate all three and then slept.

      When he woke, Gary wondered briefly if he should wait here forever. Just live here, eating bats, drinking the water, making do.

      But eventually, the water would be gone. The palm tree would only provide so much bark for fires. He was banking on staying in Vampire War for a long, long time. Maybe even forever at the rate Haru and his developers were going.

      Gary knew he was so far removed from his life that he didn’t see how he could ever return back to it. For now at least, this barren wasteland was his home. He might as well resign himself to that fact because having hope in Haru just wasn’t happening.
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      After eating some more bats, fresh ones that he almost burned, Gary drank some water and then headed off farther west. He wasn’t about to stay at the oasis forever. There had to be a town. At the very least, he had to find an NPC so he could learn what the heck was up with this place.

      By the time Gary had traveled for at least five hours, he finally went up a level. He had found and killed at least three hundred bats since he had come here. Three hundred. If he saw another bat, it would be too soon, and he was sure that was only a matter of time.

      Another two hours, and Gary spied a tree. It looked so out of place in the middle of the desert. Gary was almost wary as he approached. A man was standing there, stiff, staring straight ahead. His clothes were gray, as was his beard that reached his elbows. The man’s hands rested on top of a gnarled staff.

      “Hello,” Gary said.

      The NPC slowly turned his head. “Hello, would-be hero. Are you ready for a quest?”

      Gary groaned. More quests. Great. Just what he needed. And would-be hero? He had lost his superhero status? At least he still had his superpower.

      “A quest? Sure,” Gary said. “Lay it on me.”

      “You must travel far to the west and locate the lost ocean.”

      “Lost ocean? How can an entire ocean be lost?”

      “Within the lost ocean, you will find a mermaid. Be mindful you find the mermaid and not the siren.”

      “How will I know the difference?” Gary asked.

      “The siren will try to kill you.”

      “Of course,” Gary muttered. “What about the mermaid?”

      “She will give you another quest.”

      “Great. Quest to quest to quest. Busy, busy, busy. Hey, do you know where a town is?”

      “What is a town?”

      Seriously?

      “Do you know where any other people are?” Gary asked.

      “No.”

      Ugh.

      “What about food? Water? Do you know where anything is?”

      “You must locate the lost ocean far to the west.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you said that already. What happened here?”

      The man turned to him. “I am a wizard. I lost my powers. When the vampires came, they destroyed the world. All is a barren wasteland. The desert has no end and never will unless the lost ocean is located. Save us all.”

      “You lost your powers? Your magic? Is there any way that can be changed?” Gary asked excitedly.

      Maybe there was another Runed Ruby here or something like that. Gary would love to have a second superpower. Or maybe the wizard could have his magic again. Just because the guy was NPC didn’t mean he couldn’t fight with them, right? Not for the first time, Gary wished he was more knowledgeable about games in general. It was just his luck that the first game he had played would be the one he got trapped in.

      “Head far to the west—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m going. Go west, young man, right?”

      Gary shook his head and headed west until his feet ached. Even then, he kept on going. All around him, the landscape was the same. He had traveled so far he couldn’t see the wizard’s tree anymore. All he saw was desert and sand.

      Along the way, he found more bats. Seriously, the developers needed to change that because it was overkill.

      Walking so far on sand wasn’t fun on Gary’s ankles, and after he climbed a tall sand dune, he hesitated. Down below stretched sand, sand, and more sand.

      Before he started to descend, some of the sand shifted and congealed together to form a some kind of a sand goon. Darker sand zoomed through the body to form eyes, nose, and creepy looking lips in the deformed head.

      Must be a supervillain.

      Gary geared up for a fight. The sand goon slowly lifted its legs to walk toward him, but Gary was impatient. He rushed over to it and slammed his fist through the sand goon’s face. Although there was some resistance from the head, sand flew everywhere, and the sand man collapsed.

      Wary, Gary hesitated, expecting the sand goon to come back to life, but it didn’t.

      “Not a supervillain after all,” Gary muttered.

      He groaned and kept walking. It was past time for Gary to sleep, but more and more enemies were all around him. Some kind of snake with a head on both ends. A basilisk. A massive sand worm. A rooster head with a reptile body. Gary thought that might be called the cockatrice, but he wasn’t sure. It sure was cocky, though. At least he hadn’t come across a Sphinx. He wasn’t in the mood for mind games on top of the life-or-death stuff.

      He couldn’t dare risk going to sleep here. He thought about returning to the powerless wizard, but what would be the point? He’d have to come all the way back here tomorrow, and he had no idea how close or far the lost ocean was.

      So, Gary fought all of the enemies, slowly gaining experience. One bat did eventually bite him. Honestly, it had only been a matter of time. Gary just took one of the potions he had that actually would cure him. He had ninety-nine more of them. If he didn’t have a means to buy more here… Haru wouldn’t have done that, right? Where the hell was the developer anyhow? Gary hadn’t seen him in ages, and honestly, Gary didn’t like the silence. No new wasn’t bad news, but at this point, Gary would rather get an update about no news than this radio silence.

      But Gary wasn’t going to worry about that. In fact, he tried to kill the bats in the most creative ways possible. He tested his abilities and determined that he could send a bat high enough into the air that it would freeze to death. Now that might come in handy, although when the bat was covered in ice, he couldn’t control its descent, and it nearly landed right on top of him. The iced bat slammed into the sand and created a huge divot that sent powder flying everywhere. Gary coughed and gagged, covering his nose and mouth with the crook of his arm. At least the creatures were affected by the sandstorm too. He recovered first and killed them all.

      By the time Gary was certain he had been walking for over an entire day despite the lack of a sun rising or a change in the depressive, gloomy darkness above him, he was beyond ready for a nap. There weren’t any enemies here, so maybe he could risk sitting and letting himself doze off.

      But then, over the horizon, he spied something heading his way. It had no true form, and it wasn’t until it was covering him that he realized what it was.

      A legit sandstorm.

      Gary fell to the ground, covering his face. Sand swept over him in a terrible wave. The breeze was wicked and oppressive, the heat immense, and Gary knew he couldn’t attempt to walk through it. Even with his arms covering his face, he was still pelted with the gravel, the particles striking him so hard it felt as if they might be leaving tiny welts.

      Gradually, the storm abated, and Gary had to struggle to get onto his knees and then to stand. The amount of sand on his back was impressive. Sand was heavier than he would’ve thought.

      He continued on. The number of enemies had dropped off, so maybe he was heading in the wrong direction. He hadn’t thought that possible, but then again, it was hard to judge west from east from north and south when there wasn’t a sun, and no moss since there wasn’t anywhere for it to grow. What if he was heading east instead? He’d never find the lost ocean at this point. It’d stay lost forever and ever, and what was the point of completing the quest? For gold or some armor or weapon? It was ridiculous. He should just find shelter of some kind and settle down and make the best of living here in Vampire War.

      But, no. Gary wasn’t about to give up and besides, there wasn’t anything he could use to make a shelter anyhow.

      The more he continued on without having enemies to face, the lonelier Gary became. Where the hell was Elena? Hadn’t she come over? Had he been wrong to cross over without finding her first?

      He desperately wanted to locate her, but how could he? This place was huge, and he was lost.

      Maybe he should head back to where the countless hordes of enemies had been. That had to be the right path. Quests were never easy.

      Gary turned to go back but felt that backtrack was wrong. He faced forward in time to see a dark funnel descend from the clouds above him. Sand swirled all around him in a tunnel that was heading straight for him.

      He broke out into a run, his fatigue going away instantly, but whenever he glanced over his shoulder, the sand tunnel had changed directions, specifically hunting him down.

      He tried to block it by having sand rise up like a shield, but the tunnel merely took that sand and added to its power.

      Gradually, Gary whirled around and stripped sand away from the funnel, but it was too little, too late. The funnel swallowed him up, and he spun and spun. He grew so dizzy he was afraid he would vomit. It took him several minutes to get used to being spun around, and he managed to use his power to strip the sand away bit by bit, but then more came anyhow. He had to worry about the wind, not the sand.

      Stopping the wind was harder, but Gary pulled and teased the wind. Controlling something you couldn’t see was nearly impossible, but he managed to send a slight breeze away, and the funnel slowed ever so slightly. Again and again, Gary pushed the wind away, separated draughts from the funnel until all that remained was a strong gust that blew the sand away as Gary collapsed to the dune on his rump.

      That had been so intense that Gary just wanted to stay there. He didn’t, though, standing. He was so dizzy he didn’t attempt a step for five minutes, and he fell anyhow.

      Maybe he slept some because the next thing he knew, he was ready to walk. He continued onward, no notion as to which way was he was heading. His bearing was entirely fucked up because of the sand tornado.

      Gradually, though, Gary spied a sand dune that had lighter sand than the rest of the area. Something was different here, and different usually meant either something good or something bad.

      Investigate or no? Might as well.

      He used his powers to push the sand away. Soon, two walls of sand were high.

      I’m the Moses of sand instead of water.

      But that was when he did see water. At the bottom of the hill was a tiny bit of water.

      The lost ocean? But that was barely too mouthfuls!

      Gary pushed more and more sand aside and even fell to his knees to shovel the sand away. More and more water appeared, and then before him, somehow, part of the desert faded away, and all he saw was a small pond of vibrant blue water. Above him was some light, although he couldn’t see a source of the illumination.

      When he dropped his gaze back to the water, he spied a beautiful woman in the waves. She was visible from the waist up, naked, her boobs perfectly round and massive. Her face was perfect, almost too perfect, her lips bright red, her nose slim, her skin tanned.

      “Hello, adventurer,” she said in a soft, lyrical voice.

      “Is this the lost ocean?” he asked.

      “It is.” She nodded. “Won’t you join me in the waters?”

      “Aren’t you supposed to give me another quest?” he asked.

      “Yes, in time. First, let’s swim. We can race. I haven’t had anyone to race with in some time.” She laid back on the water, floating, her boobs sticking straight up. Her nipples were so hard, and so was Gary’s cock. He shouldn’t want her. She was just a part of the game, but there was no way that any red-blooded guy could see her and not be turned on unless he was gay.

      “I don’t think I’m up for a swim,” he muttered.

      “No?” She swam over to him, somehow keeping her boobs above the water the entire time. “You don’t want to race? What do you want to do?”

      Was it his imagination, or had her gaze fallen to his bulge? That was impossible. She was an NPC. She… She mustn’t be the mermaid after all. She was the siren, and she was trying to lure him to his death.

      Gary grimaced. Of course. His cock had gotten him into so much hot water with the women he loved, and now, his cock had almost gotten him killed because of the siren. How the hell was he supposed to kill her, and where was the mermaid?
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      Gary tried to think about everything he knew about sirens. Didn’t they sing? They loved to lure men to watery graves. He was certain about that even before the wizard’s warning. He doubted the mermaid could drown.

      “Come in the water,” she said. “I can help you.”

      “Help me?”

      “I can make all of your dreams come true,” she whispered.

      “You don’t know anything about me. You don’t know my dreams.”

      She giggled and touched her boobs. “You are a male. Every male wants to lay with a mermaid.”

      “You…” He didn’t want to say that she was a siren. That she didn’t realize that he knew could only be to his advantage.

      What the hell kind of game was this, though? Gary sure as hell hoped kids weren’t playing it. Come to think of it, he did think the game was rated M for mature. Good. Then again, he was sure a ton of teenagers were playing, young ones, and if this issue was made available to the general public, Gary was sure a ton of guys would die at the hands of the siren because she really did look close to the perfect woman.

      She came right up to the water’s edge, inches from him, pressing her hands to the sand and lifting up, thrusting out her perfect boobs.

      “Go ahead and touch,” she said. “I haven’t felt a man’s hands on my body in so long.”

      “I bet you say that to all the guys.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “There aren’t any other guys here beside you. Please. Come here. Come to me.”

      Gary knelt down and touched her face. He had to admit that a part of him did want to touch her boobs, but he didn’t. Instead, he grabbed the back of her neck with his other hand, squeezing, but he wasn’t trying to choke her to death. He merely wanted to hold her in place as he slammed half of the sand wall directly on top of her and most importantly into her mouth and nose.

      The siren jerked, trying to get free, her face twisting into something unspeakably ugly and terrifying. Her veins turned black, and her body seemed to age until she had nothing but sad flaps of flesh for what had once been her mesmerizing boobs.

      And then, she continued to grow even older until she dissolved into dust, at least the human half of her body. The fin turned into sea foam, and she was no more.

      Gary banished the sand away from the water. Now what? He needed to find the mermaid, but he wasn’t sure where she might be.

      Leaving his clothes on but first removing his boots, Gary descended into the water after all. He wasn’t a great swimmer, but he could tread water easily enough.

      Just then, something brushed against his leg. He jerked, nearly falling into the water, and then a head appeared. The woman’s hair was bright, golden yellow, not blond but more colorful than that. Her eyes were teal, and she looked young, maybe sixteen.

      “Hello, adventurer! I am Nissa, the mermaid. Thank you for saving these waters from that terrible siren!”

      “Is this the lost ocean?” he asked.

      “What is left of it.” Nissa lowered her head in sorrow but then smiled. “I have a quest for you.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “Far to the south is a volcano. The Fire God, Pyronus, plans to cause the volcano to erupt. You must defeat him!”

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. The water was a perfect temperature, but he felt rather cold. “Uh, don’t vampires hate fire? Maybe the volcano erupting isn’t such a terrible thing.”

      “The volcano is so high and tall and powerful that the entire world will be covered in ash. The waters, what few sources of them that are left, will be all be destroyed. You will die.”

      “That sounds… lovely. Great. Okay. Volcano God. Check. Then do I come back to you or…”

      “Save the world, adventurer. Maybe because of your actions, this barren wasteland can once more teem with life.”

      “That won’t happen with vampires around.”

      She nodded. “Which is why you will one day have to kill them all. I know you can rise to the occasion and become the superhero this world needs!”

      “What happened to make this land so—”

      The mermaid had already dove into the water and was swimming away.

      “—barren?” he finished with a sigh. “Maybe powerless wizard knows, not that I expect it’ll be easy to get a straight answer out of him. Maybe it doesn’t matter. Maybe I’m just wanting to make sense of everything since my life is such a mess. Maybe I should stop talking to myself.”

      Gary swam out of the water, grabbed his boots, and started walking. The heat bore down on him, and the darkness quickly descended the farther from the lost ocean he went. Once he was dry, he put his boots back on and headed southward.

      Thankfully, it didn’t seem to take a long time to go far enough to see the volcano in the distance. Even more wonderful was the fact that he seemed to have renewed energy, and he wasn’t hungry or thirsty. Maybe the ocean waters had revived him.

      Above the volcano was a bright red color that tinged the darkness above it. There was some light here, nothing compared to the bright of day where the lost ocean had been. Still, it was a welcome sight compared to all of the blackness around him.

      Before Gary could take another step, a man with dark skin stood before him. More like towered over him. The guy was at least eight feet tall, and he was built like a body builder. He wore no shirt, and tattoos covered his muscles. All he wore was a small loin cloth that barely covered his unmentionables. Gary didn’t look there for long.

      The man’s face was gnarled, old, his eyes as dark as coals. His hair was a fiery red-orange color.

      “Oh, God of Fire,” Gary said. “Nice to meet you.”

      “You will die. My volcano will erupt and bury this land and—”

      “Yeah, because everyone wants to rule over a large piece of volcanic ash. Seems kinda boring to me. If I were you, I would have fireballs rain down from the sky and kill off all of the vampires. Then, this entire place could be yours and yours alone.”

      “I do not care about the vampires. They leave me be. You are here. You will die.”

      And the Fire God held out his hand. A massive fireball the size of Gary burst out.

      Gary barely had time to jump out of the way, but already another enormous fireball was heading his way.

      He couldn’t just avoid all of them. There had to be a way to kill the Fire God, but how?

      Gary darted and dashed out of the way of five more fireballs. One nearly singed him, and the heat from each as they blew by was almost enough to catch Gary on fire. With a wild yell, he raced toward the Fire God as if he wanted to rail him like a lineman in football. At the last second, he halted and brought up a wall of sand. Sand versus fire, Gary wasn’t sure which would win, but he shoved the sand back and back and back, and the fireball didn’t make it through.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Gary spied the Fire God. He had changed positions and was ready to send another fireball Gary’s way. Gary set up another wall of sand and three more, effectively putting the Fire God into a box of sand.

      But the Fire God merely laughed and somehow rose above it. He floated over toward Gary, and Gary realized he wasn’t flying after all. He was standing on a platform of fire, the column of fire extending to touch the ground.

      Oh, crap. This wasn’t going to be fun.

      For five minutes, Gary tried to stay alive while attempting to come up with a plan, and then, he had it.

      “Too late,” the Fire God shouted with a laugh. “It won’t be much longer until my volcano is ready to blast this entire world into a new age!”

      “The Age of Ashes ain’t gonna happen, bud,” Gary said.

      Gary gathered up the sand as he had before, but this time, he caused it to move, to circle, to spin faster and faster until his own sand tornado formed. He slammed his creation into the fire column, and now, his was that of fiery sand.

      The Fire God collapsed and immediately jumped to his feet. He tried to take control away from the fiery sand twister because of the nature of the flames, but Gary merely sped up the tornado’s spinning so that the fire was blown out.

      Then, although the tornado was becoming difficult to control, Gary managed to suck up the Fire God. The deity tried to cast his fire, but Gary wouldn’t let him, spinning the funnel even faster now.

      It took everything in Gary to force the twister toward the volcano. It wasn’t easy, and several times, the funnel fell back down. Finally, Gary managed. The tornado reached the highest portion of the volcano, and Gary forced the particles to stop spinning, to be just sand without wind, and the sand, a ton of it, all flooded down onto the volcano.

      The steam from it died away. The red tinge to the darkness above was gone. If anything, the sky here was gray versus black, a little lighter.

      A slight explosion sounded from within the volcano, but nothing happened except some of the sand coughed out of the volcano before falling back inside.

      Either the volcano had tried to erupt and hadn’t been able to because of the literal ton of sand on top of it, or the Fire God had died. Or maybe both.

      Grinning, Gary took one step away from the volcano and collapsed. The energy from the lost ocean waters? Yeah, that was gone. He was so tired that all he could do was sleep.
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      When Gary woke, he wasn’t sure what to do at first. He was so disoriented that he thought he might be ready to sleep again. Sleep forever. That seemed like a solid plan.

      But no. He couldn’t. There might be more terrible creatures out there besides the vampires. I mean, sirens and fire gods? What’s next?

      He almost didn’t want to know.

      Gary headed in the direction where he thought he might find the wizard since he didn’t know what else to do. How long had he been in the game already? He wanted to sleep, but did that mean it was night, or that he was overworked? The sky always looked the same, but he did think it was maybe a little lighter than before. Was that what passed for day here?

      Gradually, his surroundings became familiar to him. He bypassed many of the dead creatures he had killed along the way, so he must be going in the right direction. Eventually, he climbed a tall hill and glanced around to ensure he was still on the right track. Yes, this was near where he had first arrived in this Vampire War.

      For some reason, this sparked him, and he rushed to that exact spot, hoping to find some sign that another gamer had traveled through… or another person.

      But he saw nothing. No footprints in the sand. Nothing at all. Granted, there was a slight breeze, and his own footprints weren’t the easiest to see, but still. Gary’s shoulders slumped in defeat. It was fun to defeat these quests by himself, but it would be even more fun with someone, and he was so worried about all of them, especially Elena. Smaug was vindictive. He would come after them again if given the chance. He wasn’t the kind to forgive and forget. The guy has to be a Virgo. Gary shuddered. One girl he had known from school before he dropped out had been obsessed with the zodiac and stereotypically judged everyone. She thought she was better than everyone until another girl who had supposedly been her best friend had pointed out the flaws of her own sign—Virgo. That she was the kind to hold grudges for her entire life, for her to not be able to forgive or forget, to not handle being burned well, and so many other things.

      Gary didn’t worry about signs, but he had to admit, that Virgo did seem like Smaug. Not like that knowledge would help him against the guy. Not like I plan on going up against him again anyhow.

      Just then, the faint sound of crying came to him. It sounded like it was coming from the left, and Gary slowly approached, wary, mindful of his surroundings. He spied a large rock, and just over it was some hair. A person.

      An NPC? An enemy? Or someone else?

      He walked over, ready to create a wall of sand to act as shield, when he realized who the crier was.

      Elena.

      Gary dropped to his knees and held out his arms. Elena was crying so hard that she didn’t even see him there. To see the strong woman so broken bothered Gary so much. He stood and walked over to her and carefully draped an arm across her shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked softly, hoping he wouldn’t startle her.

      She didn’t even lift her head. Her knees were bent, her arms wrapped around them. Her head rested against her knees as she cried.

      “Elena? Talk to me. Please. I hate to see you like this.”

      “I don’t… want to talk,” she managed.

      “Then we won’t.”

      He just sat there, holding her as she cried for quite some time. He didn’t care that his arm fell asleep or that his back ached. It was nothing compared to the obvious heartache she was experiencing. He hoped he hadn’t been the cause of her devastation and wouldn’t ever forgive himself if he were.

      Gradually, her sobs became sniffles, and she wiped away her tears somewhat. He wiped away more and cradled her face, but he didn’t say a word, waiting until she was ready.

      “I… I don’t want to talk,” she said.

      “Then don’t.”

      “But I might… I’ll have to eventually.” She stiffened. “I fucking hate this.”

      He hadn’t heard her curse before, and it seemed a little out of place. Then again, he could picture her cussing out chauvinistic pigs so maybe it wasn’t so wrong for her after all.

      “I’m in the game, right? Haru didn’t give me much time. He said it was now or never, that everything was perfectly aligned, and I didn’t understand the science behind it. He had called me up over the phone and asked for us to meet. He had explained who he was and that he had a question for me. I thought it was a survey, but he said he had a car waiting for me outside to take me over to him if I was ready.”

      “Because that’s not creepy at all,” Gary muttered.

      Elena chuckled and then winced, her eyes filling with tears once more. She angrily blinked them away. It took her a moment to be able to speak again.

      “I told him that and even hung up on him. He called back immediately, and I cursed him out, and he said it was about you. So I went.”

      “Wow.”

      “Don’t get a fat head,” she snapped.

      “I think my head is just the right size,” he said.

      “Of course you do.” She didn’t smile.

      He felt terrible. No more jokes, no more teasing. This was something bad, clearly.

      “So I went over, and he explained you were in the game and got me to believe it. That was when he didn’t give me much time at all to decide if I were to go into the game, too. I guess he might’ve asked someone else if I said no. I don’t know. But I said yes, and he wouldn’t let me call my family or anything. I had a bag put over my head, and I was brought into a room. I was laid down, strapped down to a table. At least I think I was, and then, I was given a shot, and I don’t know what happened next.”

      “Other than waking up in the game.”

      “Other than waking up in the game,” she agreed, nodding. “I was on that table, getting a shot, and then I was standing in your room, watching you sleep.”

      Gary did his best not to think about what had happened next, how she had climbed into bed with him, waking him up even though he thought it a dream, and them making love for the first time of many.

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t say goodbye to your family,” he murmured.

      She began to cry again, not quite as hard as before. It took her a few times before she could speak. “I saw Olivia after I… I explained to her about being in the game.”

      Before or after he had spoken with Olivia? He guessed it didn’t matter when.

      “I asked her to get in touch with my family, to cover for me, to tell them that I was staying with her or something like that. I didn’t want them to worry. I… I’ve never done anything so impulsive like this before in my life. Well, as long as you don’t consider the time that I decked a guy for trying to lift my skirt. Turned out, he was a cop’s brother, and he tried to get me put in jail.” She tilted her head to the side. “Come to think of it, I don’t wear a lot of skirts now…”

      “I don’t blame you. Men are pigs.”

      She didn’t even smile.

      “Sorry,” he said. “I keep making jokes.”

      “You’re fine. It’s fine… It’s so not fine.”

      “Did Olivia talk to your family?”

      “She did. I wasn’t about to come here to Vampire War until after Olivia got back to me since I don’t know if she can cross over or not. It’s possible that gamers can’t and only humans can.”

      Gary’s chest grew tight. Damn it. He hadn’t thought of that. Only Smaug would be able to get through, then, not Olivia, not Nicoletta if she were to ever put on the headset and gloves and re-enter the game.

      “I sure hope the portal is shut then if that’s the case,” Gary said.

      “Me too.” Elena didn’t say anything else.

      “How did your family take the news?” Gary asked.

      “She never… She learned… Gary… My mom died. It was sudden, a heart attack, and, Gary, I can’t. I mean, I just can’t.”

      “Shh,” he said, hugging her to him. “You don’t have to say anything.”

      For a while, she didn’t. He just held her, being there for her. There was a lot he could say. He could talk about how his parents had died, how he had been an orphan, how he had struggled to get by all of his life. But he didn’t want to make her feel as if her pain wasn’t important. He didn’t just want to give her a story. He didn’t think she wanted to hear anything right now.

      And, besides, he already knew how she had felt about her mom, which was why this was hitting her so hard. Not because she and her mom had been super close. The opposite in fact. Elena’s champion had been her father, who had died a long time ago. If Gary remembered correctly, he’d died from a heart attack, too. It was a good thing Elena was fit and in shape. She had some terrible genes when it came to her ticker.

      “I just… my mom… I loved her. Despite us not getting along the best, I loved her. I can’t tell you the last time I told her that. I don’t… What kind of a daughter does that make me?”

      “You’re human,” he said.

      “You don’t understand,” she said.

      “I lost my parents when I was young. It was terrible. There’s nothing like outliving your parents.”

      “You adored your parents, though.”

      Had he told her about them before? He couldn’t remember. Maybe she could tell just based on his tone. Yes, Gary had been close with his parents. Losing them had been devastating.

      “It doesn’t matter if you were close with her or not. It’s going to affect you. I’m sorry. I hate that you can’t be with your family right now.”

      “They need me, and where am I? It’s not… If I had just said no, if I had stayed out of the game… I would be there. I could help with the funeral. I could say goodbye to my mom. I could move on past all of that. I… my uncle has always been a blabbermouth, and he told Olivia about the will and how much money I was to get, and, Gary, it would’ve been enough. I could’ve started my bakery. I could be setting up my future to start living my dream.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, knowing his words weren’t enough, would never be enough. “Losing a parent is impossible.”

      “It really is. It’s not the money. It’s not about the bakery. It’s just… My mom’s dead, Gar. She’s dead, and I wasn’t the daughter I should’ve been. We talked maybe twice a year, and that was because she would call me. I stopped reaching out once I moved out. She tried. What if she had changed? What if she would’ve been the mother I needed but I was too stubborn to give her a chance?”

      “You can’t worry about that. Worry about what you do know.”

      “I know I was a failure of a daughter.”

      “You were not.”

      “How can you say that?” she exploded.

      “Because I know you, and I know you won’t accept being a failure at anything. Why do you think you regained power in your hand again? You’re so strong, Elena. You’re stronger than you know. Yes, it hurts now, and it will always hurt. My parents, they’re still with me. Your dad is. So is your mom.”

      Elena just shook her head and began to cry again. He didn’t have the words for her. He didn’t have a magic word to take away her pain. He couldn’t do anything for her.

      That wasn’t exactly true.

      Gary had to stop her from crying. He pulled her closer to him, and she folded onto his lap, leaning her head against his chest. He looked down to make sure she was settled, and she pulled back slightly to kiss him. It started out soft, almost a whisper of a kiss, but then she was kissing him hard, with passion, and fire, and zeal, and she was struggling to get her clothes off and to undress him and Gary wasn’t sure they should, but it didn’t matter because she was already riding him, and he wasn’t about to deny her whatever she needed. He knew and understood. Losing someone affected you, even if you weren’t close with that person. She wouldn’t be the same after this, not because of them forging a bond by making love again, but because of the loss of her mom. It wasn’t a terrible change. Life was a series of ups and down, and right now, he was trying to help her navigate one of those many downs.

      He couldn’t handle it anymore. She was riding him so hard that he was going to come, and before he could warn her, he exploded.

      Fuck. He didn’t have a condom, and the amount he had come was impressive. He could tell.

      But she wasn’t done, still riding him, forcing him to remain hard with how tight she was, how wet she was, and he just let her continue, and somehow, someway, when her walls collapsed around her as she orgasmed, he came a second time too.

      She collapsed against him, holding him, his cock still inside her, and he rubbed her back. Gradually, he glanced up, the hairs on the back of his neck rising. Someone was there, watching them. An enemy? Someone else? He thought he saw dark hair, but he couldn’t be sure, and since no one approached, he just focused on the broken woman in his arms, wanting to make her feel as put together as she could be right now.
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      It didn’t take long at all for Elena to pull back and begin to kiss him in earnest again. Gary was willing to help her as much as she needed, and he grabbed her hips, guiding her, thrusting against her, allowing her to take in as much of him as she needed and wanted.

      Just then, Elena stopped. She just paused.

      Gary had closed his eyes to take in the sensations of her wet tightness. Now, he opened his eyes to see hands on Elena’s boobs.

      His hands were still on her waist.

      Whose hands were they?

      Olivia’s. She was squeezing Elena’s boobs, teasing the nipples.

      “Get the hell off of me,” Elena cried, shoving Olivia away.

      Olivia backed away. “I’m sorry,” she murmured. “I just saw you two, and…”

      Elena burst into tears. She buried her face into Gary’s neck, and he looked helplessly up at Olivia. He didn’t know what to do. Olivia just jumping in like that might’ve done so much to damage what he wanted, what Olivia wanted, but right now, it had to be about Elena. Watching was one thing. Had Olivia overheard their conversation at all? Did she know about Elena not being in a good place right now? He hoped and figured Olivia hadn’t overheard because that wasn’t Olivia. She wouldn’t do something like that when she knew someone was hurting.

      Olivia nodded. Her gaze dropped to where Elena was still connected to Gary, and she nodded again, giving him permission to continue to make love to another woman. Not that he needed her permission, but then again, hadn’t he said he wasn’t going to make love to one of them until they all were on the same page? Maybe Olivia thought he had kept his word.

      God damn it. He was trying to make things better, and he was making things a hundred times worse.

      “Is she gone?” Elena murmured, her words muffled against his neck.

      By then, Olivia had melted into the darkness. Had she left the game or merely walked away? He couldn’t tell.

      “She’s gone,” he whispered. “I—”

      “Don’t talk,” she begged, and she pushed her tongue into his mouth, as she began to ride him again.

      It took Gary a long time to be able to come. Because he already had so many times? The interruption was most likely the culprit, but Elena kept on riding him, even though she had given him a huge grin when he had orgasmed. Clearly, she had felt it, but that wasn’t enough for her. She was being so damn greedy, but he loved it, and coming again wasn’t as hard as that first time.

      Thankfully, she fell asleep then, and he dozed off, too. He was exhausted.

      When he woke, he was still holding Elena, and his cock was still inside her. It actually wasn’t the most uncomfortable position in the world, even if his back was against a boulder.

      All Gary worried about was Elena. He wanted to help her as much as he could. Anything and everything she wanted, she would get. Which meant that for now, he had to lie there since she was sleeping against him. When she woke, she immediately began to ride him again. If she wanted to use him to make herself feel better, he wasn’t going to stop her. Anything to help.

      Eventually, she fell back asleep without saying a word to him outside of screaming his name when she came. As much as they brought a smile to his face, he wanted to frown. He was torn and so very upset.

      Elena never should have come here.

      Haru never should have asked her to even consider coming.

      He hadn’t seen the developer since he had come here. That had to change.

      Gary slipped Elena off him. His cock was sore, his balls ached, and not because he wanted to come. He was exhausted, and all he had to do was let her ride him. He hadn’t even been the one to do any of the work. That had all been Elena. Fucking incredible. You never could tell how a girl would be in bed just by looking at her. Elena was a fierce tigress.

      But right now, she needed more than just him. She needed her family.

      Gary slipped into his clothes and then walked a little bit away from Elena. He wanted to keep an eye on her, but he didn’t want to risk her waking up and finding him gone either.

      “Haru?” Gary called softly. “Come on, man. We need to talk. I know you’re watching. Or at least listening. Haru?”

      Footsteps sounded, the sand shifting beneath shoes, and Gary turned to see Haru approach. Hmm. Interesting. Gary was almost positive that Haru always walked over to him rather than appearing right in front of him. Couldn’t the developer enter this avatar anywhere he wanted? Then again, Gary wasn’t a gamer. He certainly wasn’t an expert.

      “Why the hell aren’t we out of the game yet?” Gary demanded, talking quietly but with plenty of anger.

      “Well, isn’t that a pleasant hello. We are doing the best that we can. Allow me to assure you of that.”

      “You can take your assurances and shove them up your ass,” Gary said. “Listen, we’ve been patient, as patient as can be, but this is ridiculous. Elena never should have been entered into the game. Her mother has died. She needs to go to the funeral. Get her out now!”

      “I understand your frustration, and I sympathize—”

      “That sympathy can go up your ass, too,” Gary grumbled. “Are you making any progress at all?”

      “We are doing everything we possibly can to get you out of the game. We have tried to run other tests. We have tried to take out sand and rocks. That has failed.”

      “Well, maybe that’s because the sand and the rocks aren’t real.”

      “In the game, they are,” he said.

      “The game isn’t real!”

      “It must be if you and your entire body and conscious are within it,” Haru said, the man almost sounding annoyed. He was not the kind to be ruffled easily. “That is why it is so difficult to bring you back out.”

      “Fine. The sand and the rocks aren’t originally from the real world. Is that why you can’t get them out of here?”

      “I suppose that is possible.”

      “So put a dog into the game and get the dog back out. Something living,” Gary suggested.

      “Oh, no! We can’t subject an animal to testing like that! It is far too dangerous.”

      Gary wanted to strangle the man. “Too dangerous for an animal but not too dangerous for Elena! Is that what you’re saying?”

      Haru audibly swallowed. “I… I suppose that you could think that, but honestly, Gary, we cannot in good faith—”

      “You know where you can shove your good faith, too,” he grumbled.

      “Please, sir—”

      “Back to sir, are we? Getting a little hot under the collar, are we?”

      “Are you,” Haru countered. “You can rake me over the coals as much as you want for not having gotten you out of the game yet, but we are trying.”

      “Try harder. You have a deadline now. Elena has to be back before her mother’s funeral.”

      “I do not see how—”

      “Fine. No dog then how about a cat? They’re assholes, right? Even cat owners think that sometimes.”

      “Mr. Johnson—”

      “Don’t you ‘Mr. Johnson’ me!” Gary shouted. He glanced over his shoulder, worried he had woken Elena, but she didn’t stir. “I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want excuses. You need to find something, anything, alive to bring into the game and then take out. You can’t be certain without tests, right?”

      “We are running tests,” Haru started.

      “What kind? You aren’t telling me anything specific! All I have is your say-so.”

      “And that is all you are going to get, Mr. Johnson. Given your level of education, you wouldn’t understand the depth and breadth of the experiments we are conducting. Trying to explain them to you would be a waste of time. My coming here was a waste of time. I need to go—”

      “You need to make this right by Elena. She trusted you all to get her out of her sooner rather than later. Now, because of your incompetence, she might not be able to attend her mother’s funeral. You have to fix this!”

      “I understand,” Haru said.

      “I know you’re saying you’re trying hard, but it’s not enough. Not nearly fast enough. Not good enough.” Gary couldn’t help himself. He knew he was being a hard ass, but nothing had changed. Yes, they were in a new issue, but they weren’t any closer to getting home, and he was livid. He was going to apply as much pressure as he needed in order to get Haru to the results they needed.

      “I did not want to say this,” Haru said slowly.

      “What is it?” Gary groaned. “Another problem? Another setback? Has someone else entered the game, someone outside of you and your horde of incompetent developers?”

      “There has not been another breach like Samuel August at least. No, there is merely another glitch in the game. Do not worry, though. It shouldn’t affect your gameplay at all. We are working on it.”

      “Nothing ever goes smoothly with you, does it?” Gary asked.

      “Allow me to assure you that we are doing everything in our power…”

      Haru’s lips were moving, but Gary wasn’t listening anymore. He was too angry, too upset, too furious. This was terrible, so very terrible, beyond terrible.

      Gary wasn’t normally a violent man. At least he hadn’t been violent before the game. Right now, though, he curled his fingers into a tight fist, and he punched Haru in the face as hard as he could. The developer landed flat on his ass, and he scrambled to his feet.

      “Mr. Johnson, that was uncalled for.”

      “I can give you a whole list of items that were uncalled for,” Gary said.

      “I will not return until we have news for you.” Haru nodded stiffly and walked off into the darkness.

      Gary couldn’t help but realize that the Japanese man had said news. He hadn’t specified if he would only come for good news.

      I’m sure that the next time I’ll see him is when he has more bad news to share.
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      Gary returned to Elena and woke her. “We need to find some water and food. I haven’t been able to locate a town yet.”

      Elena blinked and stared at him. Then she glanced down at herself and covered her boobs. “Did we…”

      “You don’t remember?” He asked. His heart sank.

      “I do. I just… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take advantage of you. I can’t believe I did that to you.” Tears welled in her eyes.

      “Elena. Believe me. You know I want you. I was worried about letting you because I didn’t want you to feel like you were taking advantage of me. You didn’t, though. All of it was consensual.”

      “Except for…”

      Gary winced. “If you want, we can talk about that now.”

      “I’d rather not.” She stood and stretched.

      Gary glanced away.

      She laughed. “You can look,” she teased.

      He did, but at her face, not her boobs. “Are you okay?”

      “Not really.”

      “It’ll take time.”

      “I know. Dad was worse, of course, but this is hitting me harder than I thought it would.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault.” Still naked, she crossed over to him, lifted onto her toes, and kissed his cheek. “Thank you.”

      “Anytime, Elena.”

      She grinned. “Yeah, more than most guys, huh?”

      “You could say that,” he said, his cheeks growing warm with embarrassment.

      “You really can shoot a load into a girl.”

      He swallowed hard. “I just… ah… should we? I don’t have any condoms.”

      Elena stilled, her eyes opened wide, making her look like a deer in headlights. “I can’t get pregnant. Not now. Not with being in the game.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She started to get dressed. “You’ll just have to pull out then.”

      He grinned. She didn’t want to stop making love to him, and he didn’t want to stop making love to her.

      Even though he should. He really, really should.

      Elena had just finished getting dressed when a newcomer approached.

      “I can’t believe we aren’t even superheroes anymore,” Nicoletta complained.

      Gary jerked, startled to see her. She looked as hot as ever in her fiery superhero outfit, and his cock jumped. Damn it, would his cock ever give it a rest?

      “If we became superheroes once, we can do it again,” Elena said. “Trust me. I want to kill as many vampires as I can.”

      “I haven’t run into one yet,” Gary said. “I’ve been here for a little bit. I’ve fought a siren and a fire god.”

      “A siren?” Elena asked. “Was her name Olivia by any chance?”

      He winced. “Can you handle the four of us remaining a team?” he asked.

      “I’m not going to throw her aside because she can’t keep her hands to herself,” Elena said. “But I don’t want her around me more than she has to be.”

      Nicoleta lowered her dark eyebrows over her eyes. “I feel like I’m missing something.”

      “It’s not important,” Gary said.

      “Gary was comforting me last night. Olivia gave me some bad news about my family. I… Sorry, Nicoletta, I know you like Gary, too, but we were…”

      Nicoletta nodded, her face a blank mask although a bit paler than normal. “Go on.”

      “And then, Olivia was grabbing my boobs! She was there, trying to turn it into an orgy—”

      “A threesome,” Nicoletta continued. “Orgy is when there’s four or more.”

      “Four or more.” Elena’s eyes grew wide as she shook her head. “That’s disgusting.”

      “Love is love,” Olivia said, approaching from around the boulder. “It’s not disgusting. It’s never disgusting. Doesn’t matter if you love someone of another race or the same gender—”

      “Or more than one person?” Elena asked sarcastically.

      “Exactly so.” Olivia shrugged. “If you must know, Elena, I am attracted to you. And Gary. And Nicoletta. So sue me.”

      “You—”

      “Ladies,” Gary said firmly. “Let’s find a town.”

      Elena stomped over to the boulder. She bent down. Somehow, she was powerful enough to lift it, and she threw it toward Olivia.

      There wasn’t enough time for Olivia to move out of the way or even to fly out of the way. She held out her hand, and suddenly, the boulder hung in the air. It had been merely inches from landing on her, and it was still there.

      Gary gaped at her. “How are you doing that?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Olivia dashed out of the way, and the boulder collapsed to the ground, sand flying everywhere.

      Elena was frowning. She was lifting her legs and bending her knees.

      “Is something wrong?” Gary asked her.

      Elena shook her head. “More of me is metal now,” she said. The metal reached up to her mid-thighs.

      “Awesome. I already knew we retained our powers from the first issue, but maybe we’re getting more powerful. Nicoletta, what do you think you can do?”

      “I don’t know.” She wouldn’t look at Gary or Elena or Olivia.

      He crossed over to her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you. Elena only just learned that her mom died and—”

      “She did?” Nicoletta glanced over her shoulder at Elena.

      “Yeah, but of course she learned that after entering the game. She’s stuck here.”

      “And the two of you thought having sex would make her feel better.”

      Gary shrugged helplessly. “I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to turn her down.”

      “Of course not. And that was all her. You had the hardest time getting it up I’m sure.”

      “I… Can we not talk about this right now?”

      “Because it’s terribly awkward for you?” Nicoletta asked. “Sorry. Not sorry.”

      “You really do like to argue,” he muttered.

      Nicoletta opened her mouth, probably to yell at him, which he admittedly did deserve, but all he had time to see was a hint of orange deep in her mouth, and he fell to the floor as a blast of fire burst out.

      “Dude!” He scrambled to his feet. “You’re like a dragon lady! That was so cool!”

      “I nearly burned your face off, and you think that’s cool?” Nicoletta shook her head. “I seriously don’t understand you.”

      “That was amazing,” Olivia said.

      Nicoletta ignored her and walked over to Elena. The two began to talk.

      Olivia ran a hand through her hair.

      Gary approached her warily. “Hi.”

      “Hi,” she said, her gaze on the other two women.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You told me—”

      “I know. I didn’t think you would just jump in like that, though!”

      “Yeah, well, watching you two made me horny, and you said that you wouldn’t until they were on board, so I thought… Did you see the way her boobs were bouncing? And her nipples were so hard!”

      “Do you have X-ray vision eyes?” he asked.

      “It’s dark, yes, but I can see,” she said. “I got so turned on that I had to do something.”

      “You could’ve just masturbated.”

      “I didn’t even think of that,” she said.

      “Honestly?”

      “Nope. I was too horny.” She shrugged. “Yeah, looking back, just grabbing her like that was over the top.”

      “Especially when you consider her mom.”

      “In my defense, she seemed to take the news rather well when I told her,” Olivia said defensively. “She told me that she wasn’t close with her!”

      “That doesn’t matter. She has no parents now. She’s lost.”

      “I didn’t know her dad was dead, too. Geez. That sucks. I feel even worse now.”

      “I know—hey, I don’t think…”

      But Olivia was already walking over to the other ladies.

      Gary hung his head. He had a feeling this wasn’t going to be good.

      Olivia cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I never meant to—”

      “You can’t just go around grabbing people’s breasts and trying to force threesomes on a person,” Elena said.

      “I know that. I thought—”

      “You clearly weren’t thinking,” Elena said. “A normal person wouldn’t do that.”

      Olivia grimaced. “It’s not that I thought you shouldn’t have a say in your body. It’s just that I thought Gary—”

      “Gary doesn’t speak for me, okay?” Elena whirled around. “Gary? Are you going around telling people that I want to have someone else included when we make love?”

      Gary winced. “No. It’s, ah… complicated.”

      “There’s nothing complicated about any of this,” Elena exploded. She marched over to the boulder and punched it.

      The boulder shattered into a hundred rock shards that flew out everywhere.

      The closest ones just bounced off the metal portion of Elena. She was fine.

      Olivia darted in front of Nicoletta and held out her hands. Somehow, the rock shards in her direction didn’t hit her.

      Several went toward Gary. They were far too many flying far too fast for him to turn them all aside, and they all blew past the sand wall he built. Gary had to get out of the way, and suddenly, he was. He could move objects with his mind because of his powers. Now, he could move himself, which meant he could fly.

      “Looks like you have a second power!” Nicoletta called. “You can fly! And, Olivia, you can make other items fly, too. That boulder, those shards. Elena has more metal, and I can breathe fire.”

      “We might not be considered superheroes anymore,” Gary said, “but we’ve managed to enhance our superpower anyhow. That’s pretty damn cool.”

      “Yeah, cool,” Elena muttered.

      “Hey, look, I know you’re upset, and I get that,” Olivia said walking over to Elena. “I’m sorry. I’ll say it a hundred times, until I’m blue in the face. I’m sorry about what I did. I’m sorry about your mom. I’m sorry you’re stuck in the game. All of it, I’m sorry. But you can’t try to hurt us.”

      “You’re avatars. You’ll be fine.”

      “Any one of the shards could’ve killed Gary,” Nicoletta pointed out quietly.

      Elena glanced at Gary and hung her head. “I didn’t think—”

      “It’s all right. Let’s try to find that town and hopefully, you can rip some bats in half along the way, okay?”

      “That sounds so disturbing,” Nicoletta complained.

      “It does, but it might be what I need,” Elena admitted. “Let’s go.”

      Elena marched off first, followed by Nicoletta. Gary went next, and Olivia brought up the rear. He felt terrible. The ladies had all been friends, but he had effed that up. He couldn’t fault Olivia for trusting him to keep his cock in his pants until they all were ready and willing to share him. God damn it. Thinking about him and Elena and Olivia had him so ready to start masturbating that he wished there was another rock he could hide behind so he could alleviate some of the mounting pressure.

      They headed south, and suddenly, the sky above them turned even darker, a feat Gary wouldn’t have thought possible. Just as suddenly, a dark figure stood before them as if out of nowhere. The lack of visibility made it impossible for Gary to see any of its features.

      “A vampire,” Elena warned, and he had to assume she was right.

      The vampire made a mad dash toward Gary. He barely had time to jump up and fly over the monster’s head before the vampire passed beneath him.

      Nicoletta opened her mouth, but if she was trying to breathe fire, nothing came out.

      “Use your hands,” Gary shouted. “Use your hands!”

      But already the vampire had changed targets and was now going after Elena. Gary could hardly even see the creature. It was moving that damn fast.

      The sound of metal on metal or a tooth against metal made Gary wince. Elena had brought up her forearm for the vampire to bite instead of the soft flesh of her neck.

      “A little help here!” Elena cried.

      Nicoletta set out a blast of fire, but the vampire was already speeding away with Elena. Gary tried to use his power to slow down the vampire, and maybe he did a little, but Olivia suddenly had the vampire in the air, just the vampire and not Elena.

      Nicoletta sent up a fireball, and the vampire gave an inhumane cry as it burst into flames and fell back to the ground as ash.

      And Elena was lying on the sand, not moving.
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      Gary dashed over to her and immediately forced her to drink one of the potions that healed him. She swallowed some, even though a bit of the liquid poured down her chin.

      Finally, she shoved him away. “Wow,” she said.

      “What happened?” Olivia asked.

      “What did the vampire do to you?” Nicoletta asked.

      Elena stared at the sand. “He kept trying to bite me—”

      “He?” Gary interrupted.

      “Yeah, definitely a he,” she said coolly. “I kept my arms up so he couldn’t bite my neck, so he began to crush me.”

      “Your chest is vulnerable,” Gary said angrily.

      “Yes, well, that potion—”

      “You could’ve been killed!” he shouted.

      “Yeah, if not for…” Elena took a deep breath. “If not for Olivia and Nicoletta.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Olivia said.

      “I won’t,” Elena muttered.

      Gary was incensed. “Elena, you’re in the game now. You can’t just act as if you’re invincible. You aren’t!”

      “Thank God you didn’t see me on the ground,” she muttered. “My ribs had nearly been caved in from him squeezing me so hard.”

      “Elena, I’m not fucking joking. I’ll tie you up—”

      “You will do no such thing!”

      “Anyone can tie me up,” Olivia said, raising her hand.

      “Not now,” Gary snapped.

      “Seriously?” Elena yelled. “My God, what is wrong with you?”

      “Elena, they’re just worried about you,” Nicoletta said calmly.

      “Not Olivia.”

      “If it weren’t for her, you would be dead,” Nicoletta said. “Right?”

      “Maybe. Yeah.”

      “None of us want you to die,” Nicoletta said.

      Elena jerked away. “I don’t want to talk to anyone right now.” She stomped off.

      Gary chased after her and grabbed her arm. She whirled on him, ready to slam her fist into him, and he lifted himself up easily out of harm’s way.

      “Can we talk a minute?” he asked desperately.

      “I would rather not.”

      “After my parents died, I didn’t understand it then, but I… I did a lot of reckless stupid shit. I ran out in front of cars to cross the street. One time, a car was inches from hitting me. Some other crap too. It was only later that I realized that I was tempting fate. I wanted to die. I was suicidal. My parents were gone. Life was different. I couldn’t handle all of the changes, so I wanted to die, too.”

      “Are you saying—”

      “I’m saying that’s what I went through,” he said carefully. “And I want you to know that whatever you’re going through, you aren’t alone. I sure as hell felt that way, but you better not, because I will do whatever it takes to make sure you don’t feel that way.”

      She crossed her arms. “How are you going to manage that?”

      “Well, I don’t think using my powers to undress you will work.”

      “No, I’m not Olivia,” she said coolly.

      Gary shrugged sheepishly.

      “Wait. Did you do that with Olivia?”

      “Not exactly. I just lifted her skirt.”

      “Oh my God. Seriously, dude?”

      “It was her idea, and it helped me to figure out how to move stuff with my mind, so it was kinda important. It wasn’t just for shits and giggles, and it was with her consent because like I said, it had been her idea.”

      “You two are made for each other,” Elena muttered.

      “I was hoping you would think that all of us are made for each other,” he said, the closest he had come to saying how he truly felt.

      “Dream on,” she snorted. “I don’t want anything to do with your den of evil.”

      “According to some, our having sex before marriage is evil,” he pointed out.

      “You can’t have a marriage with three girls!”

      “Who says we’re ever getting out of here? And if that’s the case, why not have marriage as we want it?”

      “I don’t want it like that, and I don’t want to share you, and we sure as fuck better get out of here.” Elena looked ready to punch through something again.

      “Hey, guys?” Nicoletta called. “I hate to interrupt, but it’s looking like we have company.”

      Gary glanced farther south and muttered a curse.

      “Oh, shit,” Elena said. “How many do you think there are?”

      “A horde of them, and if they’re that far away, and we can see them, they have to be moving fast, and—”

      “There’s no telling how many there are,” she finished.

      “One nearly killed you,” he said.

      “We can’t handle this many.”

      “We have to,” Olivia said coming over to them.

      “We need a plan and fast,” Nicoletta said, on Olivia’s heels. “We can’t run. They’ll chase us, and we aren’t fast enough.”

      “I have no ideas,” Gary said.

      Elena threw up her hands. “Great. Fine. I’ll stay in the front and punch through as many as I can.”

      “I can set up a line of fire to greet them,” Nicoletta said. “But what if they jump over it?”

      “Olivia, can you maybe lift the fire to make it hit them?” Gary asked.

      “I can try.”

      “Okay, that just leaves you as the only one without something to do,” Elena said.

      Gary nodded. “I’ll think of something,” he assured her, although he had no idea what, and they had run out of time. The first of the vampires was nearly on them.

      Nicoletta set up a long line of fire. Elena had already punched through the first vampire that had gotten through before the fireline had been made. Her fist went clear through the chest, and the vampire turned to ash as she smashed her fist through a second’s chest. Ashes rained down.

      Gary struggled to find anything that he could do to try to affect the fight. Some of the closest vampires hadn’t been able to slow down and raced right into the line of fire, the literal line of fire. Most of the others tried to jump over, and Olivia lifted the fire to at least singe them, but several more were getting through, and Elena could only handle so much.

      Using his power to control and move things was fairly second nature to Gary, but he had always used something that was material, something he himself could pick up. Moving the fire took several tries, and at first, he kept trying and having the fire fly through the air slower, but that wasn’t helping any because the vampires were so damn fast, and then one was right in front of him, his silver fangs flashing, and Gary was up in the air, flying.

      Shit. Elena was on the ground. She was fighting hard, and Nicoletta was getting surrounded, her and Olivia both. Nicoletta had added a circle of fire around them to help keep the vampires at bay. For now, it was working, but—well, duh. Just like that, Gary knew what to do.

      He could pick up physical items much easier than something more intangible than fire. Instead of bringing the fire to the vampires, he should take the vampires to the fire.

      Sometimes, it was as easy as KISS. Keep it simple, stupid.

      Gary was able to telekinetically lift no more than two vampires at a time, but he threw them into the fire and held them there long enough to start to turn to ash before grabbing another two. The pile of ashes around Elena was impressive, almost resembling volcanic ash, and Gary shuddered. He hoped they wouldn’t have to worry about that volcano erupting, but that was a potential worry for another day.

      Just when Gary thought that they were making progress and that the horde of vampires had to be winding down, Gary realized that more and more were coming yet. A seemingly endless horde.

      “They’re vampires, not zombies,” he muttered. “This isn’t fair. Fuck you, Haru. You’re doing this shit on purpose. I didn’t see one fucking vampire the entire time I was here alone, and now we have to face all of this? I call bull fucking shit on that.”

      On and on they fought. Gary tried to keep the vampires away from the girls as best as he could. He couldn’t help noticing that there was less and less power with each of Elena’s strikes. It didn’t matter, though. Her metal was enough to cause the vampires to die, and that was good enough for him. She even kicked one back, and its head snapped back as it turned to ash starting from its stomach and moving outward, the ashes flying back away from Elena. Damn. That was sick to watch.

      The fires all around them gave illumination to the vampires, and Gary almost wished he couldn’t see their faces. That siren had been terrifying, but the vampires were even more so. They might not be zombies, but they were just as ugly, as decayed. With a face so pale it almost glowed in the dark, eyes set unnaturally far apart, his veins darker and visible, the creature was one of the ugliest Gary had ever seen before. The vampires had black veins like the siren, their skin stretched tight over their bones, and their teeth were all razor sharp, at least a hundred in their overcrowded mouths. Being bitten by one would leave twin puncture marks. No. It would tear out your skin and leave you in agony as your skin and muscle would be ripped away. Hell, they might have enough strength in their jaws to bite clear through bone.

      Gary wasn’t about to let any of them find that out.

      Just then, Elena cried out. One of the vampires had managed to bite her arm. Gary yanked the vampire away from her, but the vampire’s teeth were too imbedded in her arm. Elena was jerked along as well, connected to the vampire’s teeth still. Gary had to yank out the vampire’s fangs one by one to free her. He tried to send those teeth as missiles to attack the other vampires, but that didn’t work. He quickly defanged the vampire, and Elena smashed its toothless mouth with her other arm. Her injured arm hung by her side.

      Fuck.

      Hoping she wouldn’t mind, Gary, who remained flying, managed to fly Elena over to the other two ladies. Nicoletta’s fire still burned, but before, she had been adding more length and heat to them. Now, they were just burning on their own. She was burned out.

      Honestly, so was Gary. He landed by the women, hoping that by not wasting energy on flying, he could telekinetically move the vampires that much more easily.

      But the vampires were still coming. The horde wasn’t dealt with entirely.

      “Is this every last one of them?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I doubt it,” Gary said. “It’s too early in the game.”

      “Vampire War,” Olivia muttered. “This is just one battle in the war.”

      “This is insane,” Elena said. “If I get my hands on Haru, I’m going to kill him.”

      “You and me both.” Gary killed two more vampires and then gave Elena a potion.

      She drank it, and he couldn’t see what it did, too intent on killing vampires two at a time.

      “All right. Let me out of here,” she said.

      “No,” Gary said. He was sweating from both the fire and the battle.

      “Nicoletta, dim the fire in a spot so I can get free,” Elena begged.

      “No. Vampires will get in.”

      “You guys, we have to fight!” Elena said.

      “We are,” Nicoletta argued.

      “I’m not!”

      “I can fly you out,” Olivia offered.

      “Don’t,” Gary started, but Olivia was already holding onto Elena. She brought Elena down outside of the fire. The two collapsed instead of landing on their feet, and the vampires descended on them.

      Fuck!

      Gary didn’t care if he was tired. He dragged vampires to the fires five at a time instead of lifting them into the air. He did his best to bring them down faster and faster, and Nicoletta was throwing out a few small fireballs, pitching them like she would a softball. Her aim was decent even if the size of the fireballs were tiny. They were enough to cause the vampires to burn, and that was good enough for him.

      Gradually, the cluster around the two girls were all dealt with. Although fifty or so vampires remained, they dashed off.

      “Fuck me,” Gary said as he rushed over to check on Elena and Olivia. “If that was just one battle, I don’t want to take part in the war.”
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      The vampires were so fucking impossibly fast and strong and devastating. Gary could hardly believe what brutal killing machines they were. He hadn’t seen a ton of vampire movies or read a lot of vampire books, but he knew the drill about them. The garlic, the sun, the coffins… Seeing them in real life—well, in the game that was now his real life—that was insane and terrible. Gary hoped he would never see a single one again, but he knew that wasn’t going to be the case. Vampires were here to stay, and it wasn’t a good thing for them. Not at all.

      Gary had been appalled to discover Olivia had been hurt. She had landed awkwardly on her ankle, and a vampire had nearly yanked her arm clear off. Nicoletta had held Olivia still, and Elena had wrenched the arm back into place. Gary had winced at the terrible sound of bone on bone. Olivia hadn’t made a sound though, and she sat back up, tenderly moving her arm but swinging it faster than Gary would’ve thought she might’ve.

      She shrugged. “I had my arm pulled out of the socket before. It happens. It’s not easy for me to push it back in by myself. Thanks, Elena.”

      “Don’t mention it,” Elena said stiffly. “But, ah, thanks for letting me out of the fire.”

      “Thanks for keeping most of them at bay.”

      “You could’ve flown back.”

      “I wasn’t about to fly with my arm hanging like that,” Olivia said. “Besides, like I would’ve left your side. Give me a break, girl. I know you hate me—”

      “I don’t hate you. I just don’t want you to touch my boobs.”

      “Can I touch your ass then?”

      “No.”

      “Come on. You just thanked me for helping you.”

      “No.”

      “Man, what does a girl have to do to get some love around here?” Olivia gripped.

      Gary grinned but knew better than to say anything.

      “We need to find a town,” Nicoletta said. “Pronto.”

      “I need to be heading off,” Olivia said, sounding regretful.

      “I do too, but they need a place to stay that’s safe. We can’t leave them here all alone. What if another horde of vampires comes?”

      “I didn’t say I was leaving now, did I?” Olivia flew up high into the sky and glanced all around. “Ah. Over to the east. I’m not sure if it’s a town, but it’s something worth investigating.”

      “Lead the way,” Gary said.

      Still flying, Olivia lead them. She and Nicoletta had drunk potions, and Gary gave another one to Elena and drank one himself. He didn’t want to waste his potions, but they were up against vampires. They had to stay at peak shape if they were going to survive this.

      And they would survive this. Games were meant to be challenging but beatable. No one would want to play a game that was unbeatable.

      As they headed along, they killed a few bats and some strange alligator-type creatures that were made of sand. Gary was grateful for that because they were easy kills, easy experience points.

      Experience points. He hadn’t even checked after the vampiric battle, and he almost didn’t want to know how many levels he had gone up because it had to be an insane amount. He’d check later, once they were settled.

      After a little bit of traveling, Elena called, “Thanks, Olivia and Nicoletta. For not abandoning us.”

      “Never,” Nicoletta said, giving her a hug.

      “She gets a hug?” Olivia joked.

      Elena sniffled and waved Olivia down. The three girls all embraced, and it was touching and sweet, and Gary, for once, didn’t get a hard-on. He was just glad that they were bonding, that they were friends.

      Olivia marched with them afterward, occasionally flying up to make sure they were still heading for it. As it turned out, the spot was a bunch of ruined buildings. Several houses had been partially burned.

      “Hey, there’s a book here,” Elena said. She handed it to Nicoletta.

      Nicoletta set a small fire in her hand and gave the book to Olivia to read.

      “Blah, blah, blah… Nothing interesting… okay, here we go. ‘The war has started in earnest, and Momma is scared. She cries every night. Daddy went off to fight. I don’t think he’ll come home. The United States has fallen already. We will next. We all will fall to this terrible darkness.’”

      “So we aren’t in the US,” Gary said.

      “Where are we?” Elena asked.

      “Does it matter?” Nicoletta countered. “It’s not as if we can change this world back to what it had been before.”

      “I don’t know.” Gary pointed. “Over there, I found a lost ocean. If we’re in Europe, that must be the Atlantic Ocean. Maybe we’re in England.”

      “Still not sure it matters, but keep reading,” Nicoletta said.

      “‘South America has fallen. Australia. They say down south, Antarctic, is still alive and has light, some. Some light. It’s not like they have lot of light there. The nuclear waste zone…’ Hold up. Nuclear waste zone? There’s no way in hell there’s actually radiation in the air for you to breathe, is there?”

      “Haru wouldn’t,” Gary started, but then he hesitated. Would he have?

      “I don’t think we have to worry about that,” Elena said. “There’s bats and other creatures. They wouldn’t be able to survive radiation poisoning, and it’s not as if they have three heads. We should be fine.”

      “Okay, good. Although you would look hot even if you had a third boob,” Olivia joked.

      Elena just rolled her eyes, but she did smile.

      Gary grinned. Progress maybe.

      “Read on,” he urged.

      “‘World War Four has destroyed the world. New creatures have taken over. They’re strong and so fast. I think they’re vampires, but no one wants to call them that. We have no choice but to move underground.’” Olivia slammed the book shut. “Well, no shit, Shirleys, oh, and Sherlock. We haven’t been able to find any towns because the towns are underground. This barren wasteland is just a barren wasteland.”

      “Let’s go find us a town,” Gary said with a grin.

      Olivia kept the book, and they didn’t have to go far until they found a large rock with worn indentations forward and back as if the rock had been moved countless times. Elena slid it to the side, and sure enough, there was a hole inside.

      Gary insisted on going first. Elena, of course, joked about him wanting to protect them, but it was the truth. He felt obligated to keep her safe, to keep them all safe. He didn’t want anything to happen to them. They all meant so much to him. He would even die for them.

      The hole dropped him onto stairs, and he climbed down. Eventually, the darkness gave way to flickering torches at even intervals on the tiny pathway. The stairs opened into a large room.

      A tavern.

      Gary grinned. “First round’s on me!”

      The girls were right behind him. Gary grinned as he claimed a stool at the bar and glanced around. The NPCs there were all rather skinny, as if wasting away, and they were all pale enough to look like vampires’ cousins.

      A bar wench who still had massive boobs despite her impossibly thin waist came over, and he ordered two ales, one each for himself and Elena. Nicoletta and Olivia stayed with them as they drank, but he couldn’t tell if they had drinks back home in their real bodies. He didn’t know what pressing matter they had to attend to. Maybe it was just sleep. Maybe it was something with work or Nicoletta figuring out her future. Gary hated that he didn’t know every detail of their lives, and he hated that they had to go at all. It was selfish of him, but he wished that all of them could be in the game with him.

      He was just like a guy, wanting to play out some twisted fantasy with all of them happy and with him.

      After Nicoletta and Olivia hugged them both and left, Gary ordered them a second round.

      Elena didn’t touch hers, though. She was eyeing the people. Most looked battle-hardened and tired as if they had been through so much and seen too much. NPCs from the war, Gary assumed.

      But some of the people looked distinctly different. They were clearly other superheroes.

      “What the hell?” Gary muttered.

      “They have to be other players,” Elena said. “That money-hungry son of a bitch. He made the issue available to the general public! How the hell are they going to make sure that Smaug can’t come through, too?”

      “Maybe he has safeguards up, but honestly I don’t think we can count on that.”

      “Ya think?” Elena shook her head. “You said Samuel August was a genius, right?”

      “Yep, how he was able to enter the game on purpose in the first place.”

      “Which means that he might already be here.”

      “It’s possible. We have to keep a low profile. He won’t know we’re here.”

      “True enough. I hope the vampires are too much for him.”

      “I wish we could go back,” Gary said. “I would rather go up against supervillains again than have to worry about Smaug and those vampires.”

      “Good point, but I don’t know if we can. It’s not as if we’re in a video game and can just plug in the right version to the console.” She sighed and rubbed her head. “I need another drink.”

      “You haven’t finished your second.”

      She picked up her mug, drained it, and slammed it back down. “Another,” she said with a giggle.

      He laughed and ordered her another, but inwardly, Gary wasn’t smiling. He was nervous. He was worried. He was honestly afraid.

      More than anything, he hated that he wasn’t home. He needed to go back. He wanted to return to everyday living. His apartment was gone, his job too, but maybe he could get both back. He could start over, and…

      Where would the ladies fit in? Because here or there, in the game or out, he still wanted them in his life. He wanted to help them achieve their goals. He would help taste test Elena’s baked goods for her bakery. Hell, he would probably need to be a patient of Olivia’s in order to get re-adjusted to the real world after having been in the game for so long. She was studying to be a psychologist. As for Nicoletta, he could help her figure out her future as he figured out his because if this game had taught him anything, it was that he wanted so much more out of life than to be a garbage man. He wanted to do something amazing. He wanted to help people.

      Honestly, he wanted to be a superhero, but that wasn’t possible.

      So, his future was as up in the air as Nicoletta’s, even more so considering he was stuck in the game.

      “What are you thinking about?” Elena asked. “You haven’t finished your drink.”

      He was still on his second.

      Gary glanced at the ale and frowned. “I’m not thirsty.”

      “Because of what you’re thinking about. Tell me.”

      “You need to go back. I need to go back. What’s the hold up?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “This isn’t fair to you. Not at all. You didn’t sign up for this!”

      “I knew going in that it might take a while,” Elena admitted.

      “You made it sound like Haru said it would be easy.”

      “I insinuated that because I wanted it to be true, and I didn’t want you to worry. For whatever reason, it’s easier to go in than out. Haru explained it, but it was a lot of technical terms that went over my head, and I couldn’t begin to remember all of them.”

      “But your mom.”

      “We weren’t close.”

      “You mentioned an uncle.”

      “He lives in California, far, far away. If I’m lucky, I see him once a year. I didn’t think that it would be a huge deal.”

      “But your job, your place, your friends,” he protested.

      “You’re one of my friends,” she said. She leaned over and reached for his hand, squeezing it.

      “You did all of this, came all this way, because of me.”

      “Yes.”

      Because of love. Neither said the word out loud, but Gary knew it was there, that it was true. She loved him. He loved her.

      But he also loved Nicoletta and Olivia. Could she ever handle that? Was it even fair for him to ask her to?

      “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” he said. “Tell me the most embarrassing thing you ever did.”

      “No!” She laughed. “You first.”

      “Fine, but then you and we’ll go on from there. The funniest thing you ever did. The most ridiculous thing. The most—”

      “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Maybe. All right, so this one time…”
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      Life here in the underground town took some getting used to. There weren’t as many rooms as before, and it was harder to have privacy, but Gary and Elena did find a room to themselves that night. The did sleep together in bed without sleeping together. Gary thought it for the best, but he did wake to hearing moans coming from the bathroom. He had grinned. Elena was pleasuring herself. He waited to slip out until she returned to bed, and then he masturbated while thinking about her touching herself. It didn’t take him long at all to come.

      The strangest part about the town was that while they were in the wasteland, they couldn’t tell day from night. Down here, they could.

      Two days after they discovered the town, which looked as if a regular town had been dropped underground within a massive cave, Elena was off exploring with the other girls, and Gary was trying to see what all he could do as far as his skill. He wanted to know how many items he could affect at one time and determine if the size and weight of the objects mattered.

      Just then, footsteps sounded. Gary’s concentration was shot, and the cups and plates and silverware started to fall. He recovered most of the items to lay them on the counters, but one of the cups shattered, glass flying everywhere.

      “Sorry,” he muttered before turning around.

      Haru stood there, looking as prim as ever.

      Gary glowered at him, instantly suspicious. Haru had never come to visit during the day before. Gary couldn’t help being alarmed, and he assumed the Japanese man had some poor news for him.

      “Well, go on now. Spill it,” Gary snapped.

      “You really must work on your manners. Your mother dying when you were young is no excuse.”

      “I really hate that you investigate me. I’m not—I don’t deserve to have my privacy invaded like that.”

      “Do not be alarmed, Mr. Johnson.”

      “Gary. My name is Gary. We’ve been over this.”

      “Very well, Gary. I have come here to inform you that there has been a breech.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Unfortunately, there was a breech in the security of the game. I cannot at this time tell you if anything has been affected. So far, everything is as it should be, but I thought it best to inform you. You are pleased I told you, yes?”

      “I want answers, Haru. I don’t want games, and I’m sure as hell not going to give you a pat on the back for telling me that something is wrong, but you don’t know what it is. Or maybe you do know, but you aren’t going to tell me. I’m so sick and tired of the games and bullshit, Haru. When is it going to stop? When is it going to end?”

      “It will end. Let me assure you. You will be returned to your life. I only do not know when. We are doing everything in our power—”

      “You need to involve more people then because the power so far is lacking.”

      “You are frustrated. I understand.”

      “Frustrated is one fucking word for it! Those vampires are insane! Do you know how many we faced the other night? I went up fifty levels. Fifty! That’s mind-boggling!”

      “It is, but now, you will find the vampires easier to handle, yes? Since you are that much stronger, that much more powerful.”

      “Dude, I’m still not a hero in this game yet.”

      “Because you have not yet completed enough quests.”

      “Just make me a superhero already. I want to change my name.”

      “I know. I understand. My hands are tied. I cannot have you jump that far ahead. I am sorry.”

      “You’re sorry. That’s helps me a lot, hearing that. You’re sorry. Your apology doesn’t mean shit to me. You know, I almost wonder if you really are a developer. Maybe you’re just on the PR part of the gaming company and you’re trying to talk me down and keep me just informed enough to make me happy so I won’t sue.”

      “Mr. Johnson—Gary, rather—please, I assure you—”

      “Your assurances mean nothing.”

      “Very well. All I can tell you is this. There has been a breech, and I can give you some advice. Be careful, Gary. Be very careful.”

      Gary shouted after Haru, “Can you send us back to the first issue?” but the Japanese man had already left the room.

      Great. Wonderful. This was fantastic. The last breech in security had been Samuel August, insane genius, entering the game. Had someone else done the same?

      “Or is the breech Samuel August crossing over to Vampire War?” Gary rubbed his chin. Either way, this wasn’t a good thing. Not at all.
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        * * *

      

      Right or wrong, Gary kept the information from the girls for a few days. Olivia was the same as she always was, flirting with them all, a bit more with the girls than before. Nicoletta didn’t seem to mind, but she didn’t flirt back much. She seemed to have forgotten about that kiss she had shared with Olivia. Elena ignored her mostly but didn’t seem as upset about it as before.

      Then again, Elena had been ignoring all of them, even Gary. She was becoming a bit of a loner. He tried to reach out to her several times a day, but she didn’t want to be bothered. She wanted to be alone. He knew she had to work through things her own way and on her own timeline, but he so desperately wanted her back. She had given him so much of herself that for her to pull back now left him feeling isolated as well.

      As for Nicoletta, Gary caught her a few times talking with and flirting with other gamers. It hurt Gary that she was doing this, and he wondered if she was pissed at him.

      Finally, one night, before she left, he drew her aside.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Nothing,” she said, stubbornly not looking at him.

      “I don’t think it’s nothing. Talk to me, Nicoletta. Please.”

      “Por favor,” she snapped. “I don’t want to talk. No. No talk.” She muttered something in Spanish.

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry,” he said, and he winced since the words almost came out as a question.

      “For what?” she asked coolly, crossing her arms.

      “For upsetting you.”

      “And how did you upset me?”

      Damn it. She knew he had no idea. He hung his head. He was playing with her when he had accused Haru of doing the same thing to him.

      “I… Because of Elena.”

      “And Olivia. Seriously, how could you two gang up on her like that?”

      “We did not gang up on her!” he protested. “Elena was the one who wanted it, wanted me.”

      “You didn’t think to tell her no just because of her grief?”

      “I didn’t want to upset her.”

      “Bullshit. You just wanted to fuck her.”

      “It wasn’t fucking her,” he said quietly. “Just like I never fucked you.”

      “Stop it. We never had sex.”

      “Yes, we did.”

      “You slept with my avatar. Not me.”

      “It felt real to me, and I thought it meant something to you. If it didn’t, I’m sorry. I never meant to do anything to any of you that you didn’t want to.”

      “Why the hell did Olivia even interject then and there? She knew about Elena’s mother!”

      “Olivia… She…” He shrugged, words failing him.

      “She wanted anything and everything that has a pulse. She would fuck an animal.”

      “That isn’t true, and you know it. That’s not fair. That’s not right.”

      “Maybe not,” she muttered darkly, “but I can’t keep pretending that that didn’t happen.”

      “Elena’s not as upset about it as you are!”

      “Are you so sure about that?” Nicoletta asked coolly. “Because she talks to me more than she talks to either of you, and it’s because she can’t stand what you two did.”

      “I didn’t…” Gary ran a hand through his hair. “Look. I care for you. Deeply.”

      “And Elena. And Olivia. Elena I get but Olivia? Come on, chico.”

      “What is wrong with Olivia?” he demanded.

      “She’s too… much.”

      “She’s been through a lot,” he said. “You would know if you talked to her. Is she a bit liberal with her love? Maybe, but is that so terrible of a thing? She’s been through her own hell, Nicoletta, and you and I, we have no place to judge her.”

      Nicoletta hesitated and considered his words. “What happened to her?”

      “It’s not my place to say.”

      “Cop out.” She sighed and rolled her eyes.

      “Believe me, if it were your story, you would be so pissed at me for telling it that you wouldn’t speak to me again for the rest of my life plus fifty years.”

      “That bad, huh?” Nicoletta grew quiet.

      “I never meant to hurt you or Elena or Olivia.”

      “I don’t think Olivia’s hurting any.”

      “Maybe not from me but from her past…”

      “Ah.” She rubbed her arms as if cold. Normally, Gary would have pulled her close to warm her up, or he would’ve asked if he could. Right now, he didn’t know if she would appreciate it, so he kept his mouth shut.

      “Why are you flirting with the other gamers?” he asked. He did his damnedest to not sound upset, but he was.

      “Who the hell are you to sound all judgmental?” she exploded. She shook her head frantically and opened her mouth.

      Quickly, he raced over and pushed her mouth shut. Her eyes grew wide with fury, but then, smoke came out of her nose and ears, just like in a cartoon. He eyed her, and she nodded.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, hardly looking at him.

      “You almost blasted me with fire!”

      “Yeah, well, you got me so heated…” She paused, and they caught each other’s eyes. Both burst out laughing.

      He chuckled. “I needed that laugh. Things have been so intense lately.”

      “I know. That’s why I’ve been talking to other gamers. I need a release.”

      “Away from us? Away from me?”

      She shrugged.

      “And it honestly didn’t look or sound like just talking to me.”

      “You can’t judge. You want your cake, brownie, and lollipop too.”

      He glanced down.

      “Fine. You’re the lollipop. Um, cake, brownie, and pie. You can’t have us all.”

      “I know it’s wrong. I know it’s not right. But my heart—”

      “Your heart is torn between three different women, and instead of being man enough to pick one—”

      “Maybe I’m man enough for all three of you,” he challenged. “Damn. Can I sound any more egotistical?”

      “Actually, you don’t sound half bad compared to some of the other gamers.”

      “That’s no excuse. I know actions speak louder than words, but I don’t want to hurt any of you, and I do… I care about you all. More than I can say. I don’t want to have to choose. I don’t want to lose any of you.”

      Nicoletta rubbed her shoulder. “I have something to tell you.”

      “Something good? You figured out your future?”

      “No.”

      “Not your future or not good?”

      “Both.”

      “Is it something all of us should hear?” he asked.

      She nodded miserably.

      “Actually, I have something to tell you all to.”

      “You first,” she called as he went to retrieve the others.

      Once all four of them were together, Gary sucked in a deep breath. “I talked to Haru. He said there’s been a breech. He doesn’t know what it is or what caused it, but he said we should be careful.”

      “Great,” Elena muttered.

      “I have better news,” Nicoletta said fake-cheerfully.

      “Really?” Olivia asked.

      “No,” Nicoletta snapped. “I’ve been talking to other gamers, and, guys, he’s back. The breech? It’s Smaug. He’s here in Vampire War.”
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      Gary rubbed his chin. “You two need to go, so we won’t act on this intel until later.”

      “Why not?” Elena asked. “We’re the strongest two anyhow.”

      “Hey,” Nicoletta said.

      Elena shrugged. “Gary can do what Olivia can.”

      Olivia swallowed hard. “So I’m obsolete, is that what you’re saying?”

      “If the leotard fits… and in your case, it doesn’t.”

      Olivia smirked. “You’re just jealous because you can’t fill one out like I can.”

      “You can’t fill it. You’re falling out of it!”

      “It’s a gift. What can I say?”

      “They aren’t real! I bet you’re an ‘A’ cup in real life. You’re overcompensating for something clearly.”

      “Oh, so you’re the psychologist now? Guess I should just give back my degree.”

      “Look, you two,” Gary started.

      Nicoletta shook her head, and he sighed. He didn’t want to have to watch them fight.

      “Gary is stronger than you are,” Elena said. “Face facts.”

      “You want me to face facts? How about you face facts. You aren’t even mourning your mom. You’re just going around, pretending nothing’s happened—”

      “You don’t know me. You don’t know my life story. You don’t have any right to judge me, okay? So you can take that white horse you’re riding on and—”

      “I have no horse, Elena. I have no issues. None.”

      “Oh, yeah? What about your fear of heights?”

      “I think I’ve been handling that just fine, don’t you? If you would’ve let me finish—”

      “No wonder you went into psychology. You clearly love to hear yourself speak.”

      “I have no issues with you. You hate me for wanting you. For falling for you because you’re every bit as strong and powerful as you say you are. Fine. Hate me for it. But that won’t change how I feel.” Olivia blinked back tears. “I try to seem happy and upbeat all the time, but I’m not. Cut me and I bleed and all of that crap. I know you’ve had a rough go of it, and I’m sorry. I hate that. I want you to be happy. I do. But pretending that the death of your mother hasn’t affected you will only make things worse. Let me help you.”

      “I don’t need your help!”

      “Maybe you don’t. Fine, but let someone else help you. Gary or Nicoletta or someone else. Someone. Please. I know that death isn’t easy, and it affects everyone differently, but no one, absolutely no one, is better for it by shutting themselves away from the people they need the most.”

      “The people who need me the most are back home,” Elena said, tears filling her eyes.

      “But who do you need the most?” Gary asked softly. “Relatives you hardly saw or spoke to?”

      Elena shook her head. Wordlessly, she began to cry.

      Gary wanted to hold her, but he didn’t know if he could or should. Nicoletta stepped forward to hug her, and Elena accepted it. Olivia started forward, but Elena shook her head. Gary knew to stay back at that point. He wasn’t going to push his luck. Elena wasn’t ready.

      Eventually, Olivia went away, and then Nicoletta departed too after saying her farewells.

      Gary turned to Elena. “Do you want to talk?” he asked.

      “Not right now,” she said. “I want to get drunk first.”

      Which, for better or worse, was exactly what happened. Elena got drunk, and then she started to share some stories about her mom and how much of a helicopter mom she was and how she wouldn’t let Elena do anything. But as the night wore on, Elena added a few stories that showed her mom really did love her, and Elena began to cry again. This time, Gary did hug her. He helped her off the bench and into their room.

      All night long, he held her. He was there for her. And when they woke up to start the day, she whispered, “Thank you.

      “Always. Anytime. Anything you need. You know that, right?”

      After a slight hesitation, she said, “I do.”

      The other two ladies were already in the tavern by the time they made it there. Despite her agitation at Gary for wondering why she couldn’t play over the summer, Nicoletta played almost every day and for hours at a time. Gary loved it, but he couldn’t help worry if she was eating enough, getting out enough. Playing the game for so long couldn’t be the healthiest for her, but he didn’t want her to stop playing. That would be terrible. Same with Olivia.

      He cleared his throat. “Right now, it’s just a rumor that he’s back. We need to find out for sure if he is.”

      “You want to go and find him?” Elena asked. “Is that smart?”

      “Find him and fight him are two very different things,” he pointed out.

      “Yes, but seriously, that’s crazy,” Elena said.

      “No,” Olivia argued. “What’s crazy is letting him fight hordes of vampires day and night so that he’ll be level six-hundred and sixty-nine in no time.”

      “Grow up,” Elena said.

      Olivia grinned. “Ninety-six is actually my favorite number. You know. Since inflation hits everything.”

      Nicoletta face-palmed. “Seriously?”

      “Don’t you have a favorite number?” Olivia asked her seriously.

      “I do,” Elena said. “Two.”

      “Oh, she burned you,” Nicoletta said. “I know. I’m on fire.” She held out her hand, and fire appeared on her palm.

      “What the hell?” Gary asked. “Are you all drunk or something?”

      “We need sleep,” Nicoletta said.

      “We’re only getting about four hours a night,” Olivia said.

      “What? Why?” Elena asked.

      “Because we’re here so much,” Nicoletta said.

      “It’s not easy playing so much, but we can’t let you two be here without us for long,” Olivia said.

      “You want to know what’s fun?” Nicoletta asked. “Olivia’s come back. She’s staying at my place for the summer.”

      “Yeah, I’ll figure out the whole job thing afterward. One more summer before I enter the workforce.”

      “Why psychology and not psychiatry?” Elena asked.

      “Are you…” Olivia gasped. “Are you taking an interest in my personal life?”

      “No, I just think it’s pointless to go into psychology.”

      “Oh, she burned you again.”

      “Nicoletta, can you grow up? You can be so immature at times.”

      “You’re snippy when you’re tired,” Nicoletta countered.

      Olivia opened her mouth, hesitated, considering, and then nodded. “This is true. To answer your question, it’s because of the amount of school, the years of it and the cost. I can get to work now with a ton less debt and less hours too. Less pay of course but I could have time for a family.”

      A family. Gary hadn’t thought about that. Kids. Nope. He wasn’t going to think about that now either.

      He couldn’t help looking at Elena though. She hadn’t shown any signs of being pregnant. He wasn’t about to ask her if she had gotten her period since they had sex. He was close to her but not that close.

      “We need to know where Smaug is so we can avoid him,” Gary said, trying to redirect the conversation back on track. “That’s if he is here.”

      “All right. Fine. Let’s go, Boss Man.” Olivia saluted him.

      “Don’t salute me,” he said.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t deserve it.”

      “You deserve everything I give you and then some.”

      “If he doesn’t want you to salute him, then don’t salute him,” Elena said. “It’s that simple.”

      “Can I salute you?” Olivia asked.

      “Only if I can salute you.” Elena gave her the finger.

      “Aw, that’s the salute I wanted to give you!”

      Gary just shook his head, but all three of the girls were laughing so maybe their being ridiculous was a good thing.

      He knew one thing for sure. Their squabbling wasn’t making him want them any less. If anything, he was turned on by their bickering all the more. Hey, couldn’t bickering be considered flirting?

      Possibly. Or maybe he was just getting his hopes up.
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        * * *

      

      Two days. It took them two days of searching, of wandering around that barren wasteland and killing a ton of various-shaped sand animals and humanoids, but they found their proof. A group of superheroes were running away from the northeast, in the general vicinity of where Gary had seen that dark castle in the distance.

      “What happened to you guys?” Olivia asked.

      “A horde of vampires?” Elena guessed.

      “No. It’s that guy. Smaug. He’s back,” one of the superheroes said. He was muscular, too much so. He looked more like a cartoon than man. His neck was invisible, and he wore a vest without nothing covering his chest. Stupid in Gary’s opinion. The whole look and the clothes. All of it.

      “It’s worse than that,” one of the females in the group said. She was muscular too and basically looked like she didn’t have boobs.

      “He killed Harrison,” another guy said. Gary couldn’t tell which one was speaking. A few had masks that covered their entire faces.

      “So he’s back ten levels,” Elena said.

      “No,” the overly muscular man said. “He went after him again and again. We told Harrison to not come back into the game so he wouldn’t be there, but he couldn’t. It must’ve been a glitch or something. He kept dying and dying, going back ten levels at a time, and then, he just disappeared for good.”

      The muscular female grimaced. “Once we made our escape and ran away, I logged off real quick and called Harrison. His avatar is gone. He has to start over. His character is dead.”

      “No way.” Gary let out a breath. “That’s not right.”

      “No,” Elena breathed.

      “What are you guys going to do?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Honestly, we might head back over to the first issue,” the muscular female said. “We don’t want to be around for Smaug. He’s not worth it. He takes all of the fun out of the game.”

      “Might be smart,” Nicoletta said.

      “Or you should stay,” Olivia said. “If you fight the vampires, you level up quickly. You can have your revenge.”

      Gary gave Olivia a look. She just shrugged. He could hardly believe it. She was trying to use these gamers for their own gain!

      “I don’t know,” the muscular guy said. “Trin’s right. He takes all of the fun out of the game.”

      “But Harrison, think of Harrison,” Olivia said.

      “We are. He’s not gonna want to face vampires, not after this.”

      The group walked off.

      Olivia held up her hands. “I know what you’re thinking, but let me explain.”

      “Go ahead,” Elena said coolly.

      “I did it for you and Gary,” she snapped. “There aren’t a lot of gamers here in the expansion pack, right? Not yet. When word gets out about Smaug, even less will come. You know what’s going to happen then? It’ll be real easy for Smaug to find us. For Smaug to kill you and Gary. So, you’re welcome for me trying to save your lives because I don’t want to have to face Smaug again. I will if I have to, but I don’t wanna.”

      “You’re right,” Gary said. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      “He will focus his attention on us,” Elena said softly.

      “Yes,” Nicoletta said. “He always hunted down the groups who went after him before, and we fought him, and he didn’t kill any of us. He will not be happy to realize we’re here.”

      “We really should go back over,” Elena said. “I wonder if that’s possible.”

      “I sure hope it is,” Gary muttered. Not that he had much hope about it because he knew Haru, and he knew there would be a glitch or hiccup or snag that would render it impossible.
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      Sure enough, that night, Gary learned that was the case. It took him begging and yelling for an entire hour for Haru to show up.

      “I told you I am not going to come when you demand that I do,” Haru said grumpily.

      “Are you hungry?” Gary asked.

      “No.”

      “Tired?”

      “No. Why?”

      “No reason.” You’re just being more of an ass than normal, that’s all. “I want to get back to the first issue of the game. My friends and I. You know my team.”

      “I do know your team, but I am afraid that isn’t possible.”

      “Why not?” Gary demanded.

      “Well, I might be able to for the flying girl and for the fire, but not for you and Elena. I’m afraid that the portal will not bring you back. There is no more portal.”

      “Oh, but I bet Samuel August can go back and forth at will, am I right?”

      “I do not know that.”

      “Has he done that?”

      “Not to my knowledge, no.”

      “Well, damn. You do realize your knowledge is finite, right? There’s no chance in hell that you know everything.”

      “Unfortunately, you are correct on that matter, Mr. Johnson.”

      “How is it that he’s so much smarter than you?” Gary demanded.

      “Intelligence is a matter of—”

      “I don’t need you to explain that to me. I need to know why you haven’t gotten the best and the brightest minds working for you. There are other geniuses in the world, aren’t there?”

      “Yes,” Haru said begrudgingly.

      “Oh, but you won’t ask them to aid because you don’t want the world to know that it’s possible for someone to enter your game. That you willingly put a person into the game. That you can’t get them back out. Is that it?”

      “Mr. Johnson, you constantly ask me to come, and then you only yell and berate me. That is not a productive use of my time nor yours. Allow me to go so that I might return to work.”

      “Any of the tests working out?”

      “Not as of yet.”

      “Did you send an animal here?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to?”

      “No.”

      “So these tests, then, what exactly are they?”

      “They are not being run while I am here. Goodnight.” Haru bowed to him and walked off.

      Gary had half a mind to storm after the Japanese man, but he didn’t. It wouldn’t accomplish anything.
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      The next morning, Gary woke in a foul mood. The girls were talking while he and Elena were supposed to be eating, but he just picked at his food.

      “What’s wrong?” Olivia asked.

      “I don’t know what to do.”

      “With…”

      “With the game. With Smaug. With my life. With whether or not I’ll get back to my life. With everything.” He threw up his hands.

      Nicoletta gave him a sympathetic look. “I know what you’re going through.”

      “You don’t. No one does.” He glanced at Elena. “Well, you do.”

      “Yes. It’s impossible. It’s horrible. Nicoletta, Olivia, I know that playing the game is wearing on you two, but it’s nothing compared to actually living it. Yes, it’s great to have the superpowers, but it’s frightening. It’s terrifying. I wish I hadn’t told Haru yes.”

      Gary winced. “I’m sorry. I wish you hadn’t.”

      She shrugged. “Then Nicoletta or Olivia would be here instead.”

      “None of you should be here. It’s not safe. Haru crossed a line by asking you. It wasn’t fair of him to use you like that.”

      “I said yes.”

      “Did you sign any paperwork?” he asked.

      “No. Why? Is that a good thing?”

      “It’s a bad thing in my opinion.”

      “Why?” Elena asked.

      “Because there’s now no proof that they did anything to you,” he pointed out.

      “Shit. You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. Everything happened so fast.”

      “I’m sure that was done on purpose. Do you know where they took you?”

      “No. They had me in a dark car, and the windows were tinted. I couldn’t see the outside world clearly. I hadn’t really thought about that until now. I was too worried about you.”

      “They used your feelings for me against you. They were using you.”

      “And they pulled my strings to get me here.” She hesitated. “Why do you think that is?”

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. “Remember what Olivia said? You and I, we’re the strongest.”

      “They want us to take out Smaug.”

      “That’s the only thing I can come up with.”

      “Do you think they can take us out and are just dilly-dallying us along?”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me one bit,” Gary grumbled. “I never liked Haru from the start. He’s always… I wouldn’t say he gives me the creeps because he doesn’t—”

      “He gives you the creeps.”

      “Fine,” Gary allowed. “There’s just something off about him.”

      “It is his avatar,” she said.

      “I know, but there’s something else, too. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just frustrated. We might be completely off base.”

      “If we take out Smaug and they let us go home, we’ll find out real quick if our theory is right.”

      “You want to do that? You want to try to take him down? We weren’t able to last time.”

      “I know.”

      “And the stakes are higher this time. You and I both are in the game and alive. If he kills one of us, it won’t be an avatar that’s dead.”

      “I know, but we have to try.”

      “I agree.”

      Nicoletta cleared her throat. “Ah, guys? You do realize all of us are here, right? And if we’re gonna do something as stupid as go up against Smaug again, don’t you think all four of us should have a say?”

      Gary blushed, embarrassed. “Yes, of course. Are you saying you don’t want to?”

      “I didn’t say that,” Nicoletta said. “I just said it’s stupid. You can’t deny that.”

      “No, definitely not,” he mumbled. “Olivia?”

      “It won’t be easy at all to face him,” she said. “We might want to see if some of your new friends want in, Nicoletta.”

      The Hispanic shook her head. “They aren’t really friends. They aren’t the best of players. They’re in it for the stats, pure and simple. They won’t dare risk losing ten levels. Are you kidding me?”

      “There has to be other good players,” Olivia mumbled.

      “You don’t think we’re enough?” Elena asked. “You don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to, Olivia.”

      “I’m not a coward if that’s what you’re insinuating.”

      Gary cleared his throat. “No one thinks you’re a coward, Olivia, and honestly, I prefer it to be just the four of us.”

      “Of course you do,” Elena said.

      He ignored her. “I think we work well as a team—”

      Nicoletta snorted.

      “We do!” he protested.

      “Yes,” Olivia said. “We do. We’re the only group to go up against him and survive without anyone being stripped of levels or dying. But as you said, the stakes are higher. I don’t want anything to happen. This isn’t just a game for you or Elena. It’s not for Smaug either. If we make a play against him, if we’re powerful enough now, do you realize what he’ll do? He’ll be desperate to kill us all, and there’s a good chance he’ll succeed.”

      Everyone fell silent at that. It was such a sobering thought that Gary didn’t want to consider it. He just wanted to go about his business. Not that he had a business.

      “Do you think it matters that we aren’t superheroes in this issue?” he asked suddenly.

      “I doubt it,” Elena said. “We need to lure a trap.”

      “A trap is a good idea,” Nicoletta agreed. “Gary, you know the lay of the land more than anyone.”

      “I do, but I honestly think we might want to become superheroes. Take the time and—”

      “Give Smaug time to find us and then we won’t have a trap or a plan and be killed,” Elena said.

      “Or we can go the quests and still have a backup trap and plan in place,” Gary argued. “It’s the best of both worlds. It’s possible that we’ll have even more power once we become superheroes in this world. That could be the difference between life or death for you and me.”

      “That’s a good point,” Olivia said.

      “Of course you would agree with him,” Elena snapped.

      “Actually, it is a good point,” Nicoletta said.

      Elena grimaced. “Fine. We’ll do the damn quests, but we still need that backup trap and plan. Two plans. One in case we’re found away from the trap.”

      “Second plan—race over to where the trap is so Smaug will follow.” Olivia beamed.

      “Maybe we should figure out the trap first,” Nicoletta suggested.

      “Yes.” Elena shook her head.

      Olivia turned to Gary. “Well? The lay of the land?”

      “It’s mostly a barren wasteland. I did see a dark castle. Now that I think about it, the castle makes me think of Dracula.”

      “Maybe we are in Transylvania,” Elena said.

      “Is that in Europe?” Nicoletta asked. “Or based on it?”

      “I vant to suck your blood!” Olivia said her a rather dramatic vampiric voice.

      Elena shrugged. “Not bad I guess if you want to act like a seventies porno vampire.”

      “I never watched one. So glad I can bring back memories for you.” Olivia winked.

      “I also saw the lost ocean,” Gary said to halt them before it could turn into a real fight instead of jabs, “but that’s not an ocean anymore. Barely even a river.”

      “Anything else?” Olivia asked.

      “There’s the fire god’s volcano.” Gary nodded slowly. “That could work. Smaug might want to blow it up, but maybe we could have it blow up in his face!”

      “He’s fire, like me,” Nicoletta said. “He might be able to control it depending on how powerful he is.”

      “So we don’t have him or us cause it to erupt. Instead, maybe we could trap him in it.”

      “How?” Elena asked.

      “Think about it. If this is supposed to be Europe far in the future after a nuclear war ruined the landscape, there should be buried bits of old equipment. Metal. If we have enough piled on top of him—”

      “He’ll just use his wind to knock it away,” Elena said.

      Nicoletta shook her head. “No. The heat from the volcano will cause the metal to all congeal. It’ll be one massive mass of metal on top of him. Even if he’s powerful, he might not be able to blast through. Maybe if he’s in the fire of the volcano long enough, he might actually die.”

      “Die die?” Olivia asked with a frown.

      “Yes, that’s the whole point,” Elena said.

      “I don’t know. It’s one thing if it’s creatures of bats or vampires. That’s part of the game, but to knowingly go up against a human for the sheer point of killing him… That just seems like murder,” Olivia said.

      “It’s not,” Nicoletta said. “He will be trying to kill us. He already has on more than one occasion. That’s called self-defense. We’re allowed to do this by law even outside of the game. It’s not murder.”

      “See? Lawyer,” Gary said, and Nicoletta reached over and swatted him.

      Elena leaned close. “Olivia, we have to. He’s ruining people’s lives.”

      “So he’s upsetting a bunch of gamers.” She shrugged. “That’s not a criminal offense.”

      “He killed his mom, remember?” Gary asked. “And he did harass a bunch of women.”

      “So you’ve been told by that programmer guy.”

      “Developer,” Gary corrected, although he wasn’t sure if there was much of a difference between the two terms.

      “What if he’s lying? What if he’s covering something up?” Olivia asked.

      “I guess that’s possible, but you can’t deny that he’s dangerous,” Elena argued.

      “Dangerous? Yes. Should he be stopped? Yes. Killed? That’s where I’m not so sure.”

      “He might not die,” Nicoletta offered. “I think the trap is a good idea.”

      “First, we need to locate metal hidden in the sand,” Elena said, rubbing her metal hands together. She hardly wore her gloves now unless she was out there fighting. “Gary, do you think you can find them?”

      “I can try to use my telekinesis, sure.”

      “I don’t know, guys,” Olivia said. “This feels wrong. Something isn’t right.”

      “Olivia,” Gary started.

      But Elena cut in. “I understand. We aren’t going to go after him today. I promise. We have a lot to plan yet and set up, and we need to become superheroes. We agreed to that. We have time for you to do some detective work on the internet.”

      Gary nodded. “You’re right. We don’t need to take Haru Sato’s word for it. Look up Samuel August. He was supposed to have killed his mom when he was fifteen. He’s thirty now.”

      “While you’re at it,” Elena added, “look up Haru Sato too.”

      Olivia nodded. “I will. What happens if I don’t find anything about the mom?”

      “Then, either there’s a conspiracy theory, and Samuel August is being swept under the rug because the gaming company is trying to hide him from existence,” Elena started.

      “Or else Haru Sato is lying,” Gary said. “Either way, if that’s the case, we’ll reconsider our options.”

      “It’s also possible that Smaug isn’t this Samuel August guy either,” Nicoletta said. “We’re only going off of what Haru Sato has been telling us, but you’re right. He could be lying.”

      “I almost want to go and check now,” Olivia said.

      “Go ahead. We’ll only be looking for metal today. We won’t start a quest until you’re back,” Gary promised.

      Olivia nodded and blinked out.

      “That’s still creepy to see,” Gary muttered. Shrugging, he finally dug into his breakfast.

      Once outside, the sky seemed maybe a little more gray than black, or maybe that was only wistful thinking. Either way, Gary went about, reaching with his mind, trying to find any kind of construction equipment or old buildings, anything metal.

      Nothing. He felt nothing.

      He widened his search, walking away from the underground town entrance, but still, he found nothing. A few bones here and there, but that was it. Nothing else.

      “How can that be?” Elena asked angrily. “These developers are really dropping the ball. If this landscape is supposed to have been Europe at one time, there’s no reason why there shouldn’t be buried metal all over the place.”

      “Don’t worry,” Gary said. “I’m not going to give up.”

      Elena just gave him a look, and he hated it. She already had. That was plain to see, and it killed him.
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      For hours and hours, day after day, Gary walked all over the place, trying to find metal that they could use for their plan. In the end, he located five screws, two nuts, and one tiny piece of metal that had been so warped he had no idea what it might’ve been once upon a time.

      “This isn’t enough,” Elena said.

      Nicoletta glowered at them. “Guys, we’re so stupid,” she said.

      “Huh?” Gary wanted to ask for details.

      Already, the Hispanic was marching away, her dark hair bouncing with every step. Damn, did she have a fine ass, and it swayed just right, too. All natural. None of that exaggerated step to make it sway. He sighed, missing her, wishing she was here with him.

      No. No, he definitely didn’t want that. First off, Jorge would kill them both and secondly, he wanted Nicoletta safe. That meant not in the game. Playing it was bad enough.

      Olivia hadn’t returned yet in all of that time, and when she finally bounded over to them, she was pursing her lips.

      “Well?” Elena asked eagerly.

      “I couldn’t find much on Haru Sato. He has no criminal record—”

      “You checked his criminal record?” Nicoletta asked, looking impressed.

      “Yes, of course. He has had a few speeding tickets, but that’s it. He’s mostly up and up or so it seems. He’s married, doesn’t have any kids, an only child. He got good grades in school and—”

      “Less about Haru and more about Samuel August,” Elena said.

      Olivia nodded. “The story checks out. Samuel August did kill his mother fifteen years ago when he was fifteen. He is currently at large, his whereabouts unknown. The police are desperate to find him because of the murder charges, and a ton of women have come forward after the police came out with their report to announce that he had attacked them sexually, verbally, physically. He is a seriously bad dude.”

      “Are we sure that Samuel August is that tech genius that Haru claimed him to be?” Gary asked.

      Olivia nodded again. “The police didn’t realize he killed his mom for years, so he went off to school, went to college, racked up a couple of degrees in no time. Yes, everything Haru Sato has said about him checks out.”

      “So he is the guy,” Elena said.

      “Seems like it,” Gary said. He couldn’t help feeling a little stupid for not trusting Haru. Yes, the developer wasn’t having an easy time getting them out, but his growing irritability could be explained by Gary dragging him into the game all of the time for questions that Gary didn’t absolutely need to have answered.

      “Well, Olivia? Are you on board with our plan?” Nicoletta asked eagerly.

      “Not that we have enough metal for it,” Elena grumbled.

      “Oh, but we do!” Nicoletta said cheerfully.

      All of them had a small pouch that grew to hold a limited amount of stuff, no more than one hundred potions of any kind, back up clothing, armor, weapons, shields, gold, and more. She dug out armor piece after armor piece, shin guards, helms, weapons too, all of it metal.

      Gary whistled. “We really are stupid.”

      Nicoletta buffed her nails on her superhero attire. “I know. I’m the smartest of the group. Go on. Say it.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Elena grumbled. “Not enough. Come on, everyone, pony up.”

      They bought as much metal as they could carry, and they rushed over to the volcano. They were in the process of digging a hole near the base to hide the metal in for when they planned on attacking Smaug when the air around them grew entirely far too warm and far too breezy.

      Which could only mean one thing.

      Smaug.

      The supervillain stood before them on the sand. Gary half expected to see him on the back of a sand-rhino or some other creature, considering the man had favored his dragon pet so much. But no, it was Smaug and only him waiting to greet them.

      He was dressed solely in white, a dark blue cloak draped over his shoulders. He didn’t wear a mask at all. Despite the sand, his superhero spandex suit was completely spotless, as white as can be. It almost gave off a radiance, a glow, but a dark one, almost like a dark halo. Which was apt when you considered that the guy was a terrible being and more like a demon than an angel. Just the sight of the guy made Gary’s skin crawl.

      Gary stiffened, but he didn’t need to say anything. Already, Elena was strolling up to Smaug. Which wasn’t exactly the plan, but if she were to toss the metal pieces into the volcano now, it would be too soon. They needed Smaug to be down the volcano first for the trap to work.

      “Hi,” Elena said. “How are you? Have you seen any of the vampires? We’ve been trying to hunt some down, but we haven’t had much luck.”

      Olivia winced. Her part of the plan was to help Gary float up the metal pieces and bring them down, but first, one or both would have to force Smaug down the volcano and keep him there in place. If that happened, then Elena would have to fling the metal supplies inside for them.

      “I should be the one to flirt with him,” she grumbled under her breath.

      “The point isn’t to flirt with him but to distract him,” Gary reminded her.

      “There’s a difference?” Olivia asked innocently.

      He chuckled. “Not with you there isn’t.”

      “Shut up, you two,” Nicoletta snapped. “They’re coming.”

      “You, you, you, and you,” Smaug said. “You all seem so very familiar to me.”

      Gary flinched. It might’ve been a smart idea for them to change up their superhero attire so he might not recognize them. Worst of all, they hadn’t been able to do one single quest. They still weren’t even heroes here. Damn it! If only Nicoletta had her genius idea about the metal immediately. They could’ve had two days to complete quests. Then again, they might have faced Smaug two days ago instead.

      “I think if you’ve seen one superhero in a tight spandex outfit and mask, you’ve seen them all,” Olivia said, rubbing her hands over herself.

      Smaug eyed her but not with much interest. “You can fly.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “You have paltry fire,” he said to Nicoletta.

      “You have a problem with arrogance, and it’s not paltry,” Nicoletta countered.

      Gary glowered at her, and she shrugged.

      “You—” Smaug started, turning toward Elena.

      Gary stepped forward. “Why are you here? There aren’t any enemies here, as you can see. I already killed the fire god.”

      Smaug smirked. “There is no fire god beside me.” He shifted his gaze back to Nicoletta. “Do you dare to disagree?”

      “I dare to do a lot of things,” she said heatedly.

      “To be sure.”

      Olivia eyed Smaug. “Wanna race, Fire God?” she asked, lifting easily off the sand.

      His gaze flickered behind her to the pile of armor and weapons. He rolled his eyes. “I do not race.”

      “Of course not. You’re afraid to lose.” Without waiting, Olivia flew around and around the volcano base, spiraling upward. Gary was impressed. He had never seen her zoom around that swiftly before.

      The wind increased to the point that a spear almost started to fly away. Gary used his telekinesis to keep the spear in place.

      Smaug lifted into the air. His cloak wrapped tightly around him, to reduce air resistance Gary guessed. The back of the cloak had a design on it that when brought together, formed the image of a vicious bat.

      Gary swallowed hard. If Smaug was able to get the vampires onto his side like he had the dragons back in the first issue, Smaug would be impossible to beat.

      No. No, he shouldn’t worry, shouldn’t freak out. They had a good plan, a solid plan. It would work.

      It had to.

      Smaug seemed to lazily fly after Olivia, yet he reached her in no time at all. Olivia grabbed his cloak and tried to force him into the volcano.

      Gary seized the supervillain with his mind and lent his force to Olivia’s. Together, they brought Smaug closer and closer to the volcano’s opening.

      Even though he remained as the base of the volcano, Gary could feel its intense heat. He wanted to wipe sweat from his brow, but he didn’t bother. He had to concentrate, had to get Smaug deeper inside, closer to the lava.

      The lava that had been cooling underneath the thick layer of sand he had dumped into it. Fuck.

      He didn’t need to worry. Olivia was already working on using her flying ability that extended to other objects to remove the sand. That was both good and bad considering that meant Gary had to hold Smaug in place by himself. The supervillain hadn’t struggled against their combined might, but he fought and fought hard against Gary’s hold, and he was nearly breaking free.

      “Hurry,” Gary muttered. “I can’t hold him for long.”

      “I can heat up the metal as it’s coming inside the volcano to help speed up the process,” Nicoletta offered, her hands already turned red-hot with flames flickering from her fingers.

      Gary nodded. It was do or die time.
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      Every part of Gary fought to hold Smaug down, and suddenly, that was made much easier. Olivia was flying high above the volcano, but she must’ve cleared the sand away because now she was using her ability to make other items fly in reverse to help pin Smaug in place. The supervillain had gotten nearly back up to the entrance of the volcano, but now, they pushed him back, closer and closer toward the lava.

      Smaug laughed. “Do you really think fire will kill me?”

      “He’s not scared,” Elena muttered as she flung metal piece of armor and weapons after metal shard. “Why isn’t he at least a little freaked out? He’s human!”

      “It’s called bravado,” Gary said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yep. To him, it’s a pissing contest.”

      “He recognized us,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary watched as each metal chunk, burning from her flames, entered the volcano. Via his powers, he could see each fragment as it fell into the growing mass of metal that was quickly congealing into a metal arch above Smaug, just as they had hoped. Everything was going according to plan.

      They could honestly do this. Maybe he and Elena could go home today. With how screwy time could be in the game versus the real world, Gary wasn’t sure if there was a chance for her to make the funeral or not. He didn’t want to ask and risk hurting Elena all over again if the funeral had already been held.

      But then, suddenly, Smaug wasn’t fighting against Gary and Olivia anymore. He was using his wind just enough to make sure he wasn’t submerged into the volcano.

      “Something’s not right,” Gary said.

      “Why?” Nicoletta asked.

      “He’s not fighting.”

      “Maybe he’s given up,” Elena suggested.

      Without opening his eyes since closing them allowed him to see telekinetically better, he turned his face toward her, grimacing.

      “I didn’t say I thought he had,” she added. “There. That’s the last of the metal.”

      “All right.” Nicoletta sounded determined. Fling me up next.”

      “What in the hell?” Elena shouted. “That’s suicide!”

      “Olivia will catch me. “Come on. I don’t want to rely on the heat of the volcano. I don’t want it to erupt. Hurry! We don’t have much time!”

      Gary did open his eyes in time to see Elena grab Nicoletta, spin a few times, and then fling the Hispanic through the air.

      “Olivia!” Nicoletta called.

      Olivia shifted positions and snatched Nicoletta’s hand. The two dropped several feet before recovering. Already, Nicoletta was blasting the volcano with her fire. Not the volcano. The metal mass.

      Gary closed his eyes again. “Move back,” he told Elena. “You’ve done your part.”

      “I’m not leaving,” she said.

      He heard a soft sand of metal on sand. He imagined she had dug her heels in. He shook his head. Stubborn. He both loved and hated that about her.

      “What the hell is he doing?” Gary muttered. He couldn’t see Smaug as well now, even telekinetically.

      Abruptly, he realized Olivia wasn’t trying to force Smaug to stay in place. She was trying to use her power to push the metal arch down closer toward Smaug, using that to pin him there.

      Which was a good thing, only they hadn’t acquired as much metal as they should’ve. At the ends of the arch, they didn’t quite touch either side of the volcano. Smaug might be able to squeeze through and escape.

      Not if Gary had anything to say about that.

      He yanked hard on the one side of the metal mass, but the congealed mass wasn’t budging. No way he could.

      “We have to lift it,” he shouted, but the wind swirling around him threw his words back at him. He wasn’t even sure if Elena could hear him, and she stood right next to him, a metal hand on the small of his back.

      “We can do this,” she said, her lips directly touching his ears.

      That wind, where was it coming from? He hadn’t felt anything like this before in all of his time in Vampire War.

      Smaug. It had to be. He was using his wind outside of the volcano? Why? That made no damn sense!

      Unless he wanted to distract and confuse. Fuck. Gary ignored the wind and tried to shove up the congealed metal mass, but Olivia was fighting him. He had no way to let her know what he was trying to do.

      Could someone with telekinesis use that power to mentally talk to someone? Gary wasn’t sure, and he didn’t know how to besides, so he wasn’t about to waste his precious energy trying. He was already dying as it was. Not literally, of course, but it wasn’t easy to keep on going, to keep on pushing.

      Sweat dripped down his face. It was so hot, so fucking hot. Nicoletta was blasting the metal. She didn’t need to, did she? She should stop, needed to stop, too hot.

      Gary’s mind was foggy. He couldn’t think clearly.

      Just then, the metal mass moved much easier. Olivia must’ve realized what he was trying to do! Either side scraped against a higher portion to the narrowing volcano dome, and Gary breathed easier. Yes! Things were back to plan!

      “Something isn’t right,” Elena said.

      He risked opening his eyes because of the measure of fear in her voice. Not much frightened Elena.

      “What is it?” he asked, blinking, readjusting to looking through his eyes versus his mind’s eye.

      She nodded toward the volcano. It was hard to see through sudden, thick fog.

      “What is that from?” he asked.

      “It’s getting colder,” she murmured.

      It was. The temperature was dropping alarmingly.

      “Hell’s frozen over,” he said grimly.

      “How the hell can he do that?” Elena asked.

      “Easy,” Gary said, once again cursing himself for his stupidity. “Think about it. As soon as we came here, our powers were augmented. You have more metal, Olivia can extend her flight to other people or objects. I can fly myself. Nicoletta can breathe fire like a badass.”

      “It stands to reason that he’ll have something else to. Okay, fine, I get that, but ice? I didn’t know anyone had ice powers before! I mean, we did fight that supervillain with it, but as far as gamers, I thought it was just the four: fire, water, wind, and earth.”

      “Yeah, but not many have more than one, right? He can use the fire in reverse, strip the heat away from the water to make ice maybe. Or maybe those with water from the first issue now have ice as their power increased. Fire can breathe it. Wind… fly maybe? Earth, hell if I know. Haven’t come in contact with that enough yet.”

      Just then, the ground beneath their feet shook.

      “Did you feel that quake?” Elena asked.

      “Definitely a tremor and definitely not a chance thing.”

      “He can’t have all four, can he?” Elena shrieked.

      “Remember, he is a wizard. Maybe he’s never been limited to fire and wind, just wanted us to think that. He might have all kinds of spells in his pocket.” Gary grimaced. “We just don’t know what we’re up against, and we were such fools to go up against him.”

      “It wasn’t the plan,” she reminded him.

      “Yes, well, now we’re fucked.”

      Gary’s mind was racing. Smaug was making the volcano turn to ice. He wasn’t going to die. He could smash through the entire volcano, cause it to shatter apart and be free. Their trap was going to fail.

      Was there any way to salvage this?

      “We need to draw the heat away from the congealed metal, break it apart. If we can shatter the metal into shards, we might be able to impale him with some,” Gary said.

      “Or he’ll turn those shards against us,” Elena muttered darkly.

      “True enough, but do you have any other idea?”

      “No, so how do we go about it?”

      “Do you have any weapons at all?” he asked.

      She lifted her metal fists.

      “I was hoping something with a metal point so you could chip away at the metal, but that might work. You’ll have to smash it.”

      “So I have to climb up there. Whoa! Warn a girl first!”

      “We don’t have time,” Gary said as he continued to lift Elena up inside the volcano. He dropped her onto the metal mass and hovered beside the other two girls. They both looked worse for wear.

      “We need the metal to break apart,” Gary muttered. “We need to use it as weapons again, projectiles to pin him down.”

      “I don’t think that’s gonna work,” Nicoletta said.

      “Adding more heat to the metal will make it soft again, right?” Gary asked.

      “It’s not working!” Elena shouted. The thud of her fist hammering against the metal mess rang out again and again.

      “I can try,” Nicoletta said, “but all of that ice… the temperature’s dropped so much.”

      Gary nodded. She would have to use a ton of her energy to manage this, and she was already getting depleted.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked Olivia.

      She stared at him, but it seemed more like she was seeing through him.

      “I’m up,” Olivia said, but it almost sounded like a question.

      Gary tried to feel for where exactly Smaug was beneath the mass of metal, but all he could sense was the metal and the frozen lava. Deeper, down below, was more of the hot lava, beneath the frozen, and that lava was churning, roiling, bubbling fighting against the ice. Pressure was building. Immense pressure.

      “It’s gonna blow,” Gary realized. “Damn volcano.”

      “Where’s Smaug?” Olivia asked, sounding more alert now.

      “I don’t know. I thought you would have kept a better eye on him.”

      “There’s kind of a chunk of metal blocking my view,” Olivia snapped.

      “Don’t fight,” Nicoletta said.

      “I can’t see through shit!” Olivia said. “Can’t you?”

      “Somewhat. He’s gone. I…”

      Was he in that hot lava? Was he the reason why the volcano was gonna blow?

      “We have to figure out a way to stop the volcano from erupting,” Gary said.

      “Because that’s gonna be easy,” Olivia muttered.

      “Wait, what?” Elena cried. “If this place is gonna blow, I need to get the hell out of here!”

      “Get her out of here,” Gary told Olivia. He grabbed onto Nicoletta to keep her flying with him.

      Swiftly, Olivia seized Elena and flew them away from the volcano, hopefully far away.

      Gary swallowed hard. “This isn’t going to be easy,” he said.

      “You have a plan?” Nicoletta asked.

      “The pressure of the ice against the lava is too much. It’s gonna explode.”

      “Maybe if I melt the ice…”

      “It might help, or it might make the volcano erupt that much faster. I don’t know. I’m not a volcano expert.”

      “I know some about the weather but not volcanoes. I… I don’t know. The volcano exploding would be terrible.”

      “Unless Smaug is somewhere in the lava.”

      “You think he is?”

      “I don’t see how he could survive being in it though.” Gary grimaced. “He has to be somewhere else. He can’t breathe lava. He’s a supervillain, and we’re in a game, but he’s not a lava monster. He needs air.”

      “You worry about finding him,” Nicoletta said. “Drop me on the crest of the volcano. I’ll melt the ice as slowly as I can. Maybe that will help to cool things down. If it looks like it’s gonna blow, I’ll log off so I won’t die, okay?”

      “You pull out the second it turns sour.”

      Her face paled beneath her normal tone. “You think it will turn sour.”

      “Knowing our luck? We can almost count on it.”

      She nodded. “All right. Let’s do this.”

      Gary brought her over to the side of the volcano. She peeked over the rim and gave him a thumbs up.

      She was ready to do her part, and Gary had to do his. Smaug had to be found and the sooner the better. This had to end now. They might not get a second chance.
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      The cool fog rolling from the volcano blanketed the place and made Gary’s eyes water. He blinked as he landed and glanced around, trying to get his bearings. Where were Olivia and Elena? He couldn’t see them, so hopefully, they were far enough away to be safe. Not that he figured they would stay away for long. Neither would abandon the fight to Gary and Nicoletta. They all were superheroes, regardless of what the game ranked them as. They were all fighters, and they wouldn’t turn their back on a battle.

      Gary closed his eyes and focused on the volcano, on the part deeper beneath the surface. The earth was shifting, grinding together, allow more of the lava to creep upward from within the soil.

      And there, a small patch of space where lava wasn’t. A cave of some kind. An underground tunnel system.

      Smaug must have disappeared into one of them, but there were hundreds, maybe even thousands. Who knew where they all led. Who knew if they extended the entire length of the land mass. Maybe some would even bring him back to some of the underground towns.

      Gary gritted his teeth. This was like finding a needle in a haystack, only this needle was deadly, poisonous, and ready to kill and kill again.

      The fog grew thicker, and Gary’s lungs became tight. It was getting harder to breathe, but it seemed that the cooling of the ice might be enough to temper down the volcano. Maybe that was wistful thinking, but it might be going all right. That at least.

      If we can stave off the volcano from erupting and get away with our lives intact, I guess we can call that a victory.

      But that wasn’t what Gary wanted. He had to find Smaug. This madness had to end.

      Leaving Nicoletta to handle the volcano, hopefully, Gary picked some of the tunnels and followed along them, trying to determine any sign of Smaug. It wasn’t any easier to telekinetically search them than it would’ve been to do so physically. He felt the war of the heat and the cold, and his body didn’t seem to know if he should be sweating or shivering. Actually, he was doing both.

      Everywhere he looked, he saw no signs of the supervillain. The volcano was back to rumbling again, or was it just the ground itself and the source wasn’t the volcano after all? Gary couldn’t be sure. Nothing was making sense.

      He was so confused that he opened his eyes to see Elena and Olivia rushing over toward him.

      “What did we miss?” Olivia asked, the faster of the two.

      The ground rumbled and split open. Sand spewed everywhere, some lava too, and on top of the molten liquid geyser was none other than Smaug. Correction, Smaug and Elena as the precise location where he had torn the sand apart was where she had been standing.

      Gary knew that wasn’t a coincidence.

      “Put her down!” Gary shouted as he flew into the air, making a beeline for them.

      Smaug burst out laughing and tossed down something glittering, something too small to be Elena.

      Her arm. One of her arms.

      Gary’s heart felt as if it had been ripped out of his chest. He gave a wild yell and plowed straight into Smaug. Elena went flying, but Gary was too busy punching and kicking and biting Smaug to care.

      The supervillain was blocking every blow, and Gary’s teeth hardly penetrated. Abruptly, Smaug altered from defense to offense, and most of his attacks did land, but Gary didn’t care. He was going to make Smaug pay. He tried to use his powers to hold Smaug still even as they soared through the air, fighting parallel to the ground, but he couldn’t concentrate. Gary’s blind anger and need for revenge were preventing him from using his powers. Or maybe he was too spent to do more than fly. He couldn’t be sure.

      Smaug captured a punch from Gary in his hand and twisted the wrist painfully. Gary let out a bellow. He jerked free, did a flip, and kicked Smaug underneath the chin. The supervillain turned to the side so the blow was only glancing, and Gary gritted his teeth. He wiped the side of his mouth. Blood. He was bleeding. He was spent. He couldn’t handle much more.

      “You will die,” Smaug said. “I promise you that.”

      “Not today,” Gary said.

      “Fleeing like a coward. I don’t tend to allow people to do that to me…. Twice,” Smaug said.

      “That’s not how I remember it,” Gary spat out. Blood and saliva flew out of his mouth.

      “I suppose you wouldn’t. The mind can play tricks on one.”

      Gary didn’t want to waste energy on words. He attacked the supervillain, pouring everything into each punch and kick, but each one had less and less power behind it. He was fading fast.

      Smaug, though, seemed to have more than enough energy. In fact, his body was growing hot. The heat radiating from his body was making it impossible for Gary to fight him. Each punch made his fist feel like it was on fire.

      If Gary didn’t do something soon, he was going to be the one to die. He hardly had any energy at this point, and unlike Nicoletta or Olivia, he couldn’t just cheat and quick log off the game.

      Smaug didn’t know that though. If Gary could make it seem like he was giving up and logging off…

      “Mommy’s calling, Gary said. “Dinner time. Gotta go.”

      “Is she really calling you?” Smaug asked with a smirk. “Calling you from Heaven?”

      Gary froze. What the fuck? How in the hell did Smaug know that? It was possible he was bluffing, just guessing, but Gary’s response alone had to be proof that what he had said was accurate.

      Without a word, Gary dove back down toward the sand. Just before he collapsed against the gritty surface, he pulled up, and he rushed forward. His body just wanted him to fall down, to curl up, to sleep, to not move for a week, but he pushed forward. He had a goal in mind, a place where he might feel refreshed.

      But it was a place he didn’t want Smaug to know about. He was going to have to elude the supervillain before he reached it.

      Gary swiveled this way and that, zigzagging. Smaug bore down on him, and sudden heat rained down on Gary. The fucker was throwing fireballs at him. Gary managed to avoid all of them, and he watched as the fireballs smacked against the sandy surface below.

      How could this prick have such boundless energy? Would he never tire out?

      Gary wasn’t about to find out. He needed to ditch the fucker and split ways.

      Maybe… a swarm of vampires. Yes. It would give Smaug the chance to level up entirely too much, but at this point, Gary just had to survive.

      Lifting his elevation, Gary tried to find a horde, but none were in sight. All he could see was that tall, creepy castle. Dark mountains rose in the distance behind it, and Gary altered course to head there now.

      Smaug followed close behind, and Gary interwove between the mountains and valleys, coming close to the castle. A heavy, oppressive aura of evil, almost a presence, weighed Gary down to the point that he could hardly fly. The main big bad of Vampire War must be contained within the castle.

      Not caring about Smaug anymore, Gary struggled to fly away. He could hardly see where he was going at this point. He was so out of it, so ready to just stop, stop playing, stop breathing, stop living, but he managed. Somehow, someway, he managed. He reached the lost ocean and sank into the waters.

      The mermaid lifted Gary to the surface before he could drown, but he felt only a little rejuvenated. His body had been pushed beyond the limit for too long.

      Just then, a loud explosion rang out. The volcano?

      Gary took to the air once more. The mermaid had been talking to him, but he hadn’t said a word to her then, and he didn’t now. He zoomed toward the smoking volcano. It hadn’t erupted, but three more pressure points from underground caves filled with lava had popped, just like the one Smaug had created.

      With hardly a graceful landing, Gary touched his feet to the sand and began to run. Sand kicked up everywhere as he glanced all around. Elena. How could he have gotten so caught up in fighting Smaug that he had left her? Tears streamed down his face as he found her arm from where it had flown.

      “Elena!” he shrieked. His voice hardly sounded like his. “Elena!”

      He couldn’t find her. The lava sparks, the fog, the darkness, the shadows, he couldn’t see much of anything.

      “Nicoletta! Olivia! Anyone, please!”

      He sank to his knees, crying, trying to figure out how everything had gone so epically wrong.

      No. He had to find her. Crying would solve nothing.

      Gary stumbled to his feet and tripped over a rock.

      Not a rock. Metal.

      Not just metal. Elena.

      She was lying there, on the sand, not moving. Breathing? He couldn’t tell.

      Gary placed her arm where it should attach to her body and gave her a potion to drink. She coughed, her body shuddering, and she opened her eyes, sitting up.

      But her arm wasn’t attached.

      “Gary,” she whispered. “What happened?”

      “Nothing,” he told her as soothingly as he could. “Lie back down.”

      “I… Something’s not right,” she murmured, her head turning from side to side.

      “Don’t worry,” he said almost angrily. “Everything is just right. It’s perfect.”

      She nodded and closed her eyes, maybe drifting off to sleep.

      Gary lifted her arm and placed it against her shoulder joint. It took everything in him to try to use his powers to connect her arm to her body. Once that was done, he forced her to sit up and rotated her arm. It seemed to be in working order, but he would have to wait until she was awake to know for sure.

      He laid her back down as tenderly as he could, but she stirred and opened her eyes.

      “Gary?” she whispered.

      “Yes, Elena?”

      “I had a terrible dream that my arm came off.”

      He stood and held out her hand toward the arm he had just reattached. Wordlessly, she used that arm to grab his hand and stand.

      “How are your arms?” he asked.

      She rotated them and did a few arms moves and stretches. “They’re fine,” she said. “But it seemed so real.”

      The ground rumbled, and he snatched her hand again. “We should get out of here before another lava geyser bursts.”

      She nodded, and they raced away, just before a geyser ripped open right where they had been. Without speaking, they rushed back to the underground tavern where they had been living. Elena hesitated in the tavern, but Gary shook his head. Drinking would not be smart. Not now. Then again, he sorely could do for a drink or five.

      Back in their room, Gary motioned for her to strip, and he carefully inspected every inch of her for injuries. There was nothing sexual about this, and although she was dented and bruised and cut and bloodied in spaces, he was confident she would survive this.

      “You never should’ve come back,” he muttered as she dressed.

      “Like there was any doubt,” she said with a snort.

      Now, it was her turn to examine him. He already knew his injuries, and he was breathing tenderly. He suspected his lungs had some smoke in them, but hopefully, the waters had cleared that out enough for him to not be adversely affected by it. The last thing he needed to was to die from smoke inhalation, so to be safe, he took a potion. Then, he handed Elena another one that she didn’t bother to take.

      “It wasn’t a dream, was it?” she asked. “Smaug ripped off my arm.”

      “He ripped it off?” Gary gasped. “I thought the force of the geyser might’ve been enough.”

      “No. He pulled me to him as soon as the sand gave way to the lava beneath me. It all happened too fast. I couldn’t even punch him or anything. He held me like this.” She demonstrated by having a solid grip around his waist. “With his other hand, he just ripped off my arm like I was a toy. Like I was plastic. I don’t know how he could have that much power to do that. How can he be this powerful? What happened with the volcano? With the others?”

      “I don’t know. I think they logged off. I hope they did. I lost Smaug. I drew him away. I… I’m sorry, Elena. Forgive me. I didn’t mean to leave you behind. I just… I was so furious that he ripped off your arm, and I… I had to draw him away. I had to try to kill him. He needs to die. He must die!”

      “Shh,” she said, cupping his face. “We survived. As far as we know, the other girls survived too. We hadn’t intended to face him, and, yes, our plan failed, but again, no one died, and no one lost any levels.”

      “As far as we know,” he repeated darkly.

      “It could have been worse.” She smiled wanly. “We still have each other.”

      “We do.”

      Elena pulled down on his neck and kissed him. As always, her passion and zeal were there, and she swayed closer, grinding against him. He allowed her to kiss him, for them to make out, but when she tried to pull him toward the bed, he pulled back.

      It wasn’t fair to the others. It wasn’t fair to her. He had to stop playing them. Gary needed to be honest with them all.

      Right now, though, he could hardly stand. He sure as hell couldn’t get into a long and in-depth, serious talk about how he loved them all.

      Instead, he collapsed onto the bed, not for sex but to sleep, and he was out in seconds.
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      When Gary woke the next morning, the bed was empty. Elena wasn’t there. He quickly dressed. Before going to bed, he hadn’t bothered to put his superhero attire back on after Elena had him strip so she could check his injuries.

      As he donned his cloak, he considered that he really needed to speak to the girls, and the sooner the better. He vowed to himself that he would talk to them all about his feelings. He loved them all, and he truly didn’t want to have to choose. He knew Elena was the most uncomfortable about that, and if she never could reconcile with that, he couldn’t push her. They would have to figure something else out. The key was to be open and honest. Together, they could determine what their romantic future would hold.

      Still not feeling one hundred percent yet, Gary stumbled into the tavern. Elena wasn’t there. Hardly any gamers were. He ate a quick bite and then noticed a gamer Nicoletta had flirted with a few times.

      Gary made his way over. “Have you seen Nicoletta this morning?” he asked.

      The gamer looked up at him and nodded. “She and your two other lady friends went out about ten minutes or so before you came in here.”

      Gary muttered a curse. “Thanks,” he said.

      He rushed out of there to the surface. Why hadn’t they waited for him? At least the gamer had said all three of them were here. Nicoletta and Olivia had come back. He couldn’t deny that he had been just as worried about them as he had been Elena. Not that he could blame them for just cutting and running, but not knowing where they were hadn’t been easy on him, despite how quickly he had fallen asleep.

      Swiftly, Gary made it up to the surface. He had slept for so long that it was night here on the land. Now that he knew how to distinguish night from day while underground, he had realized that every time he had fought the vampires had been during the nighttime. Granted, the day here lasted only a few hours, so most of the time was at night. Vampires moved freely then but only in certain patches in the world. That was a godsend because otherwise, it would have made the issue impossibly difficult.

      As he glanced around, trying to locate the girls, Gary attempted to figure out how to broach the subject of loving all of them. He did not want to say the word ‘harem,’ and he sure as hell hoped Olivia wouldn’t mention it either. Neither Nicoletta or Elena would appreciate that word.

      Over there. Just past that sand dune. Gary rushed over to them, his feet sinking into the sand slightly with each step.

      “You’re all okay?” he asked as he hugged Nicoletta and Olivia at the same time.

      “I did what I could for the volcano. It didn’t erupt, but the pressure had to be released in other spots,” Nicoletta said. “I couldn’t stop all of it, and when the geysers started to gush, I figured I couldn’t do more and left.”

      “One of the geysers hit me,” Olivia said. “Nearly burned me to death. I had to rebuy my outfit, and I had to drink a crap ton of the burn-cure potions to get rid of the burns. That hurt like a mother. I can’t imagine how it would’ve felt in real life.” She glanced at Nicoletta. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories.”

      “It’s fine.” Nicoletta waved her hand. “You took off then?”

      “Yes.”

      “I already told you my story,” Elena said. “This guy was the real hero.”

      “Me?” Gary pointed at himself. “All I did was—look alive, ladies. We have company.”

      Gary settled into a fighting stance, but inwardly, he was cursing himself. He should’ve had them all go back underground. He could’ve been telling them about his love. Instead, they had to deal with twenty or so vampires.

      “Don’t worry,” Nicoletta said. “It’s only about a half hour until dawn. We might not have to kill them all.”

      “I wouldn’t mind killing them all,” Elena said.

      “Let’s get ready to rumble!” Olivia shouted.

      Gary shook his head. He wasn’t as thrilled as them to be fighting again. Honestly, it was wearing on him a little, the constant battle, the fight for survival. If it were only a game, that would be different, but for him, this was his life now. He had to fight to survive. He was living underground. The land above was a barren wasteland. Not exactly ideal at all.

      The first of the vampires headed straight for Nicoletta. She burned his face, and Olivia flew the burning vampire as it smoldered to ashes into the next two vampires. They also caught on fire.

      Elena rushed forward and smashed into them, one fist, the other, one-two punches, on and on.

      Gary cleared his throat. “Set up a fire line again,” he told Nicoletta. “That way, I can help.”

      Either she didn’t hear him or she was too busy sending out small fireballs. Maybe she hadn’t recovered enough from the night before to be able to.

      Gary grimaced. He wasn’t sure he could hit the vampires with enough force to kill them, not unless he had something metallic to use as a weapon. He had donated everything metal he had to the Kill Smaug fund.

      The three of them seemed to have matters under control, so Gary rushed away only long enough to find a thin metal rod. It was lying on the ground. Strange. Maybe an enemy had dropped it earlier, but for the most part, the enemies here hadn’t been dropping loot like they had in the first issue.

      Not wasting time worrying about it, Gary telekinetically controlled the rod so it went through one vampire’s brain and then another’s, in one ear and out the other again and again and again. The vampires dropped like flies, and the experience points were adding up, but the vampires were still coming. They had dropped the initial twenty already, maybe even more, but the swarm had doubled that, and more were heading their way.

      “Has to only be about five minutes until dawn now,” Nicoletta shouted.

      Gary nodded. “This battle’s gone on long enough,” he grumbled. He wasn’t in the mood for this.

      But those five minutes passed, and the sky lightened ever so slightly, the only indication above ground that it was daytime.

      Did the vampires burn to a crisp?

      Did they flee?

      Did they continue to rush them, even more intent on biting them, killing them?

      No, no, and an emphatic yes.

      How could it be that the vampires were still trying to destroy them? Vampires being around during the day hadn’t ever been an issue before. Granted, the issue always had a short window for the day, but Gary couldn’t help wondering if something was off.

      Not that he could worry about that for long. The vampire horde was so fierce and powerful that they were pressing the team back.

      “That fire line sure would help as backup,” Elena called.

      Nicoletta nodded. “I’m trying!”

      She held out her hand, which sputtered and sparked before turning a weak yellow-orange. By the time she was able to get the color to that of the red-orange she needed for the fire, a huge number of vampires had gotten through. Gary had to use a blast to keep them back. The sand wouldn’t have been enough, so he just telekinetically held as many of the vampires back as he could.

      “Elena!” he called as two broke through and were heading for Olivia.

      She crushed a vampire’s skull and then turned, holding out her fist. Gary hadn’t needed to worry because Olivia grabbed the vampires by their hair and threw them over one, two, at Elena, who punched the one and kicked the other to end them.

      “Now that’s what I call teamwork!” Olivia called.

      Gary skittered back a step. Holding back so many vampires at once wasn’t easy. “Are you okay?” he asked Nicoletta.

      “I… I’m fine.”

      He risked glancing at her. She was pale and shaking. Her fire was sputtering out. A mental thing? Was she having too many memories resurge from when she had been burned? Or was it a physical thing? They all weren’t nearly at full power, and vampires were fierce and powerful. They were stronger than the supervillains in the previous issue.

      “I can do this,” Nicoletta muttered.

      The fire line finally appeared. Shit. It was behind Gary.

      He released his hold on the vampires and just before they could converge on him as they raced forward, he flew into the air. The vampires collided with the fire and died, melting to ashes.

      The vampires who tried to jump over, Olivia forced back down into the flames. The ones who tried to go around to the right met Elena. The ones to the left Gary handled by throwing them back into the fire wall.

      They just might be able to survive this. Maybe. Just maybe.

      Gary took back to the sky, flying high, and he slowly sank back down. “Uh, guys, we got this.”

      “We totally do!” Olivia agreed.

      He gulped. He wasn’t so sure actually because the line of darkness that marched toward them seemed endless. This particular horde of vampires wasn’t going to end any time soon. They had their work cut out for them, that much was for sure.

      “Any other day,” he muttered. “Any other day, we could handle this, no problem.”

      But on the heels of a stalemate against Smaug? Yeah, this was a problem. A big one.
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      Gary shifted back over to Nicoletta. “Do you need a potion?” he murmured.

      “I’m fine. I told you.”

      “Your fire looks a little weak. No offense.”

      It really was. The fire line was sputtering in places, and she was having a hard time reforging life into it. She collapsed, falling to one knee before standing again.

      “Okay, you need a potion.”

      “It’s not the potion,” she murmured. “I… It’s too much.”

      “Then go.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I’m not leaving you.”

      Elena was fighting, but even her punches seemed to be slower. Her one arm, the one he had reattached, locked up once as she was fighting and then again. Shit.

      At least Olivia seemed to be holding her own, but unless she had fire to toss the vampires into, she couldn’t do more than fly away to safety. At least she could bring Nicoletta with her if it came down to that.

      “We need more fire,” he told the Hispanic. “I’ll get it. If you need to, have Olivia fly you and Elena out of here.”

      Nicoletta nodded. “That won’t happen,” she said fiercely, but her body did not lend credence to her words. “Elena will have us as backup. We won’t leave her.”

      “I know you won’t. I trust you.”

      Gary took off, flying toward the nearest lava geysers. Who knew they would be a blessing in disguise? He used his telekinesis to spiral the fire and snapped it like a fire whip toward the horde of vampires. All along its length, vampires transformed to ash.

      In all, Gary was able to use the fire whip two more times before the fire was too embedded in the ground and became a second fire line.

      Undeterred, he flew back and this time claimed the lava from two of the geysers. He snapped one, two against the vampiric horde, and he killed a great deal more. Great, right? But the number of vampires advancing against them never seemed to diminish.

      “Where are they all coming from?” Elena asked between grunts as she killed some more. She staggered back a step before settling in to throw more punches.

      “I don’t know,” Gary said. “We might need to retreat.”

      “We can handle them,” Nicoletta said. Her fire line was looking a little stronger.

      “There’s at least five hundred more,” he said.

      “You’re exaggerating,” Olivia accused with narrowed eyes.

      “Maybe fifty.” He shrugged. “Go check yourself.”

      The flier did, and when she landed, she turned to the ladies.

      “Yeah, we better beat a retreat.”

      “I’ll hold them back,” Gary said. “Get to the tavern. I’ll meet you there.”

      “But—” Nicoletta started.

      “No way.” Elena went to throw a punch, but her arm locked up.

      “Take them,” he growled to Olivia.

      “Please, ladies?” Olivia asked.

      Gary didn’t bother to wait around to find out if they gave permission. He shoved five vampires at a time back into the fires, the four fire lines. He did that a few more times before he beat a retreat himself. The vampires dashed forward, trying to stay beneath him. They even climbed onto each other’s back, but he flew too high for them to reach him, and then he even ducked into the darkness of the sky. He could see them, but they couldn’t see him, and they took off after another group of gamers.

      “Good luck,” Gary muttered to them as he dashed back to the entrance of the underground tavern.

      The ladies were sitting at the tavern, and he plopped down beside them.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      “That was insane,” Olivia said. “How many levels did you go up?”

      “Seventy-six,” Elena said.

      “Eighty-two,” Nicoletta said.

      “Ladies,” Gary said, “I have something I need to say.”

      Elena held up her hand. “Not now. I need a drink. A ton of them. Between yesterday and today, yeah.”

      “Hear, hear!” Olivia cheered.

      It didn’t take long for them all to get drunk. Nicoletta and Olivia too. They had to be drinking back at Nicoletta’s. Soon enough, they had to get going, and it was just Gary and Elena.

      “We’re two peas in a pod,” Elena said, laying her head on his shoulder.

      “Oh, yeah? Why do you say that?”

      “We both lost our parents. We can’t find them.” She giggled.

      His chest grew tight. “Elena…”

      “Yeah?” She pulled back to stare up at him.

      “One time, my parents wanted to take me to the zoo. I was so excited. They asked me what animal was my favorite. I had never been to the zoo before, so I didn’t know how many animals you could go see. In case you could only see one, I said the monkeys, no, the lions, no, the tigers, no the flamingos, no…”

      “You mentioned all of them.”

      “Even some of the animals the zoo didn’t have.” He laughed. “Mom and Dad took me around to see all of the animals, every single one of them. When we got home, Dad hopped onto the computer and showed me pictures of the ones the zoo didn’t have.”

      “Which ones?”

      “Oh, you know, dragons, griffons, unicorns… stuff like that.”

      She burst out laughing. “You honestly thought the zoo had them?”

      “Hey, I was five,” he said defensively. “And besides, I did say a few others too like woolly mammoth and the dodo bird.”

      “They’re both extinct.” Elena smirked.

      “I didn’t know that at the time! I thought the dodo bird sounded hilarious, and a woolly mammoth? It would have been so cool to ride on one. Better than an elephant. Have you ever ridden an elephant?”

      She shook her head. “No. Have you?”

      “No. The zoo offered rides but not on the day we went. We never made it back to the zoo. Just that one time.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right. I don’t think I’m deprived because I never rode one.” He smiled. “Did you ever go to the zoo?”

      “Once. With my mom. Dad had to work that day. My mom kept yelling at me the entire time to not run ahead, but she was walking so slow. It was painful. I always like to go and explore. I had a ton of questions for any of the keepers that I saw.”

      “You loved animals?”

      “Even then I was curious mostly about their food. What they ate, how often. My mom liked when I was talking with the keepers, but she freaked out when one was willing to let me feed the tigers.” Elena scowled. “It took me a long time to forgive her.”

      “I’m sorry. If I had a pet tiger, I would let you feed it.”

      She giggled. “You don’t have a pet tiger.”

      “No, but you can have me as a pet. You can pet me all you want.”

      “Hmm. Not here in the tavern. We’d have to go back to our room for that.”

      He grabbed her hand. “Not right now,” he said, growing more serious.

      “Uh oh. Someone is acting all important and stuff.” Elena sat up tall, giggling all the while.

      “Elena, please. I need to talk to you about something important.”

      She waved over a bar wench and asked for two waters. After she received hers and drank half, she turned to him. “Go ahead.”

      “You’ll remember this?”

      Elena nodded, her fiery red hair bouncing.

      God, she was beautiful.

      “Okay.” He inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “Elena, I have to make a confession.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “I love you,” he said in a rush.

      Her lips twisted into a perfect “O” shape.

      “And I love Nicoletta and Olivia too,” he added in a rush.

      He couldn’t bring himself to look at her. He stared at the table. There was a nick in it, maybe from a bar fight.

      When she didn’t say anything, he risked looking over. She hadn’t moved except to blink.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt any of you. That’s the last thing I want.”

      “I… I might have resented you a little,” she confessed.

      “Because of my feelings for the others.”

      She nodded. “I don’t think it’s right or fair or anything like that. To not pick and choose? This may be a video game, but that’s not real. That’s not how it goes.”

      “I know. Do you think I want to feel like this? That I want to love you all?” He glanced around, suddenly mindful of how many others were in here. “Can we talk in the room?”

      “Sure.”

      They left their trash to be disposed of by a bar wench NPC and retired to their room.

      Elena sat on the bed. “I get why you love Nicoletta. She is pretty amazing, and you did know her before you played. That makes sense.”

      “Olivia does, too. She’s a lot of fun, and she’s been through a lot. Not the same of us but still.”

      “I know. I talked to her a little. It’s just… It’s too much.”

      “I understand. I don’t want you to resent me.”

      “It’s not so much that I resent you as much as I resent me not being enough.”

      “It’s not that. It’s not like that at all.”

      “That’s how it feels,” she whispered.

      Neither of them spoke for a while, and after a bit, they settled down and fell asleep. At one point, in his dreams, Elena started to undress him. He wasn’t about to turn her down. As he reached to undress her, Nicoletta was there, and Elena allowed her to strip her. Gary watched as the two ladies stripped each other, and he grew so hard that he had to start stroking himself as Nicoletta guided Elena’s hand to her breast. Elena seemed to fumble a bit, and Nicoletta wasn’t the surest herself as she touched Elena between her legs. Gary groaned, loving everything about this.

      The two turned to him as if realizing he was there for the first time. Nicoletta came over and caressed his face, kissing him, running her hands over his chest, lying him down on the bed.

      Elena came over. As she liked to do, she started to ride him, and Nicoletta settled on his face, and he ate her out. When he reached up to touch her breasts, he realized Elena was already doing that, and the realization that he was having them both at once, that all three of them were pleasuring each other at once was enough to have him explode. When Elena was done, Nicoletta had Gary turn over, and he entered her from behind. Elena wiggled beneath them, and the two girls made out as he pumped deep inside of Nicoletta, whose fingers were buried in Elena’s curls down below and on her head.

      It was fucking magical.

      It felt so fucking real.

      Gary wanted it to be real and not just a dream.

      He woke up and stretched. Elena was curled up against him on his left side, but on his right side was Nicoletta. Now, all three of them were fully clothed, but maybe it hadn’t been a dream after all.
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      Gary did his best not to breathe, not to move, relishing the sensation of having two of the women he loved with him in bed. The heat from their bodies, them lying against him, had him so rock hard that their blanket tented over him.

      He really had to do something about that. This was the kind of erection that wasn’t going to go away without being satisfied.

      But what could he do? If he moved, they would wake up.

      Maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing. Maybe then the dream could come true. He had talked to Elena. Granted, she didn’t seem on board with the sharing part of him, but if she was there for the sharing, if he was giving himself to her at the same time as someone else, maybe she would be more up for it.

      Gary certainly was.

      He groaned. His arms were pinned by both of the ladies. He wasn’t sure he could get an arm free.

      For two painful minutes, he waited there, hoping one of them would wake up, but they were both sleeping peacefully. Finally, he rolled Nicoletta forward enough that he got his arm free. He gently lifted it over her and then stilled, waiting, watching. She didn’t wake, and he brought that hand down.

      Fuck. His clothes were in the way. It wasn’t as if his superhero attire meant he was wearing pants or shorts. Nope.

      Still, he could at least rub himself through it. It wasn’t as if he thought he would have time to make himself clean. Then again, just rubbing would be tortuous without release.

      With another groan, he began to rub himself.

      “What are you doing?” Elena asked sleepily.

      He hesitated mid-stoke. “Go back to sleep,” he urged.

      “Gary?” Nicoletta called.

      He dropped his hand to his side. “Yes?”

      Elena sat up and so did Nicoletta. He muttered a curse but did not sit up.

      “You ladies go ahead and eat or get ready or whatever. I’ll be right with you.”

      Elena and Nicoletta glanced at each and then down at him and at his tent.

      “You do that. Be right with us.” Nicoletta smirked as she patted his shoulder.

      “Take your time,” Elena said.

      The two laughed as they breezed out of the room.

      “Yeah, yeah, laugh all you want,” Gary grumbled.

      The delay hadn’t let him any less hard. He stripped in seconds, and he took longer to come than he thought he would, reliving every moment of the dream, wishing that he could have had both of them this morning, wishing Olivia had been there, too.

      Once he had cleaned up, Gary went upstairs. He ate some, alone since they must’ve gone topside. He hated that they had, and he inhaled his food, but he listened as the other gamers were muttering about how much harder the game was becoming.

      Gary tucked that nugget of intel away and headed to the surface. All three ladies were talking, and he strolled off. Oddly, they fell silent on his approach.

      “Talking about me?” he joked.

      They said nothing.

      Crap. They really had been.

      “All good I hope.” He struggled to smile. “Anyhow, I think we should try to avoid vampires today if possible. Get to being heroes and megaheroes and superheroes as soon as possible. Gain the experience points from killing the vampires is great, but—”

      “You really think our powers will increase if we become superheroes again,” Elena said.

      “It’s worth a shot, don’t you think?” He shrugged.

      “We need more than what we have to defeat Smaug. That’s for sure,” Olivia said.

      “Count me in,” Nicoletta said. “Where to?”

      “There’s a powerless wizard nearby,” he said. “He gave me my first quest. Might as well see if he has another for us.”

      The ladies fell into step behind him, and Gary led them to the wizard.

      “Long ago,” the wizard said, “war devastated the land. It was only after that the vampires came. With them came the darkness. Bring back the sun, and you will become heroes.”

      “Bring back the sun,” Nicoletta repeated.

      “How can we do that?” Elena asked.

      “Bring back the sun. Reforge it. Find its four pieces and reunite them,” the wizard said.

      “Where are the four pieces?” Gary asked.

      “North, south, east, and west?” Olivia asked.

      “Yes, yes, yes, and yes.” The wizard nodded to her.

      “All right,” Gary said. “Let’s head north first.”

      “Wait up,” Elena said. “We don’t have a lot of time. Let’s split up.”

      “That’s dangerous,” Olivia said. “Not one of us could handle an entire horde of vampires by ourselves.”

      “True,” Elena admitted. She rubbed the back of her neck. “Fine. Two and two. I’ll go with… Nicoletta.”

      “You trust me with Olivia?” he asked.

      Elena glowered at Olivia. “I trust you, not her, but she’s the weakest. She needs to be with one of the strongest.”

      “Hey,” Olivia protested. “I don’t need to face them. I could just fly away.”

      Elena nodded. “You could. And Gary can fly ,too. Maybe you could be separate. Nicoletta and I will handle the south and the east. You two split up north and west.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” Gary said.

      “Too bad,” Nicoletta said. “It’s a solid plan.”

      “But what if you get into trouble,” he protested.

      “We can handle ourselves,” Elena said.

      Gary gave her a crap ton of the special potions to heal them. He didn’t like this plan, not one bit, but all of the girls were on board. He had been outvoted.

      So he headed north, toward the mountains, staying away from the castle. He wasn’t sure what exactly he was looking for. He took to the air, flying around. The sheer number of vampires beneath him was staggering. The mountains seemed to be where they hid, and if he had to face even a fraction of their numbers here, it would not be fun.

      He searched for what felt like hours. A fog had rolled in, but through it, it was obscured slightly by a faint light. Gary landed nearby to investigate and stood at the entrance of a dank, cool cave.

      Wishing he had a light, Gary peeked inside. He couldn’t tell how far back the cave went. Not being a coward, he entered, ready to blast any foe back with his power. One step, two, three… Soon, he was so far inside that there was no light whatsoever. He couldn’t tell if his eyes were open or shut.

      He felt along the side of the cave to be able to follow its path. It turned aside, and he was blinded by a bright, hot light.

      A piece of the sun.

      Gary had to turn aside and retreat. The light was so bright that it physically hurt him to look at it. How was he supposed to get it out of here? Telekinetically, of course.

      Once again, he peeked around the corner of the tunnel, his eyes closed. With his power, he secured the piece of the sun. Man, was it heavier than he thought. He tugged it, and the sun slowly inched along the ground.

      Just then, the tunnel bean to shake. Rocks and chunks of the ceiling fell down. If there was some kind of boss waiting to stroll around the bend, Gary wasn’t waiting for it. He took off flying, forcing the sun to move faster behind him, and he launched out of the cave and into the air.

      The vampires below him began to hiss and screech, turning away from the sun. Gary grinned and had the sun stand in position above them, burning them, gaining experience levels all the while.

      But the sun was heavy, weighing him down, and he could only hold it telekinetically for so long. Eventually, he had to move on, and he raced back to the spot where the wizard was.

      He wasn’t the first one there, much to his surprise. Olivia was there, looking mighty pleased with herself.

      “Why are you so happy?” he asked as he placed his sun on the ground beside hers. The two pieces fused together like magnets, and he turned aside, their heat and brightness giving him a headache.

      “I found your lost ocean,” she said.

      “Oh, yeah? Not much of an ocean, huh?”

      “There was more water than I expected, considering what you said.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. A ton of beautiful mermaids were there, all naked and rubbing oil all over their massive boobs.” Olivia grabbed herself.

      He blanched. “I hate to break it to you, but they weren’t mermaids.”

      “Oh, I know. They were sirens. They tried to get me to have an orgy with them.”

      Gary groaned. “Don’t tell me you were tempted.”

      “Bitch, please. I won’t offer this goodness to just anyone.” She fluffed her hair and then sighed. “I really don’t. I might flirt and tease and play like that, but seriously, you’re different. Elena is so fucking strong. Nicoletta’s mind is amazing. She has so much potential. You’re all hot. Why wouldn’t I want you all? But I don’t want just anyone and everyone.”

      “I understand. I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said.

      “No, you get me. You understand. The others, not so much. Not yet at least. I do think that Elena might be coming around a little, and Nicoletta only needs a little shove.”

      Gary grinned, thinking about his dream and how it might not have been a dream. Although the clothing did suggest a dream. Regardless, he could see it happen. “Maybe sooner than we think.”

      “Did you see any vampires?” she asked. “Because I had to fly over a ton of them.”

      “Me too. That sun sure came in handy.”

      “Didn’t it? Killed so many, but there’s always more.” She sighed. “If one of the quests is to wipe every last one out, it will take forever.”

      “I swear they have a machine to multiply.”

      “Right? Hey, looks like the other two have a sun piece.”

      Sure enough, Nicoletta was dragging a piece of the sun. Gary rushed over and telekinetically took it from her. Her hands were bright red and stayed that way during the rest of the trek back.

      “Are you okay?” Olivia asked, rushing over.

      “She was a total badass,” Elena said. “Just picked it up and carried it.”

      “The heat was almost too much for me to handle, though,” Nicoletta admitted.

      “Want me to get the last one?” Olivia offered.

      “Take Elena with you,” Gary said. “I don’t want to keep splitting up solo. There’s too many vampires around.”

      Elena nodded. “We had to have seen at least one hundred of them.”

      “Yeah, and Elena killed at least seventy of them,” Nicoletta said.

      “You killed like half,” Elena protested.

      “I did not. You know you killed the lion’s share.”

      “The lioness’ share.” Olivia winked.

      Elena laughed. “Doesn’t matter who killed what. We wiped the floor with them, but, yeah, there’s a ton of them, and honestly, they were harder to kill than before. Did you notice that?”

      Nicoletta nodded. “Definitely.”

      “I cheated and used the sun,” Gary said.

      “Cheater here, too.” Olivia lifted her hand.

      “Be careful you two,” Gary called, and they rushed off, heading east.

      Nicoletta rubbed her forehead. I’m gonna head to town real quick and see if anyone has any of the burn-cure.”

      “I ran out. I’m sorry.”

      “I figured you had. Don’t worry. I’ll be right back.” She patted his arm and kissed his cheek.

      He snaked an arm around her waist. “If I didn’t have to guard the sun…”

      “No. Down, boy. Didn’t you have enough fun this morning?”

      “I wanted more fun this morning. Double the fun.”

      Her eyes widened. “Gary…”

      “I can’t help it. I—”

      “Don’t say it,” she begged. She wiggled free of his grasp and rushed away.

      Damn it. He was hard as hell and maybe getting Nicoletta on board was going to be harder than he had anticipated.

      Ten minutes later, the other two returned. Nicoletta was still at town. Gary hoped like hell she was all right.

      “Did you two run into any problems?” he asked.

      Olivia dropped the last piece of the sun a far distance away from the others and collapsed to the ground. “No problems for us,” she said breathlessly.

      “For who?” he asked, confused.

      “We saw a bunch of gamers get swarmed by the vampires,” Elena explained. “There’s definitely a lot more vampire attacks lately, and they’re stronger than ever.”

      Olivia nodded. “It’s kinda scary.”

      Gary scoffed. “The only thing that’s scary is Smaug.”

      Elena shook her head. “Trust me. These aren’t the same vampires.”

      Gary opened his mouth to suggest maybe they forgo becoming heroes and just keep the sun pieces as easy peasy vampire-killing devices when Nicoletta came back. Her pale skin and tight frown combined with tears in her eyes had Gary swallowing back his suggestion.

      “What happened?” he demanded.

      “The vampires. I was talking to one of the gamers, and he said that the vampires killed his friend. Same glitch as before. Lose the ten lives but can’t leave the game. Just keep coming back again and again until you’re killed so much, your character is no more.”

      Olivia shook her head, disgusted. “What the hell is going on with this game?”

      “That’s not even the worst of it,” Nicoletta said. “First, though, let’s become heroes. I need something good to happen.”

      Gary nodded, and he telekinetically attached the last two pieces of the sun together. Without any help from him, the sun lifted into the air, and the sun’s light flittered down on them. It felt weaker than when it had been directly in front of them, but hopefully, they would have real day now, longer periods of daytime, and even more hopefully, the vampires would stay away during the day.

      “Congratulations, heroes!” the wizard said, beaming.

      “Thanks,” Gary muttered.

      “What else happened?” Elena asked.

      “I found a female wizard just like the one here. Guys, the vampires came up to her and attacked her. An NPC! The vampires attacked an NPC!”

      “Something is terribly wrong here.” Olivia shuddered.

      “And I bet I know who’s behind it,” Gary said grimly. “Smaug.”
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      Gary stared at the three lovely ladies. “Well?” he demanded. “Am I right? It has to be him.”

      Elena nodded. “He’s clearly hacking into the game.”

      “Maybe that’s how he was able to get the dragons on his side in the first issue,” Olivia suggested.

      “Now he has the vampires on his side here,” Nicoletta said. “That’s just fantastic.”

      Gary turned to the wizard. “Tell us how to become superheroes,” he commanded.

      “First, you must become megaheroes.”

      “Yes, yes, fine. Tell us how to become megaheroes.”

      “That is simple. You must defeat the vampires.”

      “So not cool,” Olivia said.

      “Not to be unexpected,” Gary said. “I bet we have to defeat the last standing vampire, the vampire king. Dracula or whatever it’s called in Vampire War.”

      “Or just win the war,” Elena pointed out.

      “But if we have to kill all of the vampire minions to become megaheroes, we have to do something else to become superheroes,” Olivia pointed out. “So, like Gary said, has to be something other than a vampire. Vampire king maybe or vampire mutant or hybrid or something.

      “A vampire hybrid?” Elena perked up. “A cross between a vampire and a lion would be amazing.”

      “I was thinking vampire and werewolf,” Olivia said.

      “That was done already,” Nicoletta interjected.

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” Gary said firmly. “I think we need to kill as many vampires as we can for two reasons. One, to become one step closer to becoming megaheroes and then superheroes. Two, because it’ll be a blow against Smaug. We can’t possibly go up against Smaug if he’s going to send a ton of vampires down on us. We’ll die.”

      “Great. This’ll be fun.” Elena went to pump her fist into the air, but her arm locked up. “Damn it. Why does that keep happening?”

      “Probably because Smaug ripped your arm off, and I reattached it the best I could.” Gary rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry?”

      “Not your fault but, damn, does it sometimes happen at the wrong time.”

      Olivia walked over. “Can I see?”

      Elena didn’t hesitate and held out her arm.

      Olivia rotated it this way and that. “Hmm,” she said. “It doesn’t hurt at all?”

      “No, it just locks up.”

      “Honestly…” Olivia bit her lower lip. “Don’t hate me. I don’t think it has anything to do with Gary at all. I think it’s the heat. I think it’s the metal.”

      “You think I need WD-40.”

      Olivia nodded and clapped a hand over her mouth. Her shoulders shook.

      Elena sighed. “Go ahead and laugh. It’s funny, I guess, but how in the hell am I supposed to find WD-40 here?”

      “Vegetable oil.” Olivia grabbed Elena’s freely moving arm. “Come on to the tavern with me. We can press some vegetables for their oil, mix with water, and voila! Natural WD-40! Works just as well in my opinion.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh, yeah. I make all kinds of stuff. Soaps, my own makeup, you name it.”

      The two continued to talk as they walked off.

      Nicoletta crossed over to Gary. “They’re getting along better.”

      “Looks like it.”

      She shook her head.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You’re going to get what you want, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know,” he said seriously. “I know I don’t want anyone to get hurt, so if I get that, I’ll be happy.”

      “Yeah, but…” She exhaled. “That’s asking a lot of us, asking us to share.”

      “I’m not asking that,” he said, turning toward her. “I don’t just want all of you with me. I want all of us together.”

      Realization dawned in her expression, and her eyes widened. “You really want it to be a group thing.”

      “Not just me with all of you. All of us. Together.”

      “You just want orgies and threesomes.”

      “I just want to love you all. Is that so wrong?”

      “It’s impossible,” she muttered.

      “Why? Because I’m in here and you’re out there? Not forever.”

      “You sure about that?” She pointedly wouldn’t look at him.

      “I’m sure. I have to have faith.” He tilted his head, trying to get her to look at him. “Nicoletta, talk to me.”

      “There’s nothing to say. Well, one thing. We can’t just go about killing the vampires. We also have to learn where Smaug is staying.”

      “I have a guess as to that,” Gary said, shifting uncomfortably.

      “Where?”

      “Dracula’s castle, for lack of a better term for it.”

      “Why do you think he’s there?”

      “Because that’s where I lost him.”

      Nicoletta muttered a curse. “If he gets the big bad on his side…”

      “Nicoletta, he’s the big bad.”

      “I realize that, but if he gets Dracula or whatever on his side—”

      “Won’t change anything. Dracula would’ve always tried to kill us.”

      She exhaled a deep breath. “I guess so. All right, so we’ll avoid the castle.”

      “For as long as we can. There’s a crap ton of vampires on those mountains. We’ll have to clear them out eventually.”

      “Hmm.”

      “You have a plan?” he asked hopefully.

      “Not right now. Maybe for later. Come on. You and I can start to go vampire hunting.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Gary grinned.

      Together, they headed back toward the volcano. There weren’t a ton of vampires there, but Gary lassoed himself another fiery whip, and they cut over to the west. A cluster of twenty vampires were there, and they slew them in no time between his whip and her fireballs.

      “You’re getting better at using that whip,” she commented. “Flicking that wrist like a pro.”

      “I can think of another place where I’d like to use my whip-flicking talents.”

      “Keep dreaming,” she retorted.

      Farther down an ash-covered beach with no water, they killed more vampires. Most of the time, Gary had to connect the fiery whip with the vampires two or three times before the fire would catch on and burn them. Nicoletta’s fireballs had to be larger and wider to kill them.

      “It’s taking more fire to kill them, isn’t it?” she muttered, wiping sweat from her brow.

      “Yes, and that sun doesn’t seem to be weakening them any.”

      “This shit is for the birds,” she muttered.

      They came around to a bit of sand that masqueraded as quicksand. Each step was a chore, so Gary took to flying and aided Nicoletta so she could hover, too.

      A sudden stampede of feet had Gary halting in mid-air. A large group of vampires were racing so fast along the sand that they were merely blurs.

      “Rain down your fire!” Gary called.

      Nicoletta did as he said, and he used his whip. The longer distance away from the vampires meant he had to use more wind to get the fiery whip down to meet them. Because of the increased wind, the fire from the whip was dimming some.

      “Relight me?” he called.

      “Sure!” Nicoletta sent him a blast of fire that nearly went all the way back up the whip to his arm.

      “Temper it next time,” he shouted.

      “Aw, come on, now. You’re on fire!” She winked at him and then slammed a fireball through a vampire’s face.

      They were more powerful than before, but so were the vampires. It took some time for them to kill them all, and by that point, they were exhausted. Gary’s whip had gone out again. At least he had enough strength to fly them back to the entrance to the underground town.

      Down in the tavern, they found Olivia behind the counter. The NPCs didn’t seem the happiest about her and Elena being back there, but they didn’t complain.

      “How’s it going?” Nicoletta asked, leaning against the counter.

      A perky bar wench with her tits hanging out approached. “Can I get you anything?” she chirped to Gary.

      “You can cover up,” Nicoletta snapped.

      “Cover up what?” the bar wench asked.

      Nicoletta grabbed a cloth and placed it over the nearly exposed tits.

      The bar wench removed the cloth and flittered her eyelashes at Gary. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Four iced waters,” Gary said.

      “Coming right up.” She jumped, her boobs somehow not popping out, and she disappeared into the back.

      “Developers, making the bar wenches jump. What the hell?” Nicoletta grumbled.

      “Don’t worry,” Gary said. “Your boobs are better.”

      “You shouldn’t be looking.” She slapped him.

      “Of course he looks,” Olivia said. “He’s a guy.”

      “I don’t just notice a girl’s boobs,” he protested.

      “Oh, so you’re an ass guy?” Elena asked.

      He couldn’t believe this. “Why are you all ganging up on me?” he complained.

      “You’re the one who wants all of us,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary grew very uncomfortable, all the more so because he was also very hard. He pressed against the counter, trying to hide his bulge. “Ah, well, I think we need to work harder on killing the vampires instead of killing the mood.”

      “There is no mood,” Elena said.

      Olivia was mixing some water and oil, not that they mixed well. “Let’s try this,” she said. “I hope it works.”

      “Even if it doesn’t, thank you for trying.”

      Olivia lifted the bowl and then hesitated. “We might not want to do it out here.” She tilted her head toward where a group of five male gamers were watching them.

      “Good point.”

      They started to leave the tavern for their room when Gary heard Olivia add, “You know… you’re gonna get all wet. You might want to take your top off…”

      Nicoletta shook her head. “You and her. So alike.”

      “Because we’re open to love?”

      “Because you want more than your fair share.”

      “What is fair?”

      Nicoletta closed her eyes. When she opened them, there were tears. It never ceased to amaze Gary how lifelike the avatars could be, how many emotions they could show, how amazing it felt to make love to one.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I regret that the first time we made love was when it was through your avatar, but I do not regret making love to you.”

      “Was it making love? Or was it fucking?” she whispered.

      “It was love,” he said firmly. “For me at least.”

      She blew out a breath.

      The bar wench returned with the waters and leaned over to give Gary an eyeful of her boobs as she placed each one down. “Anything else?” she asked.

      “We’re good.”

      “Holla if you need anything!” She jumped, boobs jumping too, and headed over to the five gamers.

      “I don’t want upset you ever,” he said.

      “When you came over before your birthday, when we were talking, that’s when I fell for you,” she said. “I wanted you then. I wanted to be with you. I never thought…”

      “I didn’t intend to fall in love with you and Elena and Olivia. It just happened. Isn’t that how love is? It’s just something that sweeps over you? A tidal wave that you’re powerless to resist?”

      “I don’t know. I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been in love before, not true love.” She glowered at her water as if she resented it for not being vodka.

      “I’ve never been in love before either, so imagine how I feel.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “For all of you.”

      She snorted. “I don’t know if I can do what you’re asking of me.”

      “If you noticed, I haven’t come right out and asked.”

      “True.” She offered him a wavering smile. “I’ll… I’ll let you know if I’m ready. If I ever am.”

      “That’s fine by me.”

      Nicoletta laughed and smiled. She lifted her water glass in cheers. “You don’t have a choice,” she teased.

      No, he really didn’t.
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      Not a minute alter, Elena and Olivia emerged from the back. Gary couldn’t help noticing that Elena’s superhero outfit wasn’t wet, which had him thinking that she had taken off her clothes and dried off before getting dressed again. Fuck, he had just calmed down, and now he was all turned on again.

      “Better now?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Elena beamed.

      “Sorry you aren’t,” Olivia whispered in his ear as she walked by. He glanced at her, and she winked. Gary just shook his head.

      “We need to come up with a game plan,” Nicoletta said. “We need to kill as many vampires as possible.”

      “Any ideas?” Elena asked.

      “Can we use the volcano again?” Olivia suggested. “All that lava goodness and heat just waiting to burn vampires to ashes.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Gary said. “How can we lure the vampires over there, though?”

      “Easy enough.” Elena shrugged. “Bait.”

      “Have you seen how fast those vampires are?” Nicoletta asked. “We can’t outrun them. We’d be killed! We’ve barely able to kill them fast enough as it is.”

      “Believe me, I know. I’m the one who has to kill them barehanded, face to face. It’s not easy.”

      “You do make it look easy, though,” Olivia said.

      “I try.”

      “Olivia and I can lure them,” Gary said. “We can fly. They can’t reach us.”

      “They won’t want to go into the volcano, though, and there will be too many for them to be magically thrown in,” Nicoletta said, the wheels in her head clearly churning.

      “Could you make it erupt?” Elena suggested.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said. “I doubt I’ll be able to control it, all of that ash… other gamers could get swept in it.” She snapped her fingers. “Do you think you can smash the sand through enough so that I can release the pressure and cause more geysers? If you did it in a ring, we might be able to make it collapse and form a dome-less volcano that they could fall into.”

      “I don’t see why not.”

      “All right. Seems to me we have a plan.” Gary rubbed his hands together. “We ready to do this?”

      Olivia and Nicoletta just stared at him.

      “Oh. Need to sleep, huh?”

      “Yes, please,” Nicoletta begged.

      “We’ve been going for so long that we aren’t even standing up to play.”

      “Seriously?” Gary scratched the back of his head. “You can play while sitting? I didn’t realize that.”

      All three of them burst out laughing.

      “You told me he wasn’t much of a gamer,” Olivia said. “I didn’t believe you.”

      “He does a good job acting like he knows what he’s doing, but he’s just winging it,” Nicoletta said.

      “You can almost forget at times. Not bad, rookie.” Elena winked.

      Gary threw up his hands. “Go to sleep, you two, and leave me be,” he complained, pretending to be upset.

      The girls laughed and said goodnight and vanished.

      Elena turned to him. “Want to hunt some vampires or go to sleep?”

      “We should probably sleep.”

      “You know Smaug’s out there, gaining levels and power and spells,” she said darkly.

      “I know, but we can’t think clearly if we don’t sleep. We have to survive this. We have to get you back home.”

      “Hey.” She crossed over to him and took his hands in hers. “We have to get back home. Not just me.”

      He nodded. “I know. I just… I don’t know what will be waiting for me.”

      “We’ll make it work.”

      Gary nodded again, but he couldn’t help wondering what she meant by “it.”
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      When Gary woke the next morning, Elena was sitting up in bed. He wanted to reach over and rub her back, but he refrained, not certain how she would take such a tender, intimate gesture.

      “Good morning,” he said.

      She flashed him a smile over his shoulder. “Good morning. Ready to kick some vampire ass?”

      “You know it.”

      After a quick breakfast—Gary sure was getting tired of berries and almost stale bread—they went topside. Olivia and Nicoletta weren’t anywhere in sight, so they slowly walked over toward the volcano. Along the way, they had to take care of no fewer than sixty-six vampires.

      “I really hope there is a finite number of them,” she muttered.

      “There has to be,” Gary said. “The wizard told us that to become megaheroes, we have to kill them.”

      “Yes, but with Smaug tampering with the game…”

      “You would think the developers could help with that.”

      “Any updates from Haru lately?”

      “No.” Gary shrugged and rubbed his chin. “I think I’ve pissed him off the last couple of times we spoke.”

      “No wonder. You have every right to be upset.”

      “Yeah, but being upset and being a dick are two different things.”

      “Only for some guys,” she teased.

      “Haha.”

      By the time they arrived at the volcano, the other girls were already there. A few hugs, and Nicoletta and Elena were walking off, figuring out where and when exactly Elena should punch.

      “It can’t be too quickly. If it’s too early,” Nicoletta was saying, “then the vampires will be able to readjust and move out of the way.”

      “But I still need time to get out of dodge myself,” Elena pointed out.

      “Yes. Hopefully, since Gary and Olivia will be leading them here, they should be able to sweep both of us into the air so we’ll all be safe.

      “We got this,” Olivia said. “Ready for us to grab ‘em?”

      Nicoletta gave them the thumbs up signal.

      Olivia grabbed Gary’s hand. “Let’s go!”

      They took off and zoomed toward the mountains. The moment the castle came into sight in the distance, Olivia tried to adjust closer to it.

      “I want to see,” she said, tugging on his arm.

      “No,” he said firmly.

      “But—”

      “It’s a dark place,” he said grimly. “I don’t want to go there.”

      “A dark place? Gary, do you believe in auras?”

      “If you asked me before I saw that place, I would’ve said no. Now…”

      “Really? People who can sense auras have always interested me,” she said.

      “So, I’m not crazy?”

      “I don’t know. Sensing an aura in a game is kinda weird.”

      “Being in a game is kinda weird,” he pointed out.

      “True.”

      “And games typically have sound tracks. If you combine a creepy place with evil music…”

      “Yeah, okay, an atmospheric place in a game could give off auras after all. I’m sorry. Hadn’t thought of it like that.” She exhaled.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Me? Okay? Yes, sure, why wouldn’t I be?”

      “You seem off.”

      “Vampires ahoy!” she shouted.

      “How convenient.”

      “Very.” She grinned at him.

      “We’re talking about this later.”

      “If we survive!” She waved. “Hallo, vampires! How you doing?” she called as she sensually lifted her chin.

      The vampires stared up at her. They had clearly been doing something, but Gary couldn’t tell what. Abruptly, they began to race up the mountain until they were level with Gary and Olivia.

      And then they leaped off the face of the mountain.

      Instead of falling, they turned into hundreds of bats.

      Not tiny bats, either, but huge, massive ones with equally massive wings, and the speed, yeah, the bats had their superspeed.

      “Fly!” Gary shouted, releasing Olivia’s hand so she could concentrate on evasive maneuvering.

      He flew as fast and as zigzaggy as he could. Gary did not want to be bitten. He didn’t want to be devoured. He didn’t want to be consumed by darkness.

      Down below, he spied other gamers. They pointed up at him, and he ignored them, flying by.

      That was when he heard it. Hundreds of feet sweeping over the sand at impossible speeds.

      Not all of the vampires had turned to bats. Most had remained as vampires, and they were giving chase all right.

      Gary had to use his powers to keep the vampire bats away from him. One entangled in Olivia’s hair, ready to bite her. She shrieked, and suddenly, the bat was a hundred feet below her. She shook her head, gave the bat the bird, and flew on.

      He grinned. She was something else.

      Swooping over, he grabbed her hand again, encompassing her in the area where he was keeping the bats back. He sure hoped the other girls were ready.

      The volcano was in sight now. They only had a little more to go. Just a little farther. Just a little more.

      Down below, Gary couldn’t sense them. He couldn’t feel Nicoletta or Elena. Where were they?

      “I don’t see any of the geysers,” Olivia whispered. “Shouldn’t we have passed some?”

      She was right. They were almost on top of the volcano by now. What in the world was going on?

      Gary jerked hard, banking to the right, and they flew over the top of the volcano.

      Ice. All of it was crystalized in a beautiful but devastating lattice pattern.

      “Smaug,” he muttered the name as if it were a curse. “He must have been here. He must have realized we were going to try and destroy his followers. Our plan was too simple, too easy for him to figure out.”

      “You don’t think he was here already, that he… he…”

      “Olivia, they’re fine.”

      “How can you be so sure? So calm?” she wailed.

      “Because he wants all of us,” he said grimly. “He wants to kill us all.”

      “Again, how can you be sure that he didn’t—”

      “He is a sick, twisted individual. He’ll want to kill us in front of each other. To him, it’s all about power. Right? Isn’t that what your courses told you?”

      “Yes,” she murmured, sounding stronger and slightly less frightened. “But now what? Clearly, they aren’t here, but we can’t have all of these vampires following back to… he’s at the castle, isn’t he?”

      “I betcha he is. As for the vampires, we’ll handle them.”

      “How?”

      “It won’t be easy, but… we have to try.”

      Olivia nodded. “Just tell me what to do.”

      “When I open it, shove as many vampires inside as you can as quickly as you can.”

      “Open what?”

      “You’ll see.”

      He flew her over to a spot that was hopefully far enough away from the iciness of the volcano. Then, he used his power to shove aside the sand, digging deeper, deeper, seeking out warmth, heat, lava.

      There.

      A geyser burst forth, and Olivia immediately start to fly the vampires through the air to the lava. Already, Gary was working on springing more geysers, and he threw some of the vampires onto the spewing lava before opening more and more.

      Just then, a few other gamers came over, and they began to assist with the vampires. Fireballs flew through the air, reminding Gary of Nicoletta. He saw some flashes of metal. Weapons? Fists? He wasn’t sure, but it made him miss and worry for Elena that much more.

      It took some time, probably too much time, but eventually, every one of the vampires they had lured off the mountain had been killed. Gary nodded to the pack of gamers on the ground. They nodded back and headed off, probably to find more vampires to kill.

      “Don’t want to ask them to join us?” Olivia asked, flying over to him.

      “No. We’re a team, and we’re going to go save them. You and me. You up for it?”

      “You know it.”
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      Gary was so amped up that he wanted to fly all the way to the castle. He was fairly certain that Smaug wouldn’t do anything to harm Nicoletta or Elena without Gary being there to witness it, but what if he was wrong? What if they were already dead?

      But if they weren’t dead, then Gary needed to conserve some of his power. He might be considered a hero in the game, but he was only human. He couldn’t go on forever.

      “Should we walk?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to, but maybe we should,” Olivia said. She bit her lower lip. “I’m scared.”

      “Don’t be.”

      “Aren’t you?”

      “Why do you think I told you not to be? I’m scared enough for us both.”

      “I can’t have anything happen to you,” she said.

      “Nothing will.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “I do. I swear.”

      A worried silence fell, and they reached the base of the mountain. Climbing wasn’t going to be easy, so they had to fly to the base of the castle. Up close, it was even more twisted and terrifying, all contorted black metal spiraled into points, almost resembling thorny vines.

      Lights glowed from within the castle, making the place seem like it was alive, like a maw in the side of the blackness of the mountain. Night had fallen, but Gary couldn’t picture sunlight ever reaching this forsaken place.

      He headed straight for the largest opening. It wasn’t a window or a door, just a space to enter from above.

      Gary landed on his feet and glanced around. The place seemed like a cross between a ballroom and a throne room, and he felt as if he had transported back in time.

      “Ah, welcome. I knew you would come,” Smaug said. He was perched on a golden throne. He swept to his feet and flung his cape back as he strolled down the three steps off his dais and toward them. “You’re late, though. I do hate when people aren’t punctual.”

      “Oh, silly thing,” Gary said, quickly shoving points into strength and vitality. He had gone up another bunch of levels and was now level four hundred and fifty-two. “Killing vampires does take time. I’m getting rather proficient at killing your pets. Your dragon, your vampires… All in a day’s work for a hero, I suppose.”

      “You think you’re a hero, do you?” Smaug laughed as he began to walk back toward the throne. “You don’t know anything about the world, how it works.”

      “This world or the real world?” Gary asked, lifting his chin.

      Olivia glowered at him, clearly wanting him to watch it, but he shrugged and gave a tiny wave of his hand. He knew what he was doing. At least he hoped he did.

      Smaug snapped his fists, and vampires dressed like guards dragged in Elena and Nicoletta. The girls had bruised and bloodied faces but otherwise seemed relatively unharmed.

      Gary took a step forward

      “Stay,” Smaug snapped, commanding him as if he were a dog. “I did not tell you to move. You are my guest here, but if guests displease me, I kill them. Do you want to be killed?”

      “It’s just a game,” Gary said. “There’s no point in killing any of the gamers here.”

      “Oh, is that so?” Smaug asked. “You’re misguided and a fool at that.”

      “You’re pompous and think you’re the top shit, but you’re wrong, so there’s that,” Olivia said.

      Smaug smiled and turned to face her. “If you think copping an attitude will endear me to you, you are mistaken.”

      “I do not make mistakes,” Olivia said. “A pity your mother made one with you.”

      Gary winced at that. Between the two of them, they needed to make sure they didn’t give away too much of what they knew.

      “Your mother would be so proud of the way you flaunt your body,” Smaug said.

      “Actually, she would be,” Olivia said. “Shows what you know.”

      Smaug smiled. “You can act all high and mighty, but you will cower before me, and then I will grant you a merciless death.”

      “Do you taunt everyone before you kill them?” Gary asked. “Or, I mean, threaten to kill them?”

      “Ah, but you four are special. We have faced a few times now, and now, you all will face your death at my hands.”

      Gary settled into a fighting stance. First, he had to get the vampires away from the girls. Then, he—

      Smaug opened his mouth, and a piercing high-shrill sound came out. Gary covered his ears.

      Four bats flew into the room. They were massive, twenty times larger than a typical bat should be. Together, they circled above Smaug’s head.

      The supervillain flicked his wrist, the vampires released the girls and backed away, bowing before leaving the room.

      Because that’s not weird.

      With a wave of his hand, Smaug pointed lazily at Nicoletta. One of the bats let out a screech and zoomed toward her. It opened its mouth, and a blast of fire came out, the flames purple. Gary wasn’t anywhere near the blast, and he still felt like he was melting from the heat. Fuck. Nicoletta’s fear of fire wasn’t going to take that well at all. She had come a long way, but that bat was chasing her.

      Gary reached out his hand, trying to reach for the bat, but Smaug had already unleashed another bat. This one headed straight for Elena, and it tried to yank on and bit her metal arm, the one Smaug had detached.

      The fucker was going after them through the bats!

      With two whistles, the last two bats were unleashed. One went after Olivia. She tried to take flight, but the bat opened its mouth. Some kind of waves came out, maybe a sonic blast, that pinned her to the floor.

      As for the last bat, it went straight for Gary’s mouth. He tried to use his powers to force the bat back, to fling it away, but his powers weren’t working. The bat was coming closer and closer, its mouth opening impossibly wide, its hundreds of jagged teeth ready to pierce him…

      Gary darted forward, almost using Smaug as a shield. The supervillain began to laugh as Gary glanced all around. Olivia was still pinned. Elena was trying to punch the bat with her other arm, but the bat would then fly over to that arm to try to detach it. Nicoletta was scrambling to keep from being charred to death.

      His bat was somehow immune to his powers, but that didn’t mean the other bats were.

      Gary reached out with his telekinesis and tapped into the fire bat. It fought against him but then gave in. Swiftly, he had it attack his bat while he also reclaimed the one from Elena and then the one attacking Olivia.

      Swiftly now, Gary turned the three living bats against their former master, but Smaug was already racing toward the window. He jumped out, spread out his cape like it was a giant wing and disappeared from view.

      Damn it! Once again, they had failed to take out Smaug!
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      Gary muttered curse after curse. He was furious.

      “Do you want to go after him?” Elena asked.

      “No,” he said. “It might be another trap.”

      “He might have a trap waiting here for us,” Nicoletta said.

      “Are you two all right?” he asked.

      Nicoletta smiled wanly. “I’ve been better,” she said.

      “I’m fine.” Elena tested out her arms. “I just couldn’t get ahold of that blasted thing no matter how hard I tried.”

      “He knew all of our weaknesses, how to pin us down,” Olivia said.

      “Yes, and now, he’ll know to make sure that there’s not another loophole,” Gary said darkly.

      “We’ll just have to stay one step ahead of him.” Elena nodded.

      “Which means we need to explore this place from top to bottom,” Nicoletta said.

      “We’ll split up,” Gary said. “Olivia, no, Nicoletta, you with me.”

      “Why not me after all?” Olivia asked.

      “If something happens, you can fly Elena out of here and get to us.”

      Elena shrugged. “You don’t want me with you?”

      “I’m fine either way.” Gary smiled and then winced. “Wait. That didn’t come out quite right.”

      Elena gave a tiny smile. “Olivia and I will check out here.”

      Gary waved and rushed Nicoletta out of there.

      “Hurry,” he said. He glanced into each room they passed.

      “Shouldn’t we be looking more thoroughly?” she asked, running to keep up.

      “We will. Later. First, we have to find those vampires.”

      “Good point!”

      Up and up and up they climbed, to the top of the tower.

      No vampires.

      All the way back down, checking every room on this side of the castle.

      No vampires.

      Down even farther below to what Gary assumed was the dungeon. All he saw were some bones and decaying bodies but no vampires.

      “Look.” Nicoletta pointed to one of the bodies. “Bite marks.”

      Sure enough, on the neck were bite marks.

      “The vampires were here,” Gary said. “Be careful. They could be anywhere.”

      He grabbed her hand.

      “Really?” she asked, trying to pull away. “Is that necessary?”

      “I’m not trying to be fresh,” he said, hurt. He let her go. “It’s just easier to protect you from sneak attacks while holding your hand.”

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “I didn’t mean to jump down your throat.”

      “It’s fine. You’re fine. Just keep an eye out.”

      Sudden wind behind Gary was all the warning he had. He sent out a blast to shove everything away from him and Nicoletta, and a vampire was sent flying, pinned against the wall. Nicoletta’s fireball didn’t kill it, not until she engulfed him with fire from head to toe.

      “That was intense,” she said, breathing heavy.

      “You could say that again. There’s at least one more. Maybe others too.”

      He started to move on further into the dungeon. When Nicoletta grabbed his hand, he smiled but didn’t say anything.

      By the time they circled back around to the throne room, they had killed four more vampires. They passed the others. In the middle of the ballroom floor was a collection of books and small metal pieces that didn’t seem to belong in this post-apocalyptic world.

      “For you to show to our friend Haru,” Elena said, a hint of biting snark to her tone.

      “We’re only doing a sweep for vampires right now,” Gary said. “Once you’re done in here, you can check over there. It’s clear.”

      “Sounds good,” Olivia said.

      On the other side, they found twenty more vampires. The enemies were bastards to kill, and the vampires nearly could break through Gary’s telekinetic powers, but they managed to ash them one and all.

      About a minute after the last one was reduced to rubble, white lettering appeared above them.

      Congratulations! You are now megaheroes!

      Gary glanced at her. “That was delayed.”

      “I wonder if they killed the last one,” Nicoletta said.

      Together, they raced back down to the throne room. Sure enough, a pile of ashes lay at Elena’s feet. She and Olivia were clutching each other and backing up as a dark swirling mass of black and purple smoke swirled by the throne room. With a sound like terrible thunder, the smoke vanished and in its place was a tall, emaciated scarecrow of a vampire. The darkness of the castle, that aura Gary felt? It all resonated from him. Fear unlike anything Gary had experienced before washed over him.

      Wait. No. That shouldn’t be right. That couldn’t be right. His biggest fear was Smaug. No. This was an illusion, a trick. The game was trying to force him to feel scared.

      It was working despite him knowing it to be a trick.

      “This has to be it,” Elena said. “Kill him and we’ll be superheroes again.”

      “We must have this,” Gary said. “Give him everything you’ve got.”

      “Be careful,” Nicoletta called.

      Olivia darted forward and leapt into the air. She grabbed Elena and zoomed forward.

      The vampire boss dude decimated into a hundred bats that swarmed them. Gary tried to control a few of them, but that didn’t work, so he tried to pin them against the wall or floor for Nicoletta to blast with her fire or for Elena to stomp or punch, but they would not heed his control. Finally, all Gary could do was keep the bats away from him and the ladies long enough to keep them from being bitten. Important, yes, but it made him feel frustrated that he couldn’t do more.

      Nicoletta zapped the bats with fire, but they were evading her. Even if the flames did touch the bats, they merely flew while covered in flames as if they were entirely fine being on fire.

      Elena punched and kicked them, but the bats bounced back. Olivia tried to fling them into the walls, but she wasn’t having any more success than Gary had.

      In short, they weren’t doing a damn thing to harm the bats.

      Abruptly, the bats all morphed and congealed together again to form the vampire boss dude. He flew at them, literally flying. His teeth were even more hideous than the previous vampires’ and his cape flew out as if wings. He descended on them in a fury of fists and teeth. The clang of his teeth against Elena’s metal arm made Gary race forward. He grabbed the vampire boss dude around his arms by his armpits and clutched behind the vampire’s neck. Elena pummeled the vampire’s stomach, chest, and head. A few teeth came flying out.

      Nicoletta pointed, and Olivia floated the teeth in the air. Nicoletta set them ablaze, and Olivia sent them through the vampire’s chest.

      “Good idea,” Elena said.

      With her fist, she punched through the vampire’s chest. She cracked open his ribs, which made the most terrible of sounds. Gary shuddered but managed to keep ahold of the vampire boss dude.

      Then he realized Elena wasn’t doing anything else. Was the vampire dead?

      Gary peered over the vampire’s shoulder. All of the girls were looking at the vampire boss dude in horror.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “There’s no heart,” Elena said. “I know it sounds gross, but I was going to crush it, but…”

      Abruptly, the vampire boss dude jerked in Gary’s arms. That terrible sound from the cracking ribs happened again, and the vampire reforged itself. He gnashed his teeth and let out a wicked sound that might have been a laugh.

      “You think can defeat me? The likes of you? You are all beneath me! I will feast on your flesh and gnaw on your bones until the end of time!”

      “End this!” Nicoletta said.

      She glanced at Elena, who nodded. Nicoletta touched Elena’s fist, transferring fire to it. Gary wasn’t so sure that was the best of ideas, but already, Elena was slamming the fiery fist through the vampire’s skull. She broke his jaw in one swift blow.

      “That was impressive,” Gary said.

      “Not enough, though,” Olivia said. “Look.”

      Already, the jaw was realigning itself.

      Nicoletta backed up a step. “This might not be so easy, huh?”

      “Got any other ideas?” Elena asked.

      Gary grinned. “I do.”

      He gripped the vampire boss dude from behind in a tight bear hug. He secured a cable grip with his hands and twisted and dragged it over to the wide opening that Gary and Olivia had flown through, where Smaug had jumped out of.

      And Gary did the same. He jumped while holding the vampire boss dude.

      Down they tumbled, falling fast and hard. Gary wasn’t using his flying. He couldn’t get his arms to move. They were falling that fast. Originally, he had wanted to try to release the vampire boss dude right before falling onto the mountain rock below, but he wasn’t able to move at all other than his cheeks blubbering from the swift descent.

      The only good part about this was that the vampire boss dude wasn’t about move either. He couldn’t shift into his bats.

      Shit. Yes, he could, and yes, he was.

      The bats all flew above Gary, and Gary, unburdened by the weight of the vampire boss dude, now kicked in his telekinesis so he could fly. He zoomed down and forward, away from the bats and then circled back around. Unsure what else to do, where else to go, he returned to the ladies in the castle.

      “A fat lot of good that did,” Nicoletta said.

      He grabbed her hand. “You can do a fat lot of good.”

      And he jumped, dragging her along. She shrieked as he took flight, and once more, she tried to send fire at the bats. They dodged easily, shrilling, and Gary abruptly pulled up and then dashed back to the castle.

      “You didn’t give me a chance,” Nicoletta wailed.

      “No. New plan. It might work. It might not. Elena, Olivia, you two have to get out all of the equipment that you scavenged about Smaug. Get it to the base of the mountain as quickly as you can.”

      “You two will be able to stall that long?” Olivia asked.

      “Yes. Once done, Elena, you guard it. Olivia, you come back. Quick. They’re coming. I don’t want him to hear the plan.”

      “Ah, he’s a part of the game,” Elena said.

      “Or maybe not,” Gary said bitterly. “We can’t take anything for granted.”

      Elena nodded.

      While the two of them got to work, Gary whispered to Nicoletta to attack but not use too much energy.

      “We’ll need your real fireworks later. Just be careful.”

      “Got it,” Nicoletta said.

      The two of them kept the vampire boss dude or the bats, whichever he was at the time, occupied while the others smuggled out the goods. Each trip they took made Gary more and more antsy. Yes, it was great they had gathered so much stuff, but seriously? This needed to end. Gary had almost gotten bitten five times now, and he was ready to end this.

      When Olivia returned this time, she was alone, and Gary grinned.

      “Let’s get this fire party started,” he said. To Olivia, he muttered, “Make sure none of the bats leave. Not one. Go on. You’re on perimeter duty.”

      She nodded. “Check,” she said, and she darted out of there.

      It was harder to get a chance to talk to Nicoletta. The vampire boss dude seemed to be holding back some, and Gary didn’t like that idea at all.

      Eventually, he got close enough to whisper, “Blow up the joint.”

      “Blow… Say, what?”

      “Light it up,” he whispered.

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Light up the night!”

      She nodded. This time, instead of aiming for the bats, Nicoletta poured her fire directly at the metal walls. The heat grew intense, and the vampire boss dude turned into its bats again.

      “Oh, no, you don’t,” Gary said. He stood right beside Nicoletta, keeping the bats away from them but also within the confines of the throne room. If any managed to get around his forcefield, hopefully Olivia would be able to cram them back in.

      Finally, that portion of the wall burst into flames, and Nicoletta turned to the other side. The bats began to beat against Gary’s forcefield with more intensity, biting it, slamming their bodies again it, clawing, ripping, tearing. They looked positively rabid, and Gary winced. If one of them attacked, they would destroy whatever was in their path.

      The other wall burst into flames. Nicoletta hesitated. “Ceiling or floor?”

      “Ceiling,” he said. “If it collapses, the floor will burn too.”

      She lifted her fire upward. The heat was so intense by now that Gary’s skin was growing too hot for him to touch. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could withstand the heat. He’d have to get out of the kitchen soon.

      The ceiling groaned well before it was on fire, and it began to fall down all around them. The bats shrieked, and they flew around in a panic, congealing into the vampire boss dude once more. Even he no longer seemed as oddly detached and coolly aloof as before. He hissed and attacked the forcefield itself.

      And then, he broke through. He reached for Nicoletta, ready to bite her.

      Gary slammed down the ceiling beam directly above his head. It knocked the vampire boss dude aside long enough for Gary to grab Nicoletta. They darted out the window, and he flew, resealing the entire burning castle with his forcefield. The vampire boss dude banged against it from all angles, almost acting as if a rubber ball bouncing from one side to the other, but then, the flames engulfed the entire place and crumbled to dust itself.

      No way could he have survived that.

      It took a long while for the last piece of the castle, the tower, to fall, but then it crashed onto the pile of rubble.

      Instantly, the sky above them turned an even brighter color, blue for the first time, and the sun they had saved was rescued.

      Even better were the words on the air.

      Congratulations, superheroes!
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      Gary followed Olivia down to where Elena was and helped Nicoletta to her feet before landing himself.

      “Well done, superheroes!” he said.

      They all hugged and high-fived each other.

      Gary grinned. “I’m so changing my handle.”

      “Geek,” Elena teased.

      “Oh, cool! All kinds of new superhero outfits to try on!” Olivia said.

      “I love mine as is,” Nicoletta said.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to check it out?” Olivia asked. She was changing through costumes too fast for Gary to even see them all.

      “There are some cool ones,” Elena said. “But I think I’ll stick with the silver look.”

      “It does suit you,” he said, and she beamed.

      In the end, Olivia decided to do with more of a starry night theme but only for a few moments and then reverting back to her original attire. Nicoletta updated her fire tattoos, but that was her only change. Gary had never been into superhero outfits before, so he didn’t bother even looking, something that the ladies teased him about.

      Nicoletta and Olivia had to get going, and Gary didn’t blame them. The fight against Smaug and then the vampire boss dude had been intense.

      Elena yawned. “I’m beat too.”

      “If you want to head back to the room, you can.”

      “What about you? And all of this crap we collected? We don’t know what half of it is, but we thought it might be important. Hard to tell. We were in such a rush and—” Another yawn caught her off.

      “Don’t worry about this. I’ll get it to Haru. You go on back. I’ll be there soon.”

      “I don’t like the idea of leaving you.” She pursed her lips.

      “I’ll be fine. I think I can handle myself. I am a superhero after all.”

      “Ah, yes, the mighty Dragon—Whoops—Vampire Hunter.” She giggled. “Be careful and don’t be long.”

      “I won’t be,” he promised.

      He wanted a kiss or at least a hug, but all he got was a tiny wave, and Elena was off.

      Gary sighed. He missed her already. Actually, he missed all of them.

      Settling into work, he rifled through the items the girls had pulled aside. Some pieces of papers, some notebooks filled with writings he couldn’t begin to make heads or tails of, nothing that screamed electronics. Nothing that suggested this was how he had hacked the game. Then again, Gary had no idea what exactly he should be looking for or what he was looking at.

      Twilight descended shortly thereafter, and once night fell, Gary didn’t have to say anything to get Haru Sato to approach.

      “You’ve been taking this game over a lot quicker than expected,” Haru said. “You brought back the sun and the vampires are all dead. I’m impressed. You didn’t get around to the vegetation yet, though.”

      “I’m not worried about the game,” Gary said. “I’ve brought you a gift. Some items we recovered from Smaug—Samuel August. I thought you might want to take a look through it.”

      “Hmm.” Haru walked over with tiny, swift steps. He almost looked like a bird.

      The Japanese man rifled through the items one by one, muttering to himself. By the time he finished, he straightened and appeared thoughtful.

      “Does any of that help you figure out how he’s hacking the game?” Gary asked hopefully. “Any chance you can put a block out so that he’ll be stopped?”

      “I’m quite confident that Samuel August isn’t hacking the game,” Haru said stiffly.

      “Oh, yeah? You remember the dragons from the first game? He was a fucking dragon rider. Were the dragons supposed to be okay with that? Didn’t think so. Were the vampires in this game supposed to come out during the daytime? Granted, the daytime was like two hours before we got the sun back, but still. Right? No vampires in the daytime?”

      “Yes,” Haru said begrudgingly.

      “Well, there were vampires during the day. How many vampires were there supposed to be in total? Because I bet we killed over a thousand. Maybe a lot more. Was that the number you had in mind for the game?”

      Haru was silent.

      “Was he supposed to have pet bats?” Gary fumed. “Were bats supposed to have sonic waves to de-plane a flier? Try to detach metal arms? Breathe fire? Be invulnerable to telekinesis? Because that’s what his pet bats could do, and I’m willing to bet that’s not how you program things to be. Am I right?”

      “We… We’ll look into this.”

      “Oh, great. You’ll look into this. Isn’t that just fucking great? You’re not supposed to just run your damn tests and forget about us here in the game, Haru. You have to watch the game, specifically Samuel August, to make sure that the game isn’t being tampered with! What about that security breech you had? That was him making all kinds of hacks to the game right under your noses!”

      “I appreciate you bringing all of this to our attention,” Haru said stiffly. “If you don’t mind, I will like to continue to study this for a bit.”

      “Go on. Whatever you need.” Gary swallowed hard and inhaled and exhaled a few times. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m under a lot of stress, but I’m sure you are, too. You don’t need me to yell at you all of the time. I’m sorry. I won’t do that again.”

      “I appreciate your apology, Gary,” Haru said. “And I apologize, too. I never intended for any of this to happen. Believe me. I am doing all I can to help you. I just wish that things were better.”

      “What things? Your tests?”

      Haru nodded glumly. “We are… Our hands are tied to some extent. You see, nothing like this has been done before. Honestly, I would like to send an animal through to be used as, well, a Guinea pig. However, if word got out and the animal activists knew, they could destroy us.”

      “Because that is so much more devastating than for anyone to learn that actual humans are trapped in your game,” Gary said, somehow managing to keep from yelling.

      “I do understand. I sympathize. I want you back, but I want you back intact and whole. We cannot risk trying to send you back, and your mind being mush. Or your body only partially coming out. There are a whole host of things that could go wrong with a transfer of that magnitude, Gary. I hope you understand that.”

      “I can understand that.” Gary nodded. “I just want to go home.”

      “Believe me. Before the end, you will return home. I promise you.”

      As much as Gary didn’t like or even trust Haru, for some reason, that promise hit home. Haru was going to do his best. Gary did believe that.

      He held out his hand. Haru hesitated and then shook it.

      For the first time, Gary was the one to walk away. He headed back to the underground town, to the room he shared with Elena, climbed into bed, and was asleep in minutes.
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      When Gary woke, he was surprised to realize that Elena was sitting on the bed along with Olivia and Nicoletta.

      “Finally, sleepyhead decides to join us,” Olivia teased.

      “Breakfast in bed,” Elena said. She handed him a plate of steaming hot food.

      The others were eating, and Gary waved to them. That was all he could do before he started to inhale his food. He was starving. He hadn’t had dinner the night before.

      By the time he finished his food, he knew it was time. Quickly, he cleared everything off the bed since he was the last to eat. Then, he cleared his throat and sat back on the bed, facing the girls.

      “I’ve talked with you all a little about this before,” Gary said. “I think it’s only fair to have you all on the same page.”

      He hesitated. Olivia was nodding, but she wasn’t smiling. If anything, she seemed as nervous as he was. Nicoletta was toying with the burn mark on her palm, looking at that instead of him. As for Elena, she was opening and closing her right hand, making a fist and opening it, also avoiding his gaze.

      He exhaled. “I love all of you. Maybe that’s selfish. Maybe that’s not right. I don’t know. Well, I do know this. It feels right. There are so many wonderful qualities about all of you. You’ve all grown and overcome so much even before I met you. We’ve been through so much together. To some, this is just a game, but to us, it’s more than that, right? Can any of you deny that?”

      Olivia shook her head. “It’s been Hell in a handbasket, that’s for sure.”

      “We’ve had our ups and downs,” Elena murmured.

      “We’ve made it this far,” Nicoletta added.

      “I need to know how you all feel,” he said desperately. “How you feel about me, how you feel about each other. It’s… This is important to me. I need… It’s not just about what I need. What you all need. You need to have a say in this.”

      No one said anything. Elena and Nicoletta weren’t looking at anyone. Olivia was looking at them all in turn.

      Finally, Olivia spoke up. “I know how I feel. I’m with Gary on this. I love you all. I think Elena is one of the strongest women in the world and not just because she has metal arms and legs. Silver on her is the sexiest color. And Nicoletta? You’re a terror in the best of ways. You’re strong, too, and you’re a passion that’s like no other. Gary, well, you’re always eager to help, ready to fight. You’ll do anything for those you care about. It’s so damn easy to love you all.”

      “Love you all.” Elena snorted. “Are we all supposed to hold hands now and sing Kumbaya?”

      “I think we need a ukulele for that,” Olivia joked.

      Elena grimaced and opened and shut her hand a few more times. “I don’t know if I can handle all of that.”

      “It’s all love,” Gary said, trying not to be desperate, attempting to not influence her one way or the other. He longed for acceptance, but if she wasn’t ready yet, she wasn’t ready. “Love can include more than two people.”

      “Is it love?” Nicoletta blurted. “Or is it lust? Just a way for people to make excuses to do what feels good.”

      “Do you love me?” Gary asked her quietly.

      She glanced away.

      “Do you understand the qualities I see in Elena? In Olivia?”

      “Yes,” Nicoletta said. She sounded almost bitter.

      “Do you appreciate those same qualities?” he asked.

      “Yes, I appreciate them, but that does mean I… okay, maybe I do love them. But I think only as a friend. I mean, I’m not… I don’t… I just don’t know!”

      “You don’t have to be bi to accept being in a harem,” Olivia said.

      Gary winced. He really hadn’t wanted that word mentioned.

      “I don’t know,” Nicoletta said. “I just don’t know.”

      “You don’t think boobs are attractive?” Olivia asked. “I’m not trying to joke around. I’m being serious.”

      “Yours are so fake anyhow,” Elena cut in.

      “Ask Nicoletta,” Olivia said, jutting her chin toward the Hispanic who was blushing as red as her fire.

      “She does have a nice rack,” Nicoletta said, her face turning even more red with her embarrassment.

      “You want to know how I know it’s love?” Gary asked. “Because it wouldn’t matter to me if Olivia has big boobs or small ones in real life. I’m attracted to her because of her ability to make me laugh, because of her positive attitude, because she can be serious when the time calls for it. I love her for her personality, not her looks. Am I attracted to her? Hell, yes, but that’s just one part of it.”

      “I just… I’m just so confused about everything,” Elena said. “My life is spiraling out of control. My mother died, and I missed the funeral. I wasn’t there for my family. I couldn’t do anything for them or myself because I’m stuck here.”

      “Yes, you’re stuck here,” Gary said, “but you’re stuck here with us. We aren’t going anywhere. We’re here for you.”

      Nicoletta reached over and patted Elena’s hand. “I can’t imagine what you’re going through. I haven’t lost any of my parents. It must be incredibly hard. We really are here for you. Whatever you need. If you want to take a step back from playing so hard and just sit with us all in the tavern and talk and tell stories and share about our lives, I am more than okay with that.”

      Elena sniffed. “I just want to be able to do my part.”

      “Your part? In the game?” Olivia shook her head. “If that’s what you need to do, fine. We’ll play, but, honey, you can’t just keep doing this.”

      “Doing what?” Elena asked sourly.

      “Pretending that you can ignore your grief.”

      Elena blinked back tears. “I… I guess I have been doing that. I just don’t know what else to do. How am I supposed to get through this? It can’t… It doesn’t seem real to me. I guess being here has messed with my head. I can’t think about my mom being dead because she was never here. I’m here. It’s all so garbled up. Nothing makes any sense. None of it. How can I get better, do better, be better, if I can’t focus on my mom?”

      “If you want,” Olivia said, “we can have a small service for her here. I know we didn’t know her, and it’s not the same thing, but at least it might give you a little bit of closure.”

      “I… I would like that,” Elena said.

      Olivia leaned closer to her and wiped her tears away. “We really are all here for you,” she whispered.

      Elena smiled. “Thank you,” she murmured.

      And then, Olivia leaned forward and pressed her lips to Elena. The kiss lasted a fraction of a second, not even, but Elena jerked back.

      “I didn’t… You shouldn’t have… I have to go.” Elena bolted off the bed and stomped out of there.

      “Where are you going?” Nicoletta called.

      “I’m going to find Smaug, kill him, and get the fuck out of this game and back home.”
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      Gary rushed out of the room with the other girls on his heels. No way would any of them allow Elena to fight Smaug by herself. None of them could handle him one-on-one. So far, even all combined, they hadn’t been able to bring him down.

      “Did you have to do that?” Nicoletta asked as they climbed the stairs.

      “She looked so tragically beautiful. I couldn’t help myself!” Olivia wailed.

      “I think you’re gonna have to ask her before you want to kiss her the next time,” Nicoletta said.

      “If we don’t hurry and find her and she finds Smaug, there might not be a next time,” Gary warned.

      They reached the topside, and Gary immediately took to the sky to glance all around. He spied a small silver figure heading in the general direction of the wizard.

      Gary touched down and started to run. “Come on!”

      The other two kept pace with him, and they managed to catch up to Elena easily enough, which was a good thing.

      The wizard wasn’t there, which wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.

      Instead, Smaug was there, which definitely was a bad thing.

      The supervillain eyed them all in turn. “You all have proven to be rather resilient,” Smaug said.

      Was that a hint of respect in his voice? Nah, Gary had to be hearing things.

      “If you want us to join the dark side, you can forget it!” Elena shouted.

      “Keep your cookies!” Olivia added.

      Gary blinked a few times. This really wasn’t the time for jokes. Then again, Smaug was smiling.

      “How cute. You all must be dear, close friends. Am I right?”

      Elena stiffened.

      “Ah, is there trouble in paradise?” Smaug glided forward.

      Gary really fucking hated the wizard. Why the hell couldn’t Jorge have continued to play? He was a wizard, too. Maybe he could’ve mastered all of these elements too. Maybe he could have defeated Smaug singlehandedly by now, but no, Jorge had to fall in love and forget all about his friend.

      Smaug stopped inches in front of Elena and cupped her chin. “Look at me. Yes. I can see your pain.”

      “Get your hands off her!” Gary shouted.

      “Or what? You’ll kill me? You’ve tried already. You’ve failed. Do you know what the definition of insanity is? Doing the same thing over and over again but expecting—”

      “It’s not insane if you get different results,” Gary said.

      “How noble. No. That’s not the word I want. How naïve.” Smaug scowled as he shoved Elena’s chin to the side and released his hold on her. The, the supervillain stretched out his neck.

      “Can we cut through all of this pointless chatter already?” Nicoletta asked. “Let’s just cut to the chase and do this.”

      “Always hot to temper, aren’t you? A little sparkplug but without much spark, I’m afraid. You bore me.”

      Nicoletta opened her mouth, and a blast of fire burst out. Her entire body trembled, and she held out her hands toward Smaug, too. Flames burst out of her hands even stronger than ever before.

      Power upgrade? Maybe.

      Gary grinned. The sand here had been baking in the sun. It was hard and compacted, almost like rocks. He yanked some from the ground, but instead of throwing them at the supervillain, Gary reached inside the sand-rocks and burst them apart. Tiny shards of darted sand-rocks flew everywhere. Gary redirected all of them to head straight for Smaug.

      They bounced off his armor though and fell harmlessly to the ground. Damn it. Worse, the fire just made Smaug laugh. Given that he had fire himself, the fire wasn’t going to hurt him any.

      With a wild yell, Elena started forward. Gary wanted to yank her back, to stop her, to make her fly and keep her safe, but there wasn’t time. Besides, deep down, he knew she would have resented him for it, but they were being stupid. Without a plan, they would all die, and fighting him all one-by-one would never get it done.

      Before Elena could land one punch, Smaug held out his hand. A plume of blue smoke appeared, and suddenly, Elena was turned to ice. All of her. Head to toe. Her fist was outstretched, less than a foot from Smaug’s face.

      For a second, everything seemed to be frozen. Gary didn’t know what to do. What to think. How to feel. But then, everything snapped back into place, and he shoved Smaug back with every ounce of his telekinetic powers. Smaug shifted maybe an inch.

      “Nicoletta,” Gary called.

      “On it.”

      “Olivia?” Gary asked.

      The flier took to the air, and she called up Smaug. She had been a flier first, and her flight prowess was stronger and more developed than Gary’s was. Olivia was able to lift him off the ground some. Gary, instead, was keeping a massive forcefield around Elena. If she shattered… No. That would not happen! Nicoletta would thaw her. Nicoletta wouldn’t heat her too quickly. Nicoletta was smart. She knew what she had to do.

      Gary hoped.

      The effect of maintaining the forcefield required everything that Gary had. He couldn’t help fight Smaug, but then, Smaug wasn’t fighting much. He was toying with Olivia. He was lazily pointing at her, throwing fire or ice at his leisure.

      If only there was a way to bounce his spells back on him.

      Maybe there was.

      But those rinky-dink spells he was tossing at Olivia wouldn’t faze him. No, they needed to taunt him into using a huge spell. A massive one. If they could send that back on him, maybe, just maybe, they really could end this once and for all. They could be rid of the blight that was Smaug in the game world and Samuel August in the real world.

      First and foremost, though, they needed Elena back. She might not be able to help with deflecting any of his spells, but maybe she could be the bait they needed to get Smaug to unleash a large enough power to be reflected back onto himself.

      “Any luck?” Gary muttered.

      “I… I think so,” Nicoletta grumbled. “It’s hard to tell. I can’t risk burning her, and I can’t thaw her too fast.”

      “I know. Just be careful.”

      “I’m trying!”

      As tempted as Gary was to attack Smaug immediately, he couldn’t risk diverting any of his power or attention from his forcefield. He had to protect Elena at all costs, even at the risk of his own life.

      Smaug, by now, seemed to have grown bored of teasing Olivia and was trying to attack her more in earnest. Olivia was soaring, tumbling, freefalling, doing anything and everything to avoid being blasted by his fire or his ice. At one point, she dove between his legs, and she swung around to his backside and grabbed his cape and flung it over his eyes.

      Abruptly, a blast of fire flew over Gary’s shoulder. Nicoletta had sent a blast of fire right at Smaug. He cape caught on fire, but he banished the fire with a wave of his hand, and he flicked his cape back.

      “You’ll pay for that,” he remarked coldly.

      Behind him, Gary heard a slight groan. Elena. He shoved a potion into Nicoletta’s hand and took flight. Honestly, Gary couldn’t tell anyone what possessed him to do this, but he uppercut Smaug, flying up high, his fist still beneath Smaug’s chin. Then, Gary flipped them around. He latched onto Smaug’s shirt, and he propelled the supervillain straight down to the hard-packed sand. Smaug was going to crash right into it.

      Only Smaug wiggled free somehow at the last moment, and Gary was the one to get a face full of sand.

      Immediately, Gary jumped to his feet. “Come on, Smaug. You gotta do better than that.”

      “That’s right,” Elena said. “I’m back and better than ever.”

      “You know it, baby!” Olivia called.

      Elena grinned.

      Gary was so damn happy. For once, it seemed as if the potion had worked entirely. He had been worried how Elena’s metal arms and joints would hold up after the exposure to the sudden coldness and then the intense heat, but she seemed to be just fine.

      Smaug glowered at them. Gary motioned Olivia and Nicoletta over, and the four of them stared him down.

      “Hold your ground,” Gary muttered. Out loud, he called, “You want us? Come and get us!”

      Smaug flew up high above them and rained down ice and fire. Gary’s forcefield blocked them all… or did it? Somehow, Gary knew just what to do, and his forcefield didn’t just deflect the magical blows. No, it absorbed them.

      “Can’t you do better than that?” Nicoletta called. “I have more fireworks than that!”

      Smaug took the bait. He blasted the forcefield with a massive fireball that nearly did tear through.

      “I don’t know about that ice,” Elena said. “I think that was a fluke.”

      The ice chunk he threw was more like an ice boulder. That was what Gary sent back on Smaug. It bounced off the forcefield, but Gary sent the forcefield along with it. The ice boulder collided with Smaug, and the forcefield wrapped around him, and all of the fire and ice Smaug had sent recoiled through him and off the forcefield, bouncing and pinging time and again. Smaug’s body shook violently, trembling as if seizing, and then, he fell to the ground with a thud. A small cloud of dust rose up and then settled back down over him like a blanket.

      Or like a funeral shroud.

      Gary walked over first. The ladies trailed behind him.

      “Is he dead?” Olivia whispered.

      “Why are you whispering?” Elena asked.

      “I don’t know. Respect for the dead?”

      “He doesn’t deserve respect,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary eyed Smaug suspiciously. The supervillain’s chest wasn’t rising or falling.

      “He’s dead,” he said.

      “You mean we did it? We honestly did it this time?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I can’t believe it,” Elena said.

      “You can’t believe it? Girl, you were covered in ice! I thought we lost you!” Olivia went to hug her and then pulled back before she touched her. “Wait. Can I hug you?”

      “Yes,” Elena said with a laugh.

      “Girl, you aren’t even cold! Your metal is warm. That’s so nice.”

      “I said you could hug me, not feel me up.”

      “I’m just touching your arm!”

      “You’re petting me.”

      “Petting, touching. Same difference.”

      Elena just shook her head. Her smile was wide.

      Nicoletta bent beside Smaug’s corpse. “I can’t believe he’s dead.”

      “Me neither.” Gary stared up at the sky. It all seemed so surreal. An end to an era.

      Yet it also seemed wrong, too. They had argued about this, saying it was self-defense and not murder. Even so, Gary felt responsible. The vampires, the dragons, the supervillains, that had all been a part of the game. That had been different. This, this was more personal. They had killed a human.

      “We did the right thing, yes?” he asked.

      “We did what we had to in order to survive,” Nicoletta said grimly.

      “Does that make it right?” he asked.

      “In this case, yes.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Nicoletta.”

      “For saving Elena? I did that for her, not you.”

      “Not just for that. For everything.”

      “Oh. Anytime.” She hugged him.

      “I think we need to get back to the tavern,” Olivia said. “Drinks on me!”
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      Gary couldn’t remember the last time he had gotten this drunk. When the other gamers had learned what they had done, what he had done, they bought shot after shot after shot. The gamers eventually left because it was getting late, but neither Olivia or Nicoletta made comments about having to go.

      He felt lighter than air. That guilt he had felt earlier? That was gone. He couldn’t wait for it to be night. Elena had to be right. Haru would let them go back home. He was just waiting until the moment was right. You know what? Haru never talked to him when anyone else was around. Maybe Gary should sneak away and go see a man about a horse. No. No, go see Haru about going home. Yes, that was what he should do.

      Gary stood and had to sit back down again. He even had to put his leg out.

      “What are you doing?” Nicoletta asked.

      “The room’s spinning for you, ain’t it?” Olivia asked. She giggled and slapped her hand on the bar. “Gary’s drunk!”

      “So are you,” he accused. “And you aren’t even drinking shots of ale.”

      “I think it’s so stupid they gave you shots of ale to drink when they give you entire glasses filled with it,” she said.

      “I have been drinking shots and glasses,” Gary said, slurring slightly. “Why do you think I’m so drunk?”

      “I can’t drink this.” Nicoletta shoved her last shot aside.

      Olivia grabbed it and drained it.

      “Are you part sailor?” Elena asked.

      “Never been sailing.” Olivia eyed the last shot.

      Elena handed it over.

      Olivia drank it and rested her head on the bar. “The place really is spinning.”

      “You okay?” Elena asked.

      “I just…” Olivia’s eyes closed.

      “She’s passed out back at my place,” Nicoletta said.

      “Do you think it’s safe to leave her here?” Elena asked.

      “Yeah. Like I said, she’s fine here.”

      “I’m going to bed,” Gary announced. He stood and stumbled.

      Elena rushed to stand and wrapped an arm around his waist. “Let me help you. Whoa! Slow now.”

      “Let me help, too.” Nicoletta took his other side.

      “Thank you,” Gary muttered. “I love you both so much.”

      “We know,” Nicoletta said.

      They entered the room. Elena closed the door behind them.

      Gary scratched himself.

      “Do you have to do that?” Elena asked.

      “When you have an itch…”

      “Yeah, but…” She glanced away.

      Gary tried to readjust, but he just couldn’t get comfortable. He was just too hard.

      Nicoletta eyed him and then Elena. “I…”

      Elena sat on the edge of the bed. “I sure hope I don’t regret this in the morning.”

      “No regrets. No. You can’t.” Gary shook his head.

      Elena nodded, stood, and began to strip.

      Gary’s eyes widened. “What are you… No. No regrets, remember?”

      “No regrets,” Elena murmured. She reached for his clothes.

      “Umm…” Nicoletta said.

      “You can stay,” Elena said.

      Nicoletta didn’t say anything. She helped to undress Gary, and then she undressed herself.

      Gary could hardly believe this. “Are you sure? Are you both sure? I don’t want… We’ve had a lot to drink…”

      Elena swallowed hard and took Gary’s hand. “Do I feel like I’m sure?”

      She was so fucking wet. Gary’s cock jumped. He was sure.

      He turned to Nicoletta. She nodded, and he touched her, too. It was impossible to say who was wetter.

      Nicoletta stretched and flopped onto the end of the bed. Her legs were hanging off the side, touching the ground. Gary eyed Elena, who nodded.

      If she was sure…

      Gary slid into Nicoletta easily. God, this was a fucking dream come true.

      “Please,” Nicoletta whimpered.

      But Gary didn’t want to leave Elena out of it, and he stood there for a few seconds, unsure what to do. He wasn’t an expert by any means on this. In dreams, yes, but this was real. So real.

      He motioned Elena to come over. She approached and kissed him, but he didn’t want to have his lips there. No, he had something else in mind.

      With ease, he lifted her up and had her legs draped down his back. He buried his face between her legs, one hand on the small of Elena’s back to keep her balanced. The other hand gripped Nicoletta’s perfect ass as he pounded her deep inside. Gary seriously felt as if he had died and gone to heaven. Death by orgasm would not be the worst way to go out. Not at all.

      He wasn’t sure which of them came first, but they all did and multiple times before finally crawling into bed to sleep for the night.

      Gary woke feeling deliciously sore and ridiculously happy. He opened his eyes to see that Elena wasn’t there, but Nicoletta was. They were both naked.

      Last night really had happened… right?

      Her eyes cracked open, and she smiled at him.

      “Hey, you,” he whispered.

      “Hey,” she murmured. “Last night… that was incredible.”

      “No regrets?”

      She shook her head. “None. Elena and I talked a little. She’s getting us breakfast. She doesn’t regret it either. You don’t have to worry.”

      Gary exhaled. “Thank God. I was worried.”

      “We knew.”

      “But it felt right. Didn’t it feel right?”

      “It did.” Nicoletta nodded. “It really did.

      There was something different about her, something incredibly familiar. Realization hit him like a thunderbolt.

      “Gary,” she said, sounding alarmed. “Don’t freak out.”

      “Don’t freak out? Don’t freak out? What the fuck did you do, Nicoletta? Why the hell are you in the game, too?”

      “Because I had to. Gary, I didn’t have a choice.”

      “Fuck.” He ran a hand through his hair. How the hell could things have been so utterly perfect and now come crashing down all around him?

      Because that’s your life, Gary. It sucks.
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      Gary Johnson wanted to rip his hair out of his head. How the hell was this his life?

      First, he had somehow got transported into Superheroes Online. Granted, he met, befriended, and fell in love with three amazing, super-hot chicks, but seriously. He. Was. In. A. Game.

      Second, one of those super-hot girls, Elena Pompilii, crossed over into the game, too. The developers of Superheroes Online were trying to figure out how to get them out. Clearly, entering it was easier than leaving.

      Third, well, he couldn’t forget that another human had entered, too. Samuel August, AKA Smaug, AKA destroyer of gaming fun, grade-A asshole, and a murderer in real life. At least they had killed the motherfucker. That had been insane.

      Fourth and most recently, another one of those super-hot girls, Nicoletta Rodriquez, the only one he knew in the real world and a cousin to one of Gary’s closest friends, had entered the game.

      Well, one more. Fifth, Gary didn't realize Nicoletta was in the game until after he had a threesome with her and Elena. Or maybe she had entered the game after that amazing fucking. Simply astounding. Mind-blowing.

      Gary had never had a threesome before, and he couldn’t wait to have one again. Or maybe an orgy with Olivia, the third girl.

      Fuck, he was hard, and right now, he couldn’t have that. He needed to use the other head, the one attached to his neck.

      “What did you say?” Gary asked in disbelief. His head was swimming. Elena had left the room before Gary woke up. Did she realize Nicoletta was in Superheroes Online too?

      “Don’t freak out,” Nicoletta repeated. Her gorgeous naked body tantalized him, and he should toss her some clothes so he wouldn’t be distracted. Her smooth, dark skin had felt so good beneath him last night, and he was so sore but yet so ready to go at it again…

      No.

      He shook his head and did his best not to glower at her. “The other thing you said,” he said, almost managing not to growl.

      “Oh.” Her blush was barely visible beneath her coloring. “Gary, I didn’t have a choice.”

      “How can you say that? Didn’t have a choice. There’s always a choice!” He jerked out of bed and began to pace. He had to look ridiculous, his cock fully erect as he marched back and forth, naked as the day he was born.

      She flung up her hands, her boobs shaking with the gesture, and he paused to take in her body. Nicoletta had been the first of the three he had slept with, and he almost wished he could love her and only her. Of course he loved her, but he loved the others as well, and it made everything so damn confusing.

      Except for last night. Last night, everything had been perfect. Elena and Nicoletta at the same time. Olivia joked about a harem, but, fuck, did he want that.

      But not here. Not in the game. In the real world. Once everyone all went back.

      Some of Nicoletta’s Hispanic temper was beginning to brew like a fire in her eyes and body. It was only fitting that her superpower was creating fireballs. Then again, that power had been the worst one she could’ve acquired, considering she had been afraid of fire ever since she had been burned as a girl.

      “Were you threatened?” Gary asked, his own anger brewing to the point that his fists were as tight and hard as his cock.

      “No, but—”

      “What about your future? Going to college? Figuring out your future, your life?”

      “Gary—”

      “Don’t say I’m your future,” he pleaded. “I… I’m a superhero here in the game, but back home, you know what I am. A garbage collector. A trashman. That’s it. I’m nothing special.”

      "That's not true, and you know it," she said firmly. She got onto her knees and maneuvered herself over to the edge of the bed so she could reach out and touch Gary's fist. "And I wasn't going to say you're my future."

      “Oh,” he said, feeling embarrassed. “Well, good. I guess.”

      He had hoped she would laugh at that, but her expression was super serious.

      “It’s summer right now. I don’t need to worry about school. And besides, a friend is in danger. He’s trapped in a game, and when the developers came for me, I didn’t resist, but I also wouldn’t exactly say I went willingly. They just took me.”

      A stab of coldness rushed down Gary’s back, and his cock started to go limp. “You were kidnapped?”

      “Not exactly. I don’t remember much of what happened, to be honest.” She frowned. “I had a lot to drink and—”

      “Is Olivia in the game too?”

      The two had decided to room together for the summer.

      “I don’t think so. She was passed out when they arrived.”

      “Who?” he pressed.

      “I don’t remember their names. It was dark.” She rubbed the back of her neck, her dark nipples dancing as her big breasts bounced. “I’m not sure. But, Gary, even if they had given me a choice, I would’ve come.”

      “Why?” he whispered, pained.

      “Because.” She wrapped her arms around her neck and pulled him closer for a quick kiss before yanking him down onto the bed. Gary fell on top of her.

      Giggling, she wrapped her long legs around his waist and arched her back, rubbing against his cock. Her slickness washed over him, bringing his dick back to life. He shouldn’t. He should pull back and—

      Fuck it. With one thrust, he entered her deeply. Nicoletta gasped, her lips forming a perfect "O" shape, and he licked those full, luscious lips before invading her mouth with his tongue. Her nails raked down his back, and he pulled away to give her a wicked grin.

      If she wanted it rough, he would give it to her rough.

      He shifted back onto his hips, forcing her perfect ass into the air. Both hands gripped her ass cheeks, and he timed it perfectly to thrust deep and slap her ass. She shrieked.

      “Do you like that?” he asked.

      She nodded, breathing heavy, and mouthed, “Please.”

      Without warning, he pulled out and flipped Nicoletta onto her stomach and eased her onto all fours. Her ass had a large red handprint on one side. The other needed to match.

      He spread her legs a little wider apart and slapped the other cheek. Her wetness dripped down her legs.

      “Give it to me,” she whimpered.

      “Don’t worry,” he murmured as he cupped her, running his fingers against her folds. “I will.”

      She rocked back and forth, and he slid two then three fingers inside of her. With his other hand, he found her clit, and she shrieked, her walls clenching him tightly as more liquid gushed.

      Fuck, he wished his cock had been inside when she had squirted.

      “You know what you are,” Gary murmured as he gripped her ass and rubbed his cock against her opening, torturing them both by not entering just yet.

      “What am I?” she asked. She twisted her neck to look at him. There was lust in her eyes, yes, but there was also something else, something deeper.

      Instead of answering, he slid inside of her. God, she was so tight, so wet. He hadn’t thought it was possible for a girl to get this drenched. As much as he wanted to pound into her, he held still, his fingers going back to work on her clit. She whimpered, moaning and rocking back and forth on his cock.

      “So fucking wet,” Gary grunted. “So fucking… Oh, fuck.”

      “Give it to me!” she screamed, rocking harder.

      Continuing to rub her clit, Gary thrust in and out, slamming into her only a few times before her powerful orgasm nearly forced his cock out of her. The feeling of her walls squeezing his cock like a vice and the feeling of her juices dripping out of her and down to his balls made Gary explode. His cum shot a heavy load into her, and then he collapsed onto the bed on his side.

      Nicoletta giggled and curled in front of him, having him spoon her. She cheekily rubbed her ass against his still-hard cock before turning to face him and cupping his cheek.

      “So that’s what I am, huh? So fucking wet?” The glint in her eye was adorable and alluring.

      “No. Well, yes, but I was going to say impulsive.”

      “Hmm. I can’t deny that.” She shrugged.

      He reached over and tweaked her nipple. Her eyelids fluttered closed.

      “Aren’t you glad I’m here?” she whispered.

      “I’m glad we finished before Elena walked in with our breakfast.”

      Nicoletta brushed her hair back and pressed her breasts against his chest, pinning his one hand between them. “You wouldn’t have wanted a repeat of last night?”

      His cock jumped at the memory.

      She laughed. “Yeah, I thought so.”

      “So, you’re okay with it?” he asked in disbelief.

      “With being in the game or being with you?”

      “Well, er, ah…” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      He couldn’t exactly say with being in my harem. Or with being impaled by my dick. Or with being one of my loves.

      So he said nothing, like a coward.

      “It’s fine that I’m in the game. Trust me. I want to be here.” She grimaced. “How I got here notwithstanding.”

      “I don’t know,” he muttered. “I’m in the game, Elena, now you. More of us are in it, but are we any closer to getting out?”

      “The developers are working on it,” she assured him. “Besides.” She ran her hands over the swell of his pecs. “I don’t think it’s a big deal at all. Smaug’s dead. We’re too powerful for anything to hurt us. We’re superheroes.” She winked. “Real superheroes since we’re actually here in the game.”

      He leaned down and kissed the tip of her nose. “You’re not just impulsive.”

      “No?”

      “You’re also reckless.”

      She stiffened and then admitted, “Yes, maybe.”

      “Maybe?” Gary laughed. “There’s no maybe about it.”

      “All right, so I am.”

      “I mean, you can’t even remember how exactly you came to be here. You said you didn’t have a choice—”

      “I didn’t!”

      “I just…”

      “What, Gary, what? You just wish… that I hadn’t come?”

      “I’d never regret that,” he said with a grin, trying to lighten the sudden tension in the room by wiggling his eyebrows. “After all, you’re coming twice is my fault.”

      She rolled her eyes and muttered something in Spanish. Most likely a curse.

      “You wish I hadn’t entered the game. Is that right?” she demanded.

      His one hand was still trapped between their chests, and he could feel just how fast her heart was racing. She was pissed as only a Latina woman could be.

      Even now, when she was furious with him, she was hot as hell.

      “I want you to live your life. I don’t… I didn’t want this for you,” he tried to explain.

      “But it’s fine for Elena to be here, isn’t it?” she demanded. “Why her and not me?”

      “I never said—”

      “You know what?” She sat up, climbed out of bed, and began to dress. Her superhero attire was somewhat modest in that her boobs weren’t visible. An orange color like fire with dark hues decorated the side. The outfit was so tight that he could see the outline of her abs through it. The rear was lower cut and revealed the fire tattoos on her upper back and down her arms. He had wondered before if the fire tattoos reached her ass. They didn’t, but her ass was still plenty fine without them.

      “Nicoletta,” he said as he scrambled out of bed and began to dress, too. Shoving an erect cock into superhero garb wasn’t easy and distracted him a little.

      “Don’t ‘Nicoletta’ me,” she snapped. To complete her outfit, she put on a hip-hugging belt, elbow-length gloves, and a fiery-looking headpiece that reminded Gary of the fire in Nicoletta’s eyes.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Gary protested. “Please. Let’s talk about this.”

      “Fine. We’ll talk. My turn to tell you what I didn’t mean. I didn’t mean…” She inhaled deeply and then exhaled through her nose. “I regret sleeping with you and Elena.”
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      “And sleeping with you just now,” Nicoletta added.

      Gary’s jaw dropped. She was trying to hurt him, right? That couldn’t possibly be true.

      “You don’t mean that,” he said.

      “Telling me how I can and can’t feel, are you?”

      Gary had never heard or seen Nicoletta this angry before.

      “No. Not at all. I… You…” He shrugged helplessly. He hadn’t meant to upset her, and he was even more baffled as to how he could set things straight. The last thing he had wanted to do was to ruin everything.

      No. The last thing he wanted was to hurt any of the girls. That was part of the reason he had taken so long to tell them all how he felt. He hadn’t been sure they could accept all of them being together.

      Hell, he was still trying to accept that he wanted a harem.

      But it wasn’t just about the sex. The sex was amazing, yes, but he had feelings for them all. Hell, he loved them all. That was why he had been so worried. He loved them almost despite himself. Any guy would be lucky to have one of them. What made him think he was special enough that he should have all three? Plus, he wasn’t used to opening himself up to anyone, let alone three women.

      “I just…” Gary didn’t have the words to express his thoughts.

      “Stop.” Nicoletta held up a gloved hand and stomped toward the door. Before she could reach for the knob, the door opened, and Elena strolled in carrying a tray with eggs and bacon.

      Gary salivated. “That looks amazing, doesn’t it, Nicoletta? Let’s eat. Then we can talk.”

      “No thank you,” she said stiffly. She nodded formally to Elena.

      The superhero with mostly metal limbs eyed Nicoletta and then did a double take. “You look different.”

      Nicoletta hesitated.

      Compared to her avatar, Nicoletta looked more beautiful. Her nose was sharper, her eyes had more expression, and her lips were fuller. For having just woken up, her black hair was as slick and straight as ever.

      She was hot, but it was the fire within her that aroused Gary so much.

      “I have to get out of here,” Nicoletta said, and she rushed past Elena.

      Elena sighed and pouted as Nicoletta slammed the door behind her. “I went to all of this trouble to find some eggs—”

      “What kind of eggs?” Gary asked. “I never saw any chickens here.”

      The redheaded woman shrugged. “I found the eggs and didn’t stick around to wait for momma to come around and fight me.”

      “And the bacon?”

      She smiled. “Do you want to know all of my secrets?” she teased.

      “Yes.”

      “I would expect fresh eggs and bacon every morning.”

      “Who says I’m not okay with that?” he asked as he walked over and took the tray from her. He placed it on the bed and then claimed her hands. “Elena…”

      “So,” Elena said, brushing her elbow-length hair back. It astounded him that her hair had grown that long. Her bangs perfectly framed her beautiful eyes. “Nicoletta is in the game, too.”

      Gary cringed. As much as he had lost it when he had discovered Elena had crossed over and then failed to hide his freak-out about Nicoletta, he had to prepare for Elena’s reaction.

      To his shock, she smiled. “We just need Olivia to be here for the harem to be complete.”

      Gary’s jaw dropped. Elena was joking about the harem. His harem.

      Out of all of them, Elena had seemed the most reluctant about the whole harem thing. They had connected right away because Gary hadn't been a chauvinist pig like a lot of gamers were. They had quested together and become friends, and it hadn't been a surprise when he fell for her.

      But not just her.

      That was the issue.

      Olivia was the opposite. She loved the girls as much as she loved Gary. She was the only one Gary hadn’t slept with yet.

      And he wouldn’t, not yet, not while Nicoletta was upset with him. In fact, he wouldn’t sleep with any if one was angry with him. It didn’t feel right.

      Elena turned to the food, and Gary was grateful the moment had passed because he wasn’t sure how to respond to her harem comment. In some ways, he felt so damn selfish to love all three of them. Why couldn’t he be normal and be a one-woman man?

      Then again, he had never truly been in love before.

      The eggs were delicious. The seasoning was a bit different than he was used to, and the perfectly crunchy bacon amazed him. The berries she had collected were good too, but they had berries almost every day, and they weren’t nearly as impressive as the rest of the meal.

      “This is great,” he gushed and then shoved another forkful of eggs into his mouth.

      Her cheeks flushed, and he loved that he could so easily embarrass her.

      “I do know how to cook,” she said.

      “I thought you were a baker. Isn’t there a difference?”

      “Yes,” she admitted, “but I’m good enough that I can do both.” She lifted her chin as if daring him to disagree.

      “Why haven’t you been cooking for us all along?” he asked suspiciously.

      She snorted. “Why should I have to wait on you hand and foot when there are NPCs who can cater to us?”

      “You mean be our slaves.”

      “No. I mean cater. We do pay them.”

      “With the rupas we steal from dead supervillains and vampires,” Gary deadpanned.

      "Hey. When you live in a game, you gotta play by the rules." She bit into a slice of bacon.

      “I’ll play by your rules,” he blurted.

      “My rules?” Elena lifted her eyebrows and smiled almost coyly.

      Damn, was she a fast learner when it came to flirting. To some guys, she might seem a bit gruff and rough around the edges, but she wasn’t. Not at all.

      She flexed and unflexed one hand, and he seized it, tracing his fingers along hers. “Is this the hand…”

      Elena stiffly nodded.

      “Is it better here in the game?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Better than back at your home?”

      She nodded again, and her eyes shone with unshed tears.

      “I’m glad,” he said, squeezing her hand.

      An injury had left her nearly unable to use her one hand. That her superpower in the game had been metallic hands, basically super powerful hands, seemed to be a twisting knife in the back. But the more she played, the more her hand in the real world began to slowly work, too.

      “You know,” Gary said slowly, reasoning through this as he spoke. “I used to think that it was terrible, despicable even, that the developers’ quiz at the beginning of the game seemed to find our worst fears or weaknesses. But look at you. Your hand. You’re able to fight in the game, but back home, you were getting ready to ice and decorate desserts and open your own bakery. Look at Nicoletta. She hardly seems afraid of her fire anymore. Look at Olivia and her fear of heights. She can fly sky high now!”

      “Do you think it’s the same with everyone?” Elena asked.

      "That everyone's superpowers were based off their fears or weakness? Maybe. I doubt it would've just been just you three."

      “Hmm. I wonder what about you, though, with having no powers at the start.”

      “That was a glitch,” Gary said.

      “Hmm,” Elena repeated. “Maybe.”

      “Hey, what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing.” She waved his question away. “The mages. What about them?”

      “Maybe they have no fears, no weakness.”

      “That’s scary,” she murmured.

      “How so?”

      “When you have no fear, you have nothing to lose. You can do anything.”

      “Like Smaug,” Gary said.

      She nodded.

      “You don’t have to worry about him anymore,” Gary said firmly. “He’s dead.”

      “I know.” Elena smiled and squeezed his hand. “We did it.”

      “We did.”

      He was trying to be good. He was trying not to notice the sparkle in her eyes or the sheen in her hair that was dyed a deeper, more vibrant shade of red than any natural shade. He was trying to ignore the feel of her soft skin against him, and he was definitely trying not to take a peek at her cleavage.

      Gary turned aside so he wouldn’t be tempted.

      “What is it?” Elena asked.

      “I’m worried.”

      “About?”

      “I don’t know if we’re going to get out of here,” he mumbled.

      “You don’t trust the developers.”

      “Do you?”

      “I… I’m not sure,” she admitted.

      An uneasy silence fell. Gary hated to show weakness in front of her, but he had to tell someone about his worry. Elena entered the game because of him. Now, Nicoletta had, too. This was quickly spiraling out of control, and there was nothing Gary could do about it.

      Maybe not having a power hadn’t been a glitch. Maybe he had too many issues, fears, and weaknesses for the game to narrow it down to one.

      Because he feared losing people as he had his parents. It was a miracle that he could find love once, let alone with three amazing women.

      He was weak in that he constantly thought he wasn’t good enough. He could have gone to a community college. He could’ve tried for a degree. Instead, he became a trashman. He had settled.

      As for his issues, well, they were numerous, too numerous to get into.

      He sighed and glanced at Elena. She was running her fingers through her hair, a wistful look on her face, a slight orgasmic tilt to her lips that he had seen a few times before and had again last night.

      “What are you thinking about?” Gary asked suspiciously, hoping she would say something naughty.

      Damn. His promise to not do anything with any of the girls if one was upset with him was already proving too hard to keep.

      “I… was thinking about a dream I had,” she said, her cheeks as red as her hair.

      “What did you dream about?” he pried.

      “Well, it was last night.” She bit her lower lip.

      It wasn’t often that Elena looked vulnerable, but she did now. Gary wanted to sweep her into his arms and hold her, comfort her…

      Love her.

      “After…” he prompted.

      She nodded quickly. “After.”

      “Was I in it?” Gary teased.

      Elena slowly shook her head. “No.”

      “Who was?” he asked, confused.

      “Nicoletta,” Elena whispered.

      Gary thought his heart might stop. The girls hadn’t done much of anything at all to each other. They had only pleasured him. But if he hadn’t been there, and she was this embarrassed…

      “It’s only natural to be curious,” he said.

      “Right now, I just want what’s familiar,” she said, reaching out and rubbing her palm against his stiff cock through his clothes.

      “Elena,” he groaned.

      “I want you,” she whispered, stepping close enough that their bodies were flush. She licked her lips and then kissed him.

      She moaned against his lips, and God damn it, he was so hard, so ready for her, so willing to grab her, rip her clothes off, and give her everything he had.

      “I don’t know if we should,” he tried to say, but she kept kissing him, touching him, caressing him. Her hand slipped inside his superhero costume, and she stroked him a few times.

      “You’re as hard as I am wet,” she murmured. “Do you want to feel?”

      Just then, the door banged open, and a familiar Japanese man strolled in.

      Haru Sato, the game developer who was supposed to be working on getting them out of the game. The game developer who had warned them about Smaug. The game developer who had created an expansion for the game instead of finding a way for them to get home.

      The one person Gary hated but also the one person he needed maybe even more than he needed the girls.

      “Do you have news for us?” Gary demanded as Elena scrambled to free her fingers from around his cock and straighten as if they hadn’t just been about to fuck each other’s brains out.

      “I do,” Haru said, but the man did not seem happy.

      “Good news?” Gary couldn’t dare to hope.

      Haru shook his head. “I’m afraid not.”
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      Gary swallowed hard. “Why am I not surprised you’re the bearer of bad news?” he grumbled. “You never have anything good to say.”

      Haru wrinkled his nose. “I do apologize that it seems as if I do not have more good news to share, but—”

      “‘Let me assure you, my team and I are doing everything in our power to bring you back home,” Gary mocked.

      “Hush,” Elena murmured. “What is the bad news?”

      “We still are not certain how Samuel August was able to enter the game. Nor are we certain how he transferred from the original version of the game to here in the new issue.”

      “What does that have to do with us?” Elena asked.

      It shouldn't please Gary that she sounded as annoyed as he was, but it did. Haru was an infuriating man. Nothing ever seemed to faze him, but it wasn't as if he was one of the people in the game. Nope. This was just his avatar. He was safe at home or at his office. He could go home to his wife and fuck her in their bed and then roll over and go to sleep in his house.

      Gary didn’t have a house. He had just moved into an apartment before all of this had happened. Now, he was sure to have lost his place and all because this tool and his fellow developers couldn’t figure out how to reverse engineer how to get a person out of the game even though they could send someone in.

      Two someones.

      “Well, ah…” Haru swallowed visibly. As always, he had his hands clasped behind him. He appeared as nervous as he ever had.

      “Just spit it out, man,” Gary snapped.

      “Samuel August might not be dead after all,” Haru said.

      “What?” Elena cried.

      “How is that possible?” Gary demanded.

      “We saw his dead body,” she protested.

      “He was dead,” Gary confirmed. “All of that fire and ice. No one could have survived that!”

      “His body—” Haru started.

      Gary was done listening. He grabbed Elena’s hand and took off running, leaving the inn behind. He had to see for himself. Besides, it wasn’t that long of a hike to where they had fought Smaug, near where Gary had first arrived in the Vampire War issue.

      Only Smaug’s dead body was no longer there.

      There weren’t any footprints in the sand, but that didn’t mean anything. Smaug had been a wizard. He had the powers of wind, fire, and ice. He could have flown away.

      If he had survived.

      Haru approached. Gary wasn’t surprised that he had followed them.

      “You don’t know where he is?” Gary asked the developer, glaring at the exact spot where Smaug had supposedly died.

      But how could Smaug have faked his death? Gary and the girls had all seen him. Smaug had stopped breathing for far too long. He had to have died!

      The vampire hunter glowered at Haru. “Well? You don’t know where he is?” Gary repeated.

      Haru lifted his hands defenselessly. “I am afraid we do not. He has been most elusive for some time now and—”

      “I’m almost wondering if you want him running around,” Gary growled.

      “Come on, Gary,” Elena said. “That doesn’t make any sense. With him killing gamers and having them go back to level one, people have to be leaving the game.”

      “Or maybe not.” Gary lifted his chin. “Wouldn’t some gamers find that as the ultimate challenge?”

      Haru looked decidedly uncomfortable.

      “Has the number of gamers dropped?” Gary asked.

      “There has to be a petition going for you to change the rules so that if a gamer attacks and kills another gamer, that the one killed doesn’t lose ten levels every time,” Elena said.

      “My, my, you two do like to hear the sound of your voices,” Haru said.

      “Just answer us,” Elena said.

      Uh oh. Her voice was getting that edge to it that she normally reserved for assholes she was going to rip a new hole.

      "Some gamers have dropped, yes, but many seem determined to bring down Samuel… Smaug." Haru nodded toward Gary and shifted to face Elena. "As for any petition, if there is one, I have not been made abreast of it, and honestly, we cannot change the game mechanics like that."

      “Why did you even have it that way in the first place?” she exploded. “Sure, fine, take some rupas. Steal loot. Whatever, but to strip ten levels away? Each time? Whose brilliant idea was that because they should be fired.” Her chest heaved with each breath during her angry tirade, but Gary was relatively good and kept his gaze on her face, only noticing her breasts from his peripheral vision.

      “I do not think there is a point in rehashing this,” Haru said stiffly. Oddly, he smiled.

      “What is it?” Gary asked, immediately suspicious.

      Haru held up his hands and closed them into loose fists as his smile widened. “I do have good news.”

      “Maybe you should have started with that,” Elena snapped.

      Gary grinned. She was a lioness when she was angry.

      “One of the developers is willing to also enter the game to work on the problem from inside.” Haru seemed ready to burst. “Is that not wonderful?”

      “Oh, sure,” Gary said, skeptical. “You’re coming into the game, huh?”

      “Oh, no, not me.” Haru shook his head, his smile failing. It hadn’t lasted long.

      “Then who?” Elena asked.

      “Yuna Aki,” he said. He glanced at his watch, waited a few moments, and then nodded. “Ah, she should be here now.”

      Haru turned to face the precise spot where people entered Vampire War. Sure enough, a woman stood there. With flawless, porcelain skin and dark, silky hair, even from afar she looked beautiful.

      The woman walked over, and Gary blinked. She looked young. Her eyes were wide, the color of ink, and her lips were perfectly shaped. All of her features were perfect, so much so that Gary had a difficult time believing she wasn’t an avatar.

      She bowed to Haru and then Gary. At the moment, she merely inclined her head toward Elena.

      “I am Yuna,” she said in a soft, whispery voice.

      “I’m Gary, and this is Elena.” Gary shook her hand. Her grip was firm, the antithesis of her almost too-soft hands. Her hand was tiny compared to his.

      “Gary, Elena, it is nice to meet you.” She smiled and licked her lips.

      Damn it all. Gary couldn’t help himself. She had DSL. Dick-sucking lips. She was hot. Super hot. And when she licked her lips again, he really wished he could readjust without calling attention to himself.

      Yuna brushed her long hair back, revealing her long, perfectly curved neck. Gary suddenly wished he was a vampire so he could sink some fangs into the hollow of that neck.

      Her hand went down her throat to her cleavage. He hadn’t even noticed her outfit until now, and just looking at her boobs that barely had the nipples covered had him ready to spew.

      “Gary,” Elena said in a tone that suggested she had called his name already. “Gary!”

      “Boob—yes,” he said. He blinked a few times and kept his gaze fixed firmly on Elena.

      “Did you hear a word I said?” she demanded.

      “No,” he admitted.

      She sighed and rolled her eyes, clearly put off.

      “Don’t I get points for being honest?” he asked.

      “No.”

      Haru just smiled as he glanced from Gary to Yuna and back again.

      “What are you smiling about?” Elena asked. She crossed her arms, pushing her boobs up.

      Gary snaked an arm around her. “Don’t be jealous,” he murmured into her arm. “I want only you.”

      “I’m not—no, you don’t.”

      He winced. “I meant—”

      “Don’t worry,” Haru said, cutting into their private conversation. “I didn’t forget about your request, Elena.”

      She furrowed her brow. “My request?”

      “We made another new issue. Don’t worry. No more vampires. It’s with the shifters that you wanted, woolly mammoths and sabre-toothed tigers.”

      Out of nowhere, Olivia sauntered up, her light brown hair curlier than normal today. “What’s this about tigers and wanting to saber my tooth?”

      “Olivia,” Gary said, holding out his other arm to hold her, but she winked at him and then Elena before turning to the Japanese couple.

      “I’m Olivia. Or Nighthawk.” She giggled as she spread her hands apart, the sleek, black feathers attached to her arms fanning out. “We really should use our superhero codenames more. Who are you two?”

      “I am Haru,” the man said.

      “Haru,” Olivia purred. “You’re a genius, aren’t you? I think I heard that.”

      Gary couldn’t believe it. Haru was blushing with embarrassment.

      Haru cleared his throat. “Yuna here is the genius. She is here, in the game, with your friends.”

      “Ah, a superhero too?”

      “No, not yet,” Yuna said, blushing herself. “I’m only level one.”

      “Don’t worry.” Olivia winked. “I’ll take you under my wing.”

      She gave the woman a one-armed hug to literally take her under her wing.

      Gary couldn’t believe it, but yet he could. Olivia was flirting with both Haru and Yuna. He already knew she was one of those people who loved everyone, but would she be content with just him, Elena, and Nicoletta? Would she always want more?

      “Ah, tigers won’t want to saber, ah, your tooth,” Haru said, still blushing. “They will want to slice you and carve you with their teeth.”

      “A new issue?” Olivia guessed, moving away from Yuna and positioning herself to be in the middle of the entire group. The center of attention, just the way she liked it.

      “Yes. From Vampire War to Shifter War.”

      Olivia grinned at Gary. “Gonna change your superhero name again?”

      “You know it.”

      “Will there be monsters like yetis and Baba Yaga? Or elves?”

      “Hmm,” Haru said. “No. We did not think of yetis when coming up with the shifters. There will be the traditional werewolves, of course, and the already mentioned sabre-toothed tigers and woolly mammoths. Lions, tigers—”

      “And bears?” Elena cut in.

      “Oh, my,” Yuna added.

      Olivia burst out laughing.

      Gary sighed.

      Haru ignored them. “The portal is near the ocean. You can transfer at your leisure.”

      “Hey,” Olivia said, all pretenses of joking aside with a sudden appearance of wonder, anxiety, and fear in her green eyes. “Where’s Smaug? You guys didn’t bury him, did you?”

      “Not a chance,” Gary said glumly.

      Haru grimaced apologetically. “You can go to the new issue at your leisure, and allow me to reassure you that if Samuel August is alive, he will not be able to follow.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “If he’s alive,” Olivia said.

      “If who’s alive?” Nicoletta asked, approaching them. She made a point of not looking at Gary.

      Haru bowed. “I must go,” he said, and he walked away without another word.

      Nicoletta stared at his retreating backside. “If who’s alive?” she repeated through gritted teeth. “If someone says Smaug, I’m gonna—”

      “Get ready to do it, love,” Olivia said.

      Gary groaned.

      Nicoletta stiffened. “That’s impossible!”

      “There’s a new issue,” Elena said.

      Nicoletta’s eyes flashed, and she glowered at Elena then Gary, her gaze positively incensed.

      “Why do we need to go anywhere?” Nicoletta asked.

      “It might be fun,” Elena said.

      “We need to go home, not continue to play this stupid game!” Nicoletta shouted.

      Gary winced and carefully watched Olivia’s reaction.

      “You’re in the game,” she said quietly.

      Nicoletta nodded.

      “I am too,” Yuna said.

      “Who are you?” Nicoletta asked. “Why are you even here?”

      “I am Yuna. I am one of the developers. I am here to help from the inside.”

      "Maybe now that one of you is in here, your friends will actually start to try to get us out of here," Nicoletta griped.

      “Whatever happened to the hope that killing Smaug would get us out of here?” Elena asked.

      “We might not have killed him, remember?” Gary asked.

      Nicoletta held up her hand. "I know what we should do. We should all go to the bar and get trashed while Yuna here does her developer magic, and then we can all go home to our beds to sleep off our hangovers. Sound like a plan?"

      “I do not think that’s smart,” Elena argued.

      Nicoletta smirked. “You were pretty agreeable to things last night.”

      Elena’s face turned bright red.

      Olivia glanced from Nicoletta to Gary to Elena to Gary to Nicoletta to Elena.

      “You three—”

      “How are you feeling?” Gary blurted. “You drank a lot. You don’t have a headache, do you?”

      “Just a heartache,” she muttered.

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. Olivia reacting this way surprised him, but maybe it shouldn’t. Could his lack of being intimate with her yet start to cause an issue? He never intended to not have sex with her. He wanted to. He definitely wanted to. It just never worked out. Whenever they had been alone, it had been when villains or dragons and then vampires had been out and about and could attack at any second. Not exactly romantic. Didn’t exactly scream, “Rip off my clothes, throw me down, and ride me.”

      Nicoletta opened her mouth then shut it as if she thought better of it. Some of her anger faded, and she waved Olivia over. The curly-haired superhero grimaced and hesitated.

      The Hispanic sighed. “I just don’t understand why we have to jump through another hoop. Why another issue? Why are you people even worrying about that?” she asked, focusing on Yuna. “Are you guys just worried about making more money?”

      "It's not easy," Yuna said in her soft, lyrical voice. "We need higher tech equipment. We need to run tests. We need a lot of power. For all of that, we do need money. So, yes, we need to work on bringing you all and now me back, but we also need to generate revenue so that we can accomplish our goal." She nodded solemnly.

      “That makes sense,” Gary admitted.

      He had been upset when they came out with Vampire War. In fact, he had given Haru a lot of flak for that. Initially, Gary thought the issue was just so he and Elena and the other girls could get away from Smaug and be safe. Haru had been convinced Smaug couldn't cross over. Well, Gary had been wrong because other gamers had shown up, and Haru had been wrong because Smaug had shown up, too.

      “Still, why do we have to cross over?” Nicoletta demanded. “We’re superheroes here. The vampires are gone. We defeated the boss—”

      “More vampires are being generated for the other gamers,” Yuna explained patiently. “Also, with the possibility of Samuel August being alive, after all, I do not know if we can risk staying here. It is not safe for you, either.”

      Nicoletta wrinkled her nose. “And face new dangers there. Start all over again. What’s the point?” she grumbled.

      “I understand your frustration,” Yuna said. “I am sorry you feel this way. How can I help?”

      Nicoletta opened her mouth.

      “Besides the obvious.” Yuna smiled.

      “Nicoletta, can we talk?” Elena asked.

      Nicoletta grimaced. “I’m not in a good mood,” she said.

      “Come on.” Elena hooked her arm through Nicoletta, and they stepped to the side.

      Gary felt hopeless. He hated that Nicoletta was hurting so badly. Honestly, he still wasn’t sure how exactly he had screwed things up.

      “So…” Olivia said, closing the distance between them and forming a tight triangle. “What can you tell us about these tests?”

      Yuna blinked. “I can try to explain, but it’s a lot of technical jargon. We have to be careful about displacement and—”

      “Why can’t you just reverse whatever it is that you did to get yourself in the game?” Gary asked.

      “It is more complicated,” she said.

      “How so?” He was doing his best not to sound demanding, but shouldn’t it just be the opposite? Why did it have to be so complicated?

      “The game is in a fixed location,” she started.

      “In a game console,” Olivia said.

      “In a framework,” Yuna corrected. “Everyone who plays the game all comes here to this place. In their avatars, not their bodies, but you understand me, yes?”

      Gary nodded. “Can’t we just come out to one fixed location on Earth?”

      “Ideally, yes, but we have to factor in so many things. The rotation of the Earth, its relationship to the moon, the sun, the other planets. We can’t risk having us come back at the bottom of the ocean or far up high in the stratosphere.”

      “Wait. Why do you need to worry about all of that?” Elena asked. “I thought that would only have to be a factor if you were time traveling.”

      “In a sense, we are time traveling. I was hoping to bring each of us back to the moment or thereabouts to when we first entered the game to minimize the time we were gone. Plus, time in the game does not directly correspond to time in the real world.”

      Gary shook his head. “Just worry about bringing us back home,” he said.

      “Shouldn’t you have fancy mathematical equations for figuring all of that stuff out?” Olivia asked. “Either to go back in time or to just come back to the present? And if you did go back in time, how would that affect me?”

      “That… isn’t something I took into account…” Yuna lowered her head, dejected. She rubbed her throat and then between her boobs before catching Olivia’s gaze. “We are working with other scientists, yes. It is a team effort. We are most curious about how Samuel August has been able to elude us. How he entered the game willingly. Gary, you came through by accident?”

      “Yep. I got struck by lightning while playing the game. Not something I recommend, by the way.”

      “No?” Yuna smiled.

      “Getting struck by lightning or getting sucked into the game?” Olivia asked. She sounded slightly bitter.

      Uh oh. Trap question.

      “Both?” His response came out a question.

      Olivia tilted her head to the side, considering his answer, and then nodded. “I guess, yeah.” She turned to the woman. “So, Yuna, while you’ve been working, you’ve been keeping tabs on Gary, right? On all of us?”

      “Ah… yes…” Yuna said. Her porcelain skin blushed deeply with her embarrassment.

      “You know all about Gary’s harem, then, huh?” Olivia pressed.

      Gary’s stomach tightened. Oh, man. This wasn’t good.

      “Yes,” Yuna admitted. “I didn’t mean to watch, but last night…” Her blush was even darker now.

      “What happened last night?” Olivia asked. She glanced at Gary before focusing solely on the Japanese woman.

      Fuck. She had guessed already about the threesome, and now, she wanted confirmation.

      Gary opened his mouth, but Yuna beat him to it.

      “You drank too much. At least your avatar did. From what Gary said earlier, you were drinking back home?” At Olivia’s nod, Yuna continued, “Gary went back to his room, but he needed help. Elena and Nicoletta came to his rescue—”

      “I didn’t need to be rescued,” Gary muttered. “I was drunk, but I wasn’t incapable.”

      “You definitely weren’t incapable of performing,” Yuna said, her face entirely bright red now.

      “With Elena? Or Nicoletta?” Olivia asked.

      “Ah…” Yuna glanced at Gary. “I do not know if I should say.”

      Gary swallowed and rubbed his throat. He should man up. Own what he had done. He didn’t regret it, but he did wish Olivia had been there. All night long, he had asked the two girls if they had any regrets, and they hadn’t. Now, he did have one. Olivia.

      Considering that he did have a regret after all, did that mean that Nicoletta truly did regret their actions, too? Fuck, that would be terrible. He had been so careful to make sure neither did anything they didn’t want to. She must have said that to hurt him.

      “With both of them,” he finally admitted when it became obvious that Yuna wasn’t going to rat him out.

      Hurt flashed in Olivia’s eyes. It took a lot to quiet her, but she was pale and wan.

      “Olivia, if you weren’t—”

      “It’s my fault. I passed out. I lost out. I always do. You all are in the game. I’m not. You’ve slept—”

      Gary took her by the elbow and moved to the side, leaving Yuna an island unto herself and leading Olivia away from the other two girls.

      “—with both Elena and Nicoletta both separately and together,” she said. “Me, though? I’m the one out in the cold, and I’m the one who is most down for anything, anywhere, anytime, with anyone!”

      “With anyone?” Gary repeated a little coolly. “Does that include Yuna?”

      “Would that make you jealous?”

      “Damn straight it would!” he growled.

      "Hmm. Are you sure about that?" She tapped a finger to her chin. "Because maybe your issue isn't so much that you love all of us. Maybe you just love to shove your cock into any opening you can find."

      A muscle in Gary’s neck twitched, and he clamped down on his jaw, trying to keep his anger in check. “That’s not true, and you know it.”

      “Are you sure about that? How many other girls have you had sex with?”

      “None of your business.”

      “Oh, but if you asked me that question, you would want an answer. You would demand it, wouldn’t you?”

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t ask that because I don’t care about your past. Well, I do because I care about you, just not your sexual past. That I don’t need to know about.”

      She stiffened. “Is that so?”

      Immediately, shame washed over him. “You can tell me anything at all,” he offered. “I would never judge you.”

      “No?” She brushed her hair back. “I was forced to give head when I was seven. You knew that, right?”

      He nodded. She had eluded to that before. “You don’t have to tell me—”

      “The first time I gave a blowjob willingly, I was ten. I offered to do it to my teacher to get a better grade. He refused and told me if I wanted a better grade, that he would get me a tutor. So I got a tutor and blew him instead.”

      Gary’s eyes widened. “Please, Olivia—”

      “I had sex for the first time at thirteen. I didn’t like it with that guy, so I tried it with a few others that year. It wasn’t until a year later that I started to actually enjoy it some. That was mostly because I had discovered my own hands and fingers and my clit. I think I was trying to make sex enjoyable to erase the bad memories with my mom’s boyfriend, that she put me up for adoption because I bit a chunk out of his dick… She chose him over me. It’s amazing I still call her mom.”

      “Olivia.”

      “I’m not done. It’s rude to interrupt. I know some might consider me addicted to sex, but I’m not. I’ve made peace with the past. I’ve taken ownership of my body. I do what I want. Yes, that means I do who I want, too, girl or guy. I’ve never thought I would be happy in a monogamous relationship. So, when all of this happened…” She shrugged. “I thought I had met my people. I mean, I knew Elena was freaked out. Nicoletta seemed more willing to come around, but…”

      “I’m sorry we haven’t had… I’m sorry we haven’t made love,” he said quietly.

      “Oh, Gary.” Olivia rolled her eyes. “It’s not just about sex, dumbass.”

      “I know.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry I haven’t made you feel more loved.”

      Her green eyes welled with tears, but she smiled. “Don’t worry. I’ll let you grovel and make it up to me twenty times over. Then I’ll forgive you.”

      Gary laughed, and she giggled, but he didn’t feel happy. He didn’t feel better. So far, he had failed Olivia. Somehow, he would make things right. By her, by Nicoletta, by Elena. And then, they would go home…

      And hopefully not back to their separate lives but to continue loving each other and being together back in the real world.

      That was Gary’s greatest fear. That he would one day lose the loves he had gained.
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      Gary stared down at Olivia. Her cleavage was impressive, and her superhero attire showed more than a little of her ass cheeks. She was one hot woman. It didn’t matter if she was damaged some. So was he. To some extent, everyone was.

      “I’ll grovel,” he said hoarsely, “but first, can I have a kiss?”

      Olivia wasn't looking at him. She was waving over Nicoletta and Elena. The other two girls seemed a bit subdued, but the anger Nicoletta had previously shown seemed gone.

      “What are we going to do?” Gary asked once they came over.

      Nicoletta glanced over her shoulder at Yuna. “I guess we’ll go over to the new issue.”

      “Shifter War,” Elena said eagerly.

      “You aren’t a vampire fan?” Olivia asked.

      “Ugh, no. Who wants to have a monster be romanticized when it can only survive by drinking blood? That’s disgusting. And disturbing.”

      “Hey, I never said I was a fan. If I could, I would Buffy Edward’s ass so hard he’d be staked into Lestat.”

      “You didn’t like Lestat?” Nicoletta cut in. “I was more of a Louis fan myself.”

      “Ugh. Neither, thanks. The only vampire I might like was Dracula,” Elena explained. “He was terrifying.”

      “Not in the movies I saw,” Olivia remarked.

      “Read the book,” Elena said. “Or do you need me to read it to you?”

      “Oh, would you!” Olivia clapped her hands and jumped up and down like an excited little girl. Her boobs bounced with the movement. “Bedtime story!”

      Elena laughed. “If you want nightmares.”

      “Then we can cuddle,” Olivia said with a wink.

      For a moment, Elena froze. Then, she nodded slowly. “Maybe. I guess that would only be fair if I’m the one who gave you the nightmares.” She beamed. “Or maybe Dracula should be the one to cuddle you.”

      “As long as he doesn’t suck my perfect neck.” Olivia stretched out her neck and ran her hand over it.

      “I’ll suck your neck,” Gary volunteered.

      “Down, boy,” Olivia said.

      Was she talking to him or his erection?

      Nicoletta rubbed her chin. “I always appreciated Damon Salvatore.”

      “Who was he?” Elena asked.

      “A hottie from The Vampire Diaries,” Olivia explained.

      “Can we not talk about hot guys?” Gary complained. “I thought we were going to cross over to the issue.”

      “Oh, is someone feeling underappreciated?” Olivia asked with a turnabout is fair play gleam in her eyes.

      “I’m confident enough in my masculinity that you girls can talk about any guy you think is hot,” Gary said.

      “So long as…” Elena said. “There’s gotta be a catch.”

      “So long as we go to Gary’s bed and not theirs,” Olivia answered for him.

      “Well, yeah,” he said. “And it’s not fair for you to talk about pop culture so much. I haven’t seen any of the Dracula movies or The Vampire Diaries, and Louis and Les… What’s his name? What are they from?”

      “Interview with a Vampire,” Elena explained.

      Nicoletta smiled apologetically. “I forgot how sheltered of a life you lived.”

      “Just because I didn’t see a lot of movies or TV shows growing up doesn’t mean that I’m sheltered,” he protested.

      “Yeah, I’m pretty sure that’s the definition of sheltered,” Olivia said.

      “He didn’t seem too sheltered…” Nicoletta cleared her throat.

      “Last night?” Olivia asked. She fluffed her hair. “It’s one thing to have a threesome. An orgy is a whole ‘other animal. Are you sure he’s up for it?”

      Nicoletta and Elena exchanged a glance.

      “Hey,” Gary complained. “I’m right here. Don’t talk about me like I’m not.”

      “Well?” Olivia asked.

      “He might be a little overwhelmed,” Nicoletta said.

      “I might be, too,” Elena admitted.

      “We can take it slow,” Olivia said, grinning. “But right now, Gary’s in my doghouse.”

      “Really? Mine too,” Nicoletta said.

      “Still?” he complained. “I thought—”

      “Wrong,” she said, but she was smiling.

      “If he’s in the doghouse,” Olivia said, “maybe the three of us…”

      Gary couldn’t help himself. Without even thinking about it, he readjusted. His cock was slick with pre-cum. He needed release, and he needed it now.

      The girls, of course, noticed and giggled.

      “I wonder if Gary’s johnson can make it through the portal,” Olivia asked.

      Nicoletta burst out laughing so hard that she had to gasp down breaths.

      “Are you all right?” Elena asked, concerned. Even Olivia looked worried.

      Gary rolled his eyes. “That’s my last name,” he said.

      “What is?” Olivia asked.

      “Johnson. Gary Johnson.”

      Nicoletta started laughing all over again, and the other two collapsed in a fit of giggles.

      When they finally finished, Gary eyed Olivia. “I don’t think I ever caught your last name.”

      “Olivia Schwartz.” She swept into a grand bow. “Nice to meet you, Gary Sausage.”

      He groaned. “Seriously?”

      “Gary Dick? Gary Slick? Gary Cocky?” Olivia’s grin had never been wider.

      “Done having fun at my expense yet?” he asked.

      “Oh, this works instead of groveling.”

      Just then, Yuna walked over. “Hmm, is it just me or is the sky darkening?”

      Gary glanced up. Shit. She was right. The lengths they had gone to reforge the sun and set this deserted, post-apocalyptic European landscape were being unraveled before their eyes.

      “Vampires will be here soon,” Olivia said. “You’re level one?”

      Yuna nodded.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll protect you,” Elena assured her.

      “I guess we should leave,” Nicoletta grumbled.

      “Remember. It’s because of Smaug,” Elena said.

      “He might be dead,” Nicoletta said.

      “But he might not be, and wouldn’t it be cool to kill a sabretooth?” Elena asked.

      “If you find killing extinct animals fun, sure.”

      "It's a shifter," Elena said, "so it's a human at times. I wonder if some are skinwalkers instead of just a traditional shifter. Wouldn't that be amazing? To put on an animal hide and be able to turn into that animal?"

      “You’re a little too eager about this,” Nicoletta complained.

      “This issue was my idea!” Elena beamed.

      “So we could’ve stayed put if not for you?” Nicoletta grumbled.

      “They would’ve picked something else instead,” Elena pointed out.

      “Like elves,” Olivia said.

      “You want to kill elves?” Gary asked.

      “Elves are handsome,” Yuna said. “Tall, thin, beautiful, long-lived.”

      Olivia gave Yuna a once-over. “Like you.”

      “Oh.” Yuna blushed prettily. “I am not long-lived.”

      “None of you will be long-lived if we don’t get moving,” Olivia said. “Onward, Captain Cock! Lead us onward to the ocean!”

      Gary glowered at her.

      She shrugged. “Don’t blame me. Blame Nicoletta!”

      “Don’t blame me,” Nicoletta protested.

      “Blame my parents?”

      Nicoletta’s shoulders slumped. “Gary, I didn’t mean—”

      “I know. Let’s go.”

      “What about his parents?” Yuna whispered to Elena.

      The metal-powered superhero shook her head, her red hair flying everywhere. “You’ll have to ask him and not now. Not when he’s happy, either.”

      Gary was already marching away. He wasn’t going to get upset about that. For now, he’d focus on getting them to Shifter War. After that, who knew? If Yuna was as smart as Haru made her out to be, then maybe it wouldn’t be much longer until they could go home. And that was what he wanted, right?

      Back to the real world.

      And responsibilities.

      And trying to make sure he still had a job.

      And saving up all over again to have enough money for a security deposit for a new apartment.

      And utilities and food and everything else. All the bills.

      And two of the girls living out of state.

      At least here and now, two of the girls were never far from his side. They were in the game with him twenty-four seven. Olivia played as often as she could. It was as if the four of them were living together as much as they could in a game setting.

      Gary halted suddenly a few minutes later. “Why aren’t we flying?” he asked.

      “Good point.” Olivia linked arms with Yuna and Nicoletta.

      “That leaves me with you,” Elena said.

      “I’m glad at least you aren’t angry with me,” he murmured. “I understand why Olivia is.”

      “Why?”

      Gary didn’t think he had to touch Elena to get her to fly, but he held onto her hand just the same. He waited until they were fairly high up to start zooming toward the ocean and had to slow down so they could continue talking.

      “Because she’s not in the game,” he said.

      “Have you slept with her?” Elena asked, not looking at him.

      “Not yet. I, er, no.”

      “That’s some of it, I’m sure. She feels disconnected from us.”

      “I don’t want her to,” he protested. “But if she were to ask me if I want her to come into the game, I’m not sure I would say yes.”

      A long moment passed before Elena asked, “Why is that?”

      “Because I don’t know if I have confidence in the developers.”

      “But they sent one of them in the game!”

      “I know, but how long have they been working on this?”

      “It just takes time,” she argued.

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “Me too,” she whispered so softly that he wasn’t sure if he heard her correctly.

      They flew the rest of the way in silence. The trio of girls flying together talked and laughed, and Gary wondered what they were discussing.

      Finally, the ocean came into sight. They landed just before the waters. The siren was there, and Olivia flew a rock over to slam against the side of her head with a sickening crack.

      “Wow,” Yuna said.

      “Are you okay?” Nicoletta asked. “You look a little pale.”

      “I knew there was blood in the game, but to smell it… That’s a bit of a shock.”

      “The graphics are sick,” Olivia said cheerfully. “I almost forget this is a game all the time. ‘Course, for me, it is just a game.”

      Gary cleared his throat and pointed. “There’s the portal. Anyone not a good swimmer and wants me to fly you?”

      “You can’t swim?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I was never taught how to.”

      “You really are sheltered,” Elena said.

      "Sheltered and naïve," Olivia said. "You really want us to fly instead of becoming dripping wet?"

      As if she were part-seal, Olivia flipped into the water and began to swim. Seeing the curve of her mostly visible ass cheeks among the waves was so erotic that Gary desperately needed to touch himself. He motioned for the other girls to go ahead, and once they all passed through the portal, he gripped himself, rubbing hard, imagining taking turns entering Olivia and then Nicoletta and then Elena. He pictured all of them sucking his dick, and when he came, he realized he had been thinking of Yuna’s DSL on his cock.

      No. No, no, no. None of that. Not again.

      Furious at himself, Gary zoomed through the portal. As before, the glow surrounded him, a yellow color this time. Thankfully, he already knew what to expect, so the strange sensation felt familiar. This time, Gary felt cold and then hot before flying through darkness. He did not scream this time.

      Suddenly, the superhero was zooming above a lush landscape. Down below were the girls. He looped a few times before landing in front of them. All of them were dripping wet, their clothes sticking to them, nipples all erect… or at least he saw that was the case for Olivia, Nicoletta, and Elena. He made a point of not checking out Yuna.

      “Stop checking out my perfect boobs and look at behind you,” Olivia suggested.

      Instantly, Gary called up his telekinetic power as he turned around. A werewolf, massively oversized, with foot-long fangs and claws, bore down on him. Gary’s power glowed in two matching circles around his wrist and above his fingers as he expanded a forcefield to protect them all.

      “Aw, you look hungry,” Nicoletta cooed. “Want a fireball?”

      A burst of heat had Gary sweating, but to his surprise, it didn't flame the werewolf his shield was holding at bay. He risked looking around and realized that five werewolves were trying to attack them, clawing and snapping their fangs at the forcefield. He could feel the power being drained from it, but he couldn't divert more energy to reinforce it. Frustrated and worried, he could only watch as, within seconds, the werewolves burst through.

      Olivia rushed forward and used her power of flight to pick up Gary’s werewolf. Although it fought her, trying to kick and claw and wiggle its way free, she carried it up impossibly high and then dropped it. It landed with a thud, creating a crater. Its body lay crumpled at wrong angles.

      Elena was fighting one of the werewolves, catching its swipes and uppercutting the beast before punching its chest so hard Gary heard bones snap. Fuck, that had to hurt.

      Three down, two to go.

      Whoops. No. Three to go yet. The one blazing from Nicoletta’s fire hadn’t died yet. He was savage, insanely vicious, trying to reach her through the stream of fire she rained down on him. Finally, the fire burned him enough that he stopped snapping at her and trying to claw toward her.

      Now, three down.

      Yuna watched the proceedings with wide eyes.

      Gary crossed over to her. “Don’t worry. You’re safe.”

      “I don’t want to be safe.” She knelt down and touched the ground. A tremor rumbled out, the soil splintering deep, cracking straight at one of the last werewolves. He fell into the newly formed crevice with a deep, rumbling howl.

      Gary blinked in shock, but Yuna wasn’t done. Like Olivia, she jumped and flew. Her right hand was held straight out, and a burst of fire came out to singe the last werewolf. Her fire was blue, and almost immediately, the werewolf burned to a crisp.

      He gaped at her. “What the hell was that?” he demanded.

      Yuna smiled. “You didn’t think I would come prepared with powers of my own?”

      “But fire and flying and earth? Anything else?”

      “That was insane!” Elena gushed. “Death to the werewolves!”

      Nicoletta stepped away from her. “That was insane,” she agreed. “Those werewolves were brutal. Why couldn’t there be easier shifters for us to fight right off the bat?”

      “The levels of the shifters are dependent on the levels of the gamers,” Yuna explained.

      “You’re level one,” Gary said.

      She grinned. “Not anymore.”

      “You were insane,” Olivia said. “How were you able to master your superpowers right off the bat?”

      “Practice,” Yuna said.

      Hmm. She clearly was prepared for the gaming world. That was for sure.

      “Do you have any other surprises up your sleeves?” Gary asked.

      “Not a one.” Yuna smiled. “That was exhilarating. Such a rush.”

      “Just wait until you fight a boss. The Shifter King or whatever the game boss is,” Olivia said. “Now, that gets the adrenaline flowing. Even for me back home. Well, at Nicoletta’s. It is okay for me to stay here?”

      “Sure.” Nicoletta shrugged.

      “Good because I was staying regardless.” Olivia winked.

      “You eat me out of house and home…” Nicoletta warned.

      “And? What are you going to do?” The sparkle returned to Olivia’s eyes. “Spank me?”

      “You’d like that too much.”

      “Guilty. Oh, Yuna. Do you like to be spanked?”

      Yuna looked a little uncomfortable. She rubbed her throat, and she glanced away. “I don’t see how pain can be pleasurable.”

      “Never knock something until you try it,” Olivia said. “That’s my advice. Oh, and be careful with riding crops. They’re addictive, but if the wielder doesn’t know what he’s doing, you could bleed.”

      “Oh,” Yuna said faintly. “Yes. That does sound like fun.”

      Elena laughed. “No riding crops will ever be used on me.”

      “You never thought you would say yes to a threesome,” Nicoletta pointed out.

      “Wait, so you want to be hit by a riding crop?” Elena asked her.

      “Nope. I want to hit Gary with one.”

      “Hey, now,” he said. “I never agreed to that.”

      Nicoletta waved her hand. "This place is Shifter War. There's no way there are horses, not the animal kind, so there are no riding crops here. You're safe."

      “Until we get us home,” Yuna said.

      Olivia draped an arm across Yuna’s shoulders. “I love your optimism.”

      Gary did too, but he definitely felt anything but optimistic when it came to riding crops.
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      Gary glanced around. “Looks like we’re at the edge of a jungle.”

      Olivia pointed behind them. “There’s a town that way.”

      “Maybe we should head there,” Nicoletta suggested.

      “You just want to drink,” Elena accused.

      “I just want to see if there’s equipment or a weapon for Yuna,” Nicoletta said, but Gary was sure she was just trying to come up with another reason for heading to the town.

      “Actually,” Yuna said, “I think it might be best if we split up. You all can go to the town, to the tavern or wherever.”

      “And what will you do?” Gary asked, trying not to sound suspicious.

      “My work,” she said matter-of-factly. “I need to do my research on this side of the gaming world.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Nicoletta said.

      “Be careful, Yuna,” Elena said.

      Gary glowered at them. “I don’t think splitting up is a good idea at all.”

      “Why not?” Olivia asked. “Yuna can clearly take care of herself.”

      “I didn’t say she couldn’t, but still, I mean, she’s such a low level and—”

      “And the enemies I will face will be on par with my level,” Yuna pointed out. “I will be fine.”

      “You’re a mage, aren’t you?” he demanded. “A wizard. Can you fly, or is that just air? Air, earth, and fire?”

      “Can you blame me for ensuring I could survive this task?” Yuna asked. “I volunteered for this.”

      “That’s so brave of you,” Olivia gushed.

      Gary closed his eyes so he wouldn’t roll them. He couldn’t help himself. He didn’t trust the developers, which meant he didn’t trust Yuna. Super hotness aside, he could not allow himself to be blinded.

      “I would not call myself brave.” Yuna blushed. “I feel so confused about how this could have happened, how people could be sucked into the game. It’s intriguing. Like a puzzle. I have to get to the bottom of this. It will nag at me forever if I don’t. Besides, I want you all to be able to return home. You deserve to be able to.”

      “And then never play another video game ever again,” Gary declared.

      “Not any?” Olivia sounded horrified.

      “There are so many great games you’ve probably never heard of before,” Nicoletta protested.

      “So? Knowing my luck, I’ll get sucked into one of them.” Gary shook his head. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “There’s no way you would get sucked into FF7, not unless you count being sucked in and playing twenty hours a day.”

      “FF?”

      “Final Fantasy,” Elena and Olivia said at the same time.

      “I preferred FF9,” Yuna said timidly.

      “That one was good,” Nicoletta admitted.

      “What was up with his tail though?” Olivia asked.

      “FF8 gets overlooked too much,” Elena commented.

      “You’re all talking Greek to me,” Gary complained.

      “Which is why you need to continue to game once we get back home,” Nicoletta said. She patted his arm, and he quickly clasped her hand before she could back away.

      He gazed into her eyes, and she slowly nodded. A wave of relief washed over him. She forgave him. Good. Now, he just needed Olivia to be okay with him, and all would be right in his world.

      Well, as right as he could be with him being here.

      “Yes, yes, fine. I’ll maybe try a few games once we get back, but in order to get back, Yuna needs to do her research. What do you say we help her and—”

      “I’m tired of fighting,” Nicoletta said quietly.

      He opened his mouth and then shut it. That had been her first battle actually in the game. It was quite an adjustment, knowing that you could die while fighting in the game.

      Gary turned to Olivia. “Come on. Help your new friend.”

      Olivia shrugged. “Our new friend is more than capable of taking care of herself. She said we can go to the tavern. Do you honestly think I’m gonna turn that down?”

      Desperate now, Gary faced Elena. “Let’s go fight more shifters,” he said. “Wouldn’t that be fun?”

      Elena started to nod but then yawned, covering her mouth. “Oh, man,” she groaned. “I’m beat.”

      Olivia grinned and parted her lips.

      “Not because Gary actually beat my ass last night,” Elena said dryly.

      “Nicoletta didn’t either?” Olivia asked.

      “Do you only like your sex to be spicy?” Nicoletta asked. “Or would ‘vanilla’ be okay once in a while?” She made air quotes when she said “vanilla.”

      Olivia’s smile broadened. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Don’t worry. You’ll find out one day. Hopefully soon.”

      Damn it. Their talking about sex was making him rock hard again. No way was he going to adjust himself in front of them again, but, fuck, was this uncomfortable.

      "You desperately wanted to fight shifters," Gary tried one last time. "You're really too tired?"

      “The shifters will still be there in a bit,” Elena said. She yawned again and shrugged. “I’m too tired.”

      “I don’t want you fighting while tired.” Gary frowned. “Fine. You three can head to town.”

      “We have your permission?” Olivia asked. “Oh, good. We would have been so lost without it.”

      He ignored her and focused on the other two. “Please make sure she doesn’t drink until she passes out again.”

      “Hey, I’m a big girl!” Olivia protested. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Like you did last night?”

      “That was different. We were celebrating.” She pouted. “An empty celebration if fuckface is still alive.”

      Yuna’s eyes went wide.

      “Olivia can be a bit colorful,” Gary told her.

      The Japanese woman nodded. “So I hear.”

      “Off to the tavern!” Olivia cried.

      “Are you coming, Gary?” Elena asked.

      Gary hesitated. Honestly, he was sick of fighting. He would love to just relax for a while.

      But he didn’t trust Yuna. He didn’t know who she was. Actually, he was almost afraid to get to know her. What if his masturbating and thinking about her meant he was addicted to sex? That he would just take it from any girl he would meet? He hadn’t been like this in the real world at all, but here, here he was somebody. He was important. He was a powerful superhero. Well, granted, he wasn’t technically a superhero in Shifter War yet, but he would reach that status. He was already an insanely high level.

      No, he couldn’t be addicted to sex because that might mean he didn’t love the three girls, and he knew that wasn’t the case. He adored all three of them.

      He did not want to get to know Yuna because he was afraid he might fall for her, too. Right now, he didn’t trust himself. Just like he didn’t trust her except for a completely different reason.

      “I don’t feel comfortable leaving Yuna alone,” he muttered.

      Yuna shook her head graciously. “No, no. You can go with your friends. I will be fine. Trust me.”

      He jerked, startled by her word choice. She couldn’t read minds, could she?

      “You’re alive and in this game to help us get out of here,” he said gruffly. “So if you’re going out there to try to figure out how to transports us all home, I’m going to come with and help.”

      Yuna nodded. “Thank you.”

      Already, the three women he loved were walking away.

      “Hey,” he shouted after them. “No kiss goodbye?”

      “Do you deserve one?” Olivia asked.

      “I don’t see why I don’t.”

      Olivia winked but flipped him the bird.

      Damn, was she sassy. He fucking loved that about her.

      “Nicoletta?” he called.

      She sighed and slowly walked back to him.

      “I’m sorry,” he murmured as soon as she was close enough for him to pull her tight for a hug.

      “You just want a hole to shove your johnson into,” she said, wiggling against him.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. “You’re a damn tease.”

      “Then come back with us,” she pleaded.

      “I… I want to…”

      “Gary Johnson, I think you’re trying to be an actual, true hero.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he protested.

      She kissed the corner of his mouth, and he groaned and muttered a curse.

      Nicoletta giggled as she wiggled free from his embrace before he could slide his hands down to her perfect ass. "I do say that."

      His firecracker rushed away to catch up to Olivia, and Elena sauntered over and kissed him full on the mouth with tongue.

      “Don’t be gone too long,” she murmured.

      “You aren’t going to convince me to stay?”

      She pulled back and stared into his eyes. “You aren’t too tired?”

      “No.”

      “Then go ahead, but be careful.”

      “You don’t trust her either?”

      Elena hesitated. “I don’t know yet.”

      “Exactly why I have to go with her.”

      She nodded.

      “I’ll be safe,” he promised.

      “Good. It would be embarrassing for you if I had to come save you.” She tilted her head to the side. “Or if the lower level newbie had to.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      With a giggle and a wave, Elena raced away.

      Gary stood there, watching until the trio disappeared from sight. Damn, did he love them all.

      Reluctantly, he turned and nodded to Yuna. “Ready?”

      “Perfectly ready to do what I came here for.”

      “Then let’s do this.”
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      Why weren’t they flying? Where exactly did they have to go? Gary had a million questions for Yuna, but she seemed busy. Her stride was short, and she took a lot of quick steps, speeding along with her head high and shoulders back. It was almost as if she was marching off to war.

      Shifter War. Gary shuddered. He didn’t share Elena’s drive to kill off shifters. Honestly, the idea of humans being able to transform into an animal weirded him out. Yeah, he knew humans were technically animals, but wolves? Tigers? What would be next, cows? Pigs? Animals humans typically ate from? That just seemed so wrong to him.

      “You seem to be thinking hard,” Yuna remarked without glancing at him.

      He looked over, surprised. “Not about anything important,” he said.

      “Oh, I doubt that,” she said, her blush returning.

      Gary sighed and shook his head.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No,” he said. Silence descended but only for a few moments because he just had to ask. “How old are you?”

      Damn. You weren’t supposed to ask a woman that.

      “It’s just that you look young,” he said. “Too young to be a genius. Not that I don’t believe Haru about you being smart. I do. I just…”

      Shut up, Gary.

      He clamped his mouth shut.

      To his relief, Yuna giggled as she halted and turned to face him. “Yes, I am young for a developer, but I can assure you that I know what I am doing.”

      “I hope so,” he muttered.

      “You will see.” She smiled, not at all fazed by his unwillingness to blindly trust her.

      “Where are we going?” Gary asked once they resumed walking.

      “There is a location within the game that should have everything I need.”

      “Like a computer? Why not just have us enter the game near this mystery spot?”

      Yuna paused and then resumed walking at a faster clip. "In case the other developers fail, and Samuel August is alive and does transfer over—"

      “You didn’t want the supplies to fall into enemy hands. Okay. I get that. I, ah, assume you have the shifters programmed to stay away from the place?”

      “Of course.”

      “Awesome.”

      A speck appeared in the near distance. With every second, it grew larger. A black bear.

      “Are all of the animals in the game shifters?” Gary asked.

      “No, not all of them. We’re in the game, and we do need meat to eat.”

      “But all predators are.”

      “Yes,” she confirmed.

      “Incoming,” they said at the same time.

      Yuna smiled at him, but Gary ignored her, already calling forth his telekinesis. He tried to stop the bear shifter in its tracks, but the bear continued closer, albeit at a slower clip.

      “Hold him in place,” Yuna said.

      Gary did his best. The bear fought against his hold, still advancing despite Gary’s trying to halt its progress entirely. Damn, the enemies in this issue were savage. It wasn't as if he wanted the foes to be so pathetic that he could sneeze and they would fall over dead. This, though, seemed overkill.

      Yuna pointed her finger. A thin target stream of fire shot out like a laser that blew up the moment it touched the bear’s snout. The shifter wailed, its entire body going up in flames. It stood on its hind legs and shrank to its human form before collapsing, still burning.

      She clapped a single time. “I go up an impressive number of levels each time I score a kill here.”

      “You’re welcome,” he muttered.

      The almost too beautiful woman giggled. “Yes, it is thanks to you and your high level.”

      “How can you be that powerful at your level already?” Gary asked.

      Yuna blushed. “Maybe I am that good?”

      There was something timid about her. She almost seemed shy. Maybe that was why she was blushing all of the time. Gary did not want to think about her having a crush on him. That was the last thing he needed.

      “That would sound more convincing if you didn’t seem to have ants in the pants,” he said.

      “I don’t,” she said, furrowing her eyebrows in confusion.

      “It’s an expression.”

      She nodded and admitted, “I may have taken measures to help ensure I will survive this game. Can you blame me?”

      “No.” Before he could ask if those measures could be applied to him and his girls, he spied a massive hawk that had to be five times the size of a normal one.

      He grumbled under his breath.

      “Is something wrong?” Yuna asked.

      “Why are the shifters so damn huge?”

      “Because they are more than mere animals, and they are meant to train us. We are in a game, yes?”

      “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean the enemies have to try to kill us,” he muttered.

      “Is that not the point?” Yuna shrugged. “You confuse me. You do not seem like much of a gamer.”

      “You can say that again.”

      “You aren’t a gamer?”

      “Not really. I played the game because a friend bought it for me. It was a freak thing entering the game.” He side-eyed her. “How exactly were you and the others able to get into the game?”

      “I am so very sorry—Duck!”

      Gary reacted by pure instinct. Instead of crouching, he surrounded himself with a forcefield. Just in time, too, as the hawk divebombed straight for the top of his head. Ducking wouldn’t have helped me much.

      As the hawk continued to slam against the forcefield, a thought occurred to Gary. Smaug had convinced the dragons to fight for him in the original version of the game. Was it possible that Gary could do the same with the shifters? If you were telekinetic, could you talk to someone’s mind?

      No, wasn’t that telepathic? Shit.

      Even so, Gary tried to reach out with his powers. All he could do was attempt to affect the hawk’s body. He couldn’t see to its mind at all.

      Yuna stood a few feet away, watching the proceedings. Gary did not want to appear weak in front of her, especially since she was handling their enemies with such ease.

      “You want me?” Gary challenged the hawk.

      The hawk let out an angry call.

      “Fine. Come get me.” Gary banished his forcefield and shot up into the air.

      The hawk took the bait and zoomed after him. Gary flew up and up and up. The temperature grew colder, and he had to slow down. The hawk went to snap at Gary’s heels, but he reached down, grabbed the hawk by its wing and launched the hawk even higher. Instead of placing a forcefield around himself, Gary created one around the hawk and used that to force the hawk higher until the hawk seemed to gain a ton of weight.

      Gary released his hold on the hawk, and the winged menace plummeted to the ground. As it passed Gary, he saw with a high level of satisfaction that the wings were laced with ice.

      With ease, he descended and landed near the dead hawk.

      “You wasted a fair amount of energy on that,” Yuna remarked.

      “I feel plenty energetic,” he assured her. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you to where you need to go.”

      Yuna smiled. “I am not worried. I do, however, wish to continue our conversation before we were so rudely interrupted.”

      She glowered at the dead winged menace as if it had personally offended her. Gary smirked.

      “I don’t know if Haru has apologized or not, but I am so deeply sorry this has happened to you.”

      “Thank you,” he murmured. “I appreciate that. I don’t think Haru ever did apologize. He found it hard to believe at first.”

      “Can you blame him? Nothing like this has ever happened before.”

      “You never did tell me how exactly you and the other girls were brought into the game,” he pointed out.

      “Ah, yes.” She waved him forward to join her, and they resumed their trek. “You entered the game because you were struck by lightning while playing, yes?”

      He nodded.

      “We use a combination of electricity and a special helmet to help direct the body and mind and conscious to enter into the framework of the game. They gave me some gas so I would sleep, and I woke up in the game. It was smooth and without any complications.”

      “A special helmet? And how could it direct the body and mind and all of that?”

      “The helmet is how we can guide the body to the game. The process would take hours to describe in depth.”

      “Can you create that here in the game?”

      “That is one possibility, but we are not certain how electronics will work in the game. We are not certain if a person should be transferred while conscious.”

      “I was awake,” he said.

      "And in shock from the jolt, I would imagine."

      “Yeah. What about lightning? If we get hit by it again—”

      “We would only be hit by lightning,” she said gently. “You had been playing the game, so you had a link to it. The biggest obstacle is that we have no tether back to Earth from within the game. Without that, we are stuck here.”

      “But the equipment here should help with that.”

      “So long as it is what I need, yes.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be what you need?”

      “Considering that all of this has no precedent, I cannot be truly certain of what I need. It is possible that Haru can give me what I need.”

      “It sounds like a lot of guesswork,” he said doubtfully.

      “It is a puzzle. I love puzzles.” Her smile was wide, this time without a hint of a blush.

      They continued onward and fought a few more shifters—a vicious coyote and a fierce lioness. Yuna’s prowess as a fighter almost unnerved Gary. He had just killed the coyote and glanced over to see Yuna lie down and allow the lioness to pin her. Gary was ready to sweep in and save her when Yuna sliced the feline’s throat with a dagger. Even more impressive was that she managed to wiggle out from under the lioness with minimal blood on her.

      “You must’ve played all the games that I didn’t,” he joked.

      “I played a few,” she admitted. “I used them as rewards. I could play an hour here or there if I aced an exam. I was homeschooled. At fifteen, I started college. I graduated three years later. I’m twenty.”

      “You really are a genius.”

      “I don’t know,” she said modestly. “I never had my IQ tested.”

      “What was it like?”

      “What? Going to college so young?”

      He shrugged. “Going to college period.”

      “You did not go to college?”

      “Nope. I’m a trashman.”

      “Everyone has a role to play, a service rendered onto both themselves and others.”

      “Ah, sure.”

      Yuna smiled and giggled. “After being homeschooled, college was a shock. That is the simplest way I can describe it.”

      “Why were you homeschooled?”

      “Originally, I wasn’t supposed to be. One day in kindergarten, a boy kissed me. It was on the cheek and completely harmless, but my mother freaked out. She never allowed me to date. Mother always said I never needed anyone but myself.”

      “Did you date in college?”

      “I commuted, so I lived at home. With my heavy course load so I could graduate in three years, that didn’t leave time for dating anyhow.”

      For a little while, they continued in silence. Yuna appeared deep in thought, and Gary didn’t want to interrupt her contemplation.

      Abruptly, she halted and swung around to face him. “I’ve never had a real kiss yet,” she said, blushing again.

      He shook his head. She was so gorgeous. Why hadn’t anyone kissed her?

      Yuna stared at him, at his lips, but he wasn’t going to take the bait.

      “Do we have much farther to go?” he asked.

      Her hopeful expression fell, and she nodded. “A fair amount, actually.”

      “Great,” he mumbled.

      Why couldn’t anything ever come easy?
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      The sky was beginning to darken, and Gary was growing frustrated. “Why can’t we fly there? Wouldn’t that be faster?”

      “Yes, but I want to get a feel for the game,” she said. “And I need the experience.” As she said this, her gaze again dropped to his lips.

      He said nothing.

      “Thank you for coming with me,” she said a few paces later. “I appreciate you so much. More than I can say.”

      “I just want to get home.”

      “Of course. I will help you with that. I will make your dream come true.” She giggled.

      Gary suppressed a sigh. She clearly wanted to befriend him, if not more. Not gonna happen. Well, maybe being friends, but that was it.

      As the shadows lengthened, they approached a different jungle.

      “Perhaps we should rest here,” Yuna suggested. “I will keep watch. You sleep.”

      Gary shook his head. “You can sleep first.”

      “Please. You have been in the game so long. You need to rest without… ah… certain activities.”

      He couldn’t tell in the growing darkness, but he was certain her blush had returned.

      Just the thought of those “certain activities” was enough for Gary’s cock to start to stir. No way in hell was he going to masturbate in Yuna’s presence, not even when she was sleeping.

      “If you’re sure,” he said reluctantly.

      She reached toward him, hesitated, and then touched his shoulder, staring deep into his eyes. “I’m sure.”

      He nodded, stepped back so her hand would drop, and found a tree with a lot of roots he could use as a pillow. Despite not trusting her, Gary fell asleep quickly.

      His dream—surprise, surprise—featured Olivia. The vixen was never far from his thoughts, and he desperately wanted her, wanted to feel her wetness, wanted to penetrate her, wanted to make sweet, sweet love to her. He had waited long enough for that moment.

      But in the dream, she was teasing him, touching him, nearly bringing him to the point of climax and then backing away. She would suck him almost until he would come and then released him. She rubbed her boobs against his cock.

      “So much pre-cum,” she said, wiping it off with her finger and popping the finger into her mouth.

      “Fuck me,” Gary groaned.

      “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” Olivia winked and got down onto all fours. “Take me, Gary.”

      He did. He pounded into her, holding onto her hips, and she took it hard, took it rough, and he wasn’t sure who came first, or maybe they had simultaneously.

      Panting, he pulled out and collapsed next to Olivia.

      Only the woman who fell onto his chest in a fit of giggles was Yuna.

      Gary woke with a start. He glanced all around, disorientated. Normally, after a sex dream, he would wake up rock hard, but he wasn’t.

      Because he had had a wet dream. Something he hadn’t had in a decade, maybe longer.

      “I would have woken you.” Yuna’s soft voice floated to him in the still darkness.

      “You can sleep now.”

      “Are you sure? I can keep watch a little longer yet.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “All right. Be mindful of monkeys. I had to kill two of them.”

      “I slept through you fighting?”

      His eyes had adjusted enough for him to watch her nod. “You sleep soundly.” She giggled. “You also talk in your sleep.”

      “I do? What did I say?” he asked, horrified.

      “It wasn’t so much talking as…” She shook her head. “Thank you for relieving me.”

      “Of course,” he muttered.

      Had he said Olivia’s name? That would have been okay, but had he subconsciously in the dream realized he had been making love to Yuna? Had he said her name once he realized she was the woman he had sex with?

      “Goodnight, Gary,” she said as she settled at a different tree.

      Gary was on edge. How could he not be? The previous issue had featured vampires. Those demonic creatures always attacked at night. He couldn’t help jerking at every little sound. A few insects were trying to make music, and he wondered if they were just bugs or shifters, too.

      It seemed as if an entire twenty-four hours passed before the five moons set and the sun began to rise. Gary had been eyeing the jungle. He could see some animals deep within it, but none were heading their way.

      “I slept rather well,” Yuna said, coming to stand beside him.

      He glanced over at her and did a double take. Her attire had changed. Before, she had worn a simple purple robe of some kind. Now, she wore a low-cut dress in various shades of blue with cutouts under the boobs. The skirt had a high slit in the front. She had two gloves that covered her arms from the wrist to just above her elbows. Material flowed from the detached sleeves, making every gesture with her arms look almost magical.

      Yuna had also changed her hair slightly. Most of her hair still flowed down her back, but she also had two buns on the top of her head, and she had placed flowers in front of each one.

      Somehow, she had made herself even hotter.

      She wasn’t even a superhero yet. She wasn’t in skin-tight clothing yet. Gary almost didn’t want to see her in some because he wasn’t sure he could force himself not to look.

      You know Olivia would look.

      He shook his head.

      “How did you sleep?” Yuna asked.

      “All right. Let’s go.”

      “Do you want breakfast first?” she asked.

      “No.”

      “Very well. We can head around the jungle if you prefer. It seems rather active.”

      “I thought you wanted all of the experience,” he asked.

      “I am more than happy to defer this decision to you.”

      She was so agreeable all the time. It was almost unnerving.

      “Around,” he announced. That way, they would have a chance to talk. Not to get to know each other. Oh, no, he wanted to get as much info out of her as he could.

      "I thought so." She smiled at him and started to walk away from entering the jungle. Her boobs bounced with every step. Yuna wasn't wearing a bra, and although the day was warm already, her nipples could cut glass.

      He shook his head again and easily caught up to her. “What supplies are we going to get?” he asked.

      “Various equipment pieces.”

      “Equipment? For what? Are you going to run tests before trying to send one of us back? If you have to work your magical science mumbo jumbo to get us back, who is going to do that for you?”

      “Haru can,” she said patiently, but that was all she said.

      Gary grimaced. Although she was mostly agreeable, she wasn’t much more forthcoming than Haru had been.

      “I would like to hear more,” he said. “Your theories, your plans… all of it.”

      “Oh, no.” She giggled. “I don’t want to bore you.”

      As they rounded the edge of the jungle, Gary spied a man in the field. He shaded his eyes to try to see him better.

      “An NPC?” he asked.

      Yuna halted. “We can wait and see,” she suggested.

      “How can we tell?”

      “If he transforms into an animal, he’s a shifter.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, feeling stupid.

      Gary grew anxious as they waited, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

      “Now, who has ants in the pants?” Yuna giggled.

      He almost smiled but caught himself. With his relationship status in the air and not quite cemented yet with the others, he didn’t think it was the best time to befriend another girl.

      “Let’s go,” Gary said, not waiting for her to respond and heading straight for the guy.

      Who promptly shifts into a unicorn with a sparkly horn and pink hooves. Why pink?

      Gary was prepared this time. He had noticed a broken branch lying on the ground in the jungle they were walking around. Swiftly, he called it over to him and then telekinetically swung at the unicorn’s horn.

      The creature screamed an unearthly sound, and Gary slammed the branch as if it were a bat into the unicorn’s side and head. Eventually, the shifter lay on the ground, its white fur stained with blood.

      “Remind me not to upset you,” Yuna said.

      “You’re fine,” he muttered, moving on as the unicorn breathed his last. Gary gained most of the experience points, Yuna only acquiring a few.

      “In more ways than one,” Olivia would have said.

      Gary sighed. He really hoped he had not ruined things between them. Olivia acted happy all of the time, but he could tell when she wasn’t. He already knew her well.

      Well enough to be worried that she wouldn’t be happy with him and Nicoletta and Elena for forever.

      Olivia loved everyone, and that could be a problem.

      “Back to heavy thoughts again,” Yuna said.

      “I’m wondering how long it will take you to figure things out once we reach this place,” he asked. No way was he going to talk to her about his relationships.

      “That is hard to say.” Yuna frowned. “I will not rush because I do not want there to be a mishap.”

      “Some mishaps could be fatal, I take it.”

      “Yes,” she whispered. “But I will not allow that to happen. You can trust me.”

      "I asked Haru about this before. Can you run tests to send something alive before sending one of us back? I even suggested sending animals through because I take it we can't send an NPC back, right?"

      “We could send an NPC back,” she said.

      He blinked. “Really?”

      “Well, theoretically. They wouldn’t be alive though. They have no conscious. They just do what they’re programmed to do.”

      “Like a robot.”

      “Basically, yes. But outside of the framework, they won’t have any orders to follow. They would be hollow shells.”

      “Ah. So you could send one back first as a test then. It won’t hurt any.”

      “Potentially not hurt any. I don’t want to have to worry about Skynet or anything like that in case something goes wrong. With the high voltage, who knows? Maybe it could become sentient.”

      “Great. Yeah, never mind that then. Back to animals.”

      “It is a consideration. Do not worry. I am still in touch with Haru and the others. All will work out. I promise.”

      Gary wanted to believe her. He really did, but Haru had led him on for so long that Gary wasn’t sure what to think.

      “Everything will go back to the way it was,” Yuna continued. “We will help you get your apartment back or another one if a new tenant has been found. If you or any of the girls would like a position with us, we will gladly have you on board. Otherwise, we will help with finding you all jobs elsewhere. Your friends in school, we will cover their tuition.”

      “Let me guess. All of this for the low, low price of our silence.”

      Yuna nodded. “I am afraid that is going to have to be required. You will have to sign NDAs.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Non-disclosure agreements.”

      “I’m not saying I would, but if I were to break the NDA…”

      “I have not seen the drafts, so I do not know what the consequences may entail. Rest assured that we do have your best interests at heart.”

      “Because you don’t want us to sue.” He grimaced. “The NDA would ensure we wouldn’t sue your company.”

      “We do have to protect ourselves.”

      “What about us?” he demanded.

      “That is why I am here. To protect you.”

      “I don’t need protection.”

      She paused mid-stride and did not face him. “You have gone up against Samuel August many times and have lived to tell the tale, yes, but you have not killed him. Might not have killed him.” Yuna sighed. “He’s the genius, not me. I don’t understand how he is doing what he is doing.”

      “Did you check the stuff we found of his?”

      “Yes, thank you for recovering that, but unfortunately, none of that helped us. We have inspected the entirety of Vampire War. He must have destroyed his equipment.”

      “Or he hacked the framework and hid it out of sight from everyone.”

      Yuna blinked a few times. “Can you repeat that?”

      “He might’ve hacked the framework.”

      "Yes, despite our best efforts and firewalls and precautions. Hiding within the game behind a veil that we cannot see… I must speak to Haru about this," she murmured. "It is a possibility I had not considered, and I wonder if Haru has."

      “Happy to help.” Gary shrugged. “It just makes sense. You guys haven’t been able to track him. Maybe he made himself untrackable—”

      “Or maybe he is only partially in the game.”

      His heart skipped a beat. “Do you think he’s able to go back to the real world?”

      “Or else he is trying to feed off our framework in order to create his own world where he could live forever.”

      "Like a god." Gary could hardly believe it. This asshole had run away to the game to avoid being put on trial for killing his mother. Now, he might be trying to create an entire world for himself?

      That would be lonely without people. You can’t be a god above no one. Maybe Smaug hadn’t killed them because he didn’t want them dead. Maybe he wanted them to be in his world with him.

      Well, not Gary. Smaug had most definitely tried his damnedest to kill Gary. But the girls… sure, he had detached Elena's arm, but even that hadn't killed her. If he knew they were human, too, he might want them alive or at least the girls.

      Hell, it was possible Smaug wanted the girls for his own harem.
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      Gary's mood could not be fouler. When a python slithered toward him, Gary yanked out a dagger and stabbed the snake fifty times before killing it. Excessive? Maybe, but Gary was beyond furious. The thought of his girls being with anyone else left him feeling hurt and upset.

      And also a little scared.

      What if Yuna was right and everything did go back to normal? He lived in Philly, and so did Nicoletta, but the others lived in North Carolina and New York. Not super far and yet way too far at the same time.

      Normal for Gary meant his apartment, yes, and getting it back would be great. Although he didn’t want his trashman job back. Maybe he could go to school instead. He honestly wasn’t tempted by the idea of working for a gaming company. No, thank you.

      But normal also meant a non-existent love life. That was the normal he did not want. His chest grew tight, and rubbing it didn’t take away the pain.

      Gradually, they walked around the jungle and left it behind. Around noon, Gary spotted a faint outline of structures along the horizon.

      “Do you want to head to the town?” he asked.

      “Why not? I’m hungry. Aren’t you?”

      “Yes.” He was sick of eating berries. Considering this was a world full of shifters, Gary didn’t want to risk eating one of them. Then again, it would be another way to kill them… Ugh. Disgusting. Suddenly, Gary wasn’t so hungry anymore.

      Another hour passed before they reached the edge of the town. Before they crossed through, Gary hesitated.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The NPCs won’t be shifters, will they?”

      “It’s possible some are. We engineered this game specifically for Elena. She was the one who asked for the woolly mammoths, yes?”

      Gary nodded. He did not appreciate that. A woolly mammoth would not be easy to take down, not even with fire and their combined might.

      "We designed the game so that just about everyone should be shifters. The NPCs, of course, are good shifters. If we were to try to do the quests for the game, we would eventually have to help lead the good shifters against the evil ones. Some entirely human settlements will later come under attack from the evil ones if we are not quick enough to stop them." She blushed. "I'm sorry for rambling, and I don't want to spoil everything and take away your enjoyment of the game. Half of the fun is determining what your next quest or goal should be, your next objective."

      “It’s all right. Any chance if you know if this town is human or shifter?”

      “Shifter,” she said without hesitating.

      “How do you know?”

      She pointed through the open gate. A town square lay just beyond with a fountain of a massive wolf on its hind legs.

      “Werewolves,” Gary muttered.

      “Yes. If I recall correctly, we made werewolves the strongest of the shifters.”

      “Because that’s gonna be fun. I take it werewolves fight in packs just like real wolves.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      With that wonderful bit of news, Gary strolled through the open gate. Almost immediately, a man with a crescent-shaped tattoo over his eyes glowered at them. He broke off from the cluster of men and women he was speaking to and approached them.

      Interesting. Most NPCs waited around to have the players come up to them.

      Gary glanced at Yuna. She seemed as surprised as he was.

      “You are not welcome here,” the man said.

      “Why not?” Gary asked, shocked by his anger. Most NPCs so far hadn’t shown a lot of emotion. This one was almost bitter in his fury.

      “We are not allowing strangers within our town,” he said.

      “Yeah?” Gary crossed his arms. “Who died and made you king?”

      The man swelled his chest. “I am not a king, but I am the leader here at Night Falls. You will do as I say and leave now.”

      “Why do you want us to leave?” Yuna asked.

      “We are not allowing strangers within our town,” he repeated.

      Yuna sighed. “Yes, yes. Why are you not allowing strangers?”

      “Strangers are bad,” a young boy of maybe four said, running over and grabbing the leader’s leg.

      “Exactly so, son.” The man stiffly patted his back. “You are not welcome here.”

      Gary glanced around. Several people had left various buildings and were eyeing them suspiciously. The crowd the leader had been speaking to seemed furious.

      Yuna knelt down. “Are you a werewolf like your father?” she asked.

      The boy’s lower lip quivered. A tear ran down his cheek. It amazed Gary how lifelike everything seemed. At times, he almost forgot he was in a game. The people, the scenery, the sights and smells of it all, it was incredibly genuine.

      “Not yet?” Gary asked.

      “Werewolves can shift when they turn five,” the boy said. “I’m four. I can’t shift yet.”

      “You won’t have much longer,” Yuna said.

      The boy just shook his head. His sadness was so palpable Gary shared it.

      “You are not welcome here,” the boy’s father said.

      “Why is your son so sad?” Gary demanded.

      “You are not—”

      “Why are you so against strangers? What’s with the anger?”

      Maybe he was supposed to try to earn their trust. Maybe this was a quest for heroes or megaheroes, maybe even superheroes. Gary wasn't about to fool around in the game and worry about all of that unless he had to. If that were the case, maybe they would come back.

      “You are not—”

      “Can we just get a bite to eat? Then we will go,” Yuna said.

      The leader hesitated. He glanced behind him, and a woman wearing a dark blue dress stepped forward and nodded.

      “You can eat. Then you must go.”

      Gary grinned at Yuna. He normally wasn’t so brash and curt with people. In the real world, he hardly ever interrupted someone. In some ways, the game was changing him and not always for the better. He needed to be more patient.

      Then again, these were just NPCs.

      No. If he treated them like they were less than himself, he would fall back on that line of thinking in the real world. Best to not be a dick.

      The woman motioned Gary and Yuna forward and led them to a saloon. This town had a Wild West feel to it, and Gary ordered some beer.

      Yuna picked at her beefy beans.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked her.

      “This doesn’t seem right.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe it’s for later in the game.”

      The Japanese woman frowned. “Maybe.”

      Before they finished eating, the boy from before came over to them.

      Yuna patted the stool beside her and helped him climb up. It was cute watching the little guy scramble up.

      “Why don’t you think you’ll shift into your wolf when you turn five?” Yuna asked.

      “Because I won’t.”

      “Won’t turn five?” Gary asked, thinking back to what Yuna had said about the NPCs becoming sentient. What if that happened within the game instead of outside? It wasn’t as if they didn’t have enough shifter bad guys to deal with without adding NPCs to the list.

      The boy blinked at Gary. “I’ll turn five! Why wouldn’t I?”

      “But you won’t shift,” Yuna said softly. “Why?”

      The woman who led them here was the one to serve them. She gave Gary another beer and then placed her hands on her hips.

      “Don’t you like it?” she demanded of Yuna.

      “I love it.”

      “Then why aren’t you eating?”

      “I must be talking too much,” Yuna said easily. “I’m sorry.”

      She really did seem to subscribe to the whole catch more bees with honey line of thinking. Gary didn’t think it was an act.

      Was he beginning to trust her? Maybe, which made the faintly apprehensive expression on her striking features that much more worrisome.

      “Finish up. Then we can talk. Come on, Rex. Let’s get you to your father.”

      “But, Mama!”

      “Hush now.” She shooed him out of the saloon.

      Yuna ate like a bird and offered the rest of her meal to Gary. He ate up. The food was interesting. Beef and onions, peppers and beans, the sauce was tomato-based but also tasted a little sweet to him. Not bad.

      Once they finished, the boy’s mother approached again.

      “What is going on?” Gary asked her.

      “We haven’t been able to shift,” the woman said.

      “In how long?” Yuna asked.

      “A few days now. Not yet a week.”

      “Why can’t you?” Gary was confused.

      “The entire town, all of us, we’ve been cursed.”

      “Oh,” Gary said, feeling relieved. The entire thing had him uneasy, and he couldn’t exactly say why. But this had quest written all over it.

      Yuna, though, seemed almost unnerved.

      “Who did this?” Gary asked. “Any idea how to break the curse?”

      “I don’t know.” The woman gathered their dishes. “I don’t know.”

      Any question Gary asked from there on out, that was her only answer. “I don’t know.” Gary hated that word and wished he would never hear it again. It just seemed ignorant to him. How could you not have any idea?

      After he finished his beer, Gary stood. “Do you want to see if we can stay the night? Or do you want to press on?”

      Yuna slowly looked up at him. She had been almost deathly quiet, and now, she looked incredibly pale even for her.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded.

      “We have to find the others,” she said, easing to her feet gracefully, the extra cloth on her sleeves billowing behind her.

      “Okay,” Gary said slowly. “What about your supplies, though? We’ve come all this way.”

      “Gary, please.”

      He gulped. She sounded terrified. Yuna had never sounded like this before. Not even during their first battle had she been afraid. Now, she seemed ready to fall apart.

      His swallow almost got stuck in his throat as a sudden worry came to mind. No. He wouldn’t even consider that.

      Without hesitating any longer, Gary burst out of the saloon. He nodded to the boy, who was standing by his father near the fountain. The group still spoke with the leader, who glared at them.

      Gary and Yuna departed the city.

      “That was strange,” he muttered.

      Yuna didn’t answer. She was already flying back the way they had come.

      Which was great for them to make up time.

      But also didn’t mean that they avoided all of the shifters. Hawks divebombed them. Yuna burned to ashes each one. The harpies were harder to kill. So damn ugly. They were hideous-looking creatures with female heads attached to birds’ bodies. Gary either just blew past them or else he stabbed them in the neck or throat to kill them without slowing down much at all.

      A sense of urgent worry was compelling him forward. During his time away from the girls, he realized just how much they meant to him. Nicoletta and her passion. Elena and her fierce ideals. Olivia and her joy. Despite everything they had been through both before the game and during, they were his people. His girls. His loves.

      If anything happened to them while he had been gone, he would never forgive himself.

      Gary hadn’t realized just how far they had traveled. Night came, the light from the five moons surprisingly dim, and it was several hours past dawn before they arrived. They hadn’t taken the time to rest, instead flying on through, albeit at a much slower pace. A few times, Gary had to call out to Yuna to ensure she wasn’t dozing off. Twice, she had nudged against him to return the favor.

      When the sun blinded them, Gary felt recharged. Maybe it was fear driving him forward, but he blew Yuna out of the air as he rushed ahead.

      Maybe the cursed wasn’t supposed to be a quest. Maybe it wasn’t a part of the game. Maybe Smaug had survived. Maybe he had crossed over. Maybe he had been the reason for it.

      Gary had to make sure the girls, his girls, were all right.

      To say Gary was shot by the time he arrived at the tavern where the girls had gone would be an understatement.

      The sight that greeted him, though, shocked him fully awake.
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      In fact, the sight that greeted him, though, shocked him and his cock fully awake.

      Gary landed on the roof of the tavern. His cock throbbed at the scene. All three of them were laying out on blankets, sunbathing, topless.

      He was hard as hell. Holy fuck.

      Now that he knew they were all right, every worry and concern about Smaug flew clear out of his mind. All he wanted to do was get it on with them.

      Olivia opened her eyes and noticed him first. She winked at his crotch. “Gary’s johnson, it’s so nice to see you again.”

      “You can see my johnson,” he said with a grin. “Right now if you’d like.”

      By now, the other two had opened their eyes and were sitting up. Elena reached for her attire and then stretched instead. She must’ve changed her mind about dressing or else she just wanted to torture him because that stretch was too long to be anything but deliberate, and the way her boobs swayed…

      “Gary?” Nicoletta called in a suggestive tone.

      “Yes?”

      “You can shut your mouth,” she teased.

      “What if I would rather kiss you instead?” he countered.

      She laughed and shook her head. “Not happening.”

      “Why not?” Oh, God, his balls were aching. His cock was throbbing. If he didn’t touch it, or if one of them didn’t, he was afraid he was going to explode.

      “You haven’t technically dated any of us,” Elena said.

      “Gaming together totally counts as a date,” he argued.

      “No dates, no kisses, no sex,” Olivia said. She brushed her hair back, thrust out her breasts, and then proceeded to twist one of her nipples.

      Gary couldn’t look away. “You’re nothing but a damn tease,” he grumbled.

      Olivia laughed. “That’s what you get for not taking advantage of me.”

      He gapped at her, shocked. “I would never take advantage of you!”

      “What if I want you to?” she purred.

      Confused, he scratched the back of his head. “Then it’s not taking advantage of you.”

      “Same difference.” She waved her hand. Even that simple gesture made Olivia’s boobs bounce.

      He damn near was ready to rip off his clothes. “We’ve eaten meals together. Had drinks together,” he said desperately.

      “You haven’t paid our way,” Nicoletta said.

      “I bought us rounds!” he protested.

      “Drinks. Really, Gary? You can’t be better than that guy at the bar who tries to liquor up the girls on the off chance he might get lucky?” Elena asked.

      “You aren’t some girls,” he said. He was growing desperate, and he sure as hell hoped Yuna wasn’t going to come around anytime soon.

      “We’re your girls?” Olivia asked with a laugh.

      "Why is that so funny?" he asked. "I love you all. I've told you that. I would do anything for you all. If you want dates, fine. Of course. Anything you want. I'll do anything to make you all happy. I would even die for any one of you."

      “Don’t say that,” Olivia snapped, all pretenses of teasing suddenly gone.

      Her anger surprised him. “It’s the truth,” he said. “I would—”

      She jumped to her feet—thank you—and marched right up to him. Her hand covered his mouth, and he stared down at her, into her amazing green eyes, and then lower to her naked chest that was heaving as she breathed heavily.

      “Don’t say that,” she repeated firmly.

      “I won’t,” he tried to say, but the words came out muffled.

      “Good, because if you do…” Her eyes welled with tears.

      Despite her obvious distress, his heart swelled. She had to care for him if she was that upset and worried over the thought of losing him.

      “I’m just an avatar,” she said. “I’m not worth it.”

      He had stood there, allowing her hand to cover his mouth, but now, he claimed her hand in both of his and placed hers over his heart.

      “You are not just an avatar. You are worth it.” He leaned down for a kiss.

      She jerked back, out of his grasp, and she flounced back to her blanket. Once more, she reclined.

      “You all are crazy,” he mumbled.

      “Crazy? Why?” Nicoletta asked.

      "First of all, you don't need to sunbathe. Your skin is always dark. You don't need to tan."

      “I know, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t feel good. Besides, we doubt they put UV rays into the sunbeams.”

      “You don’t know that!” he said.

      “Gary, listen to yourself,” Olivia drawled. “Seriously. You’re probably the only guy in the world who would complain about the three women he loves sunbathing nude on a rooftop.”

      "I just have your best interests at boob—heart. At heart." He could facepalm for that slip-up.

      Olivia giggled. Elena rolled her eyes, and Nicoletta grimaced.

      “Too many boobs for you to handle?” the Hispanic teased.

      “Maybe. I don’t know. We can find out,” he said. “I can squeeze some, lick some, have some rubbed against me…”

      “You can’t handle us all at the same time,” Olivia said.

      A groan slipped out. “I want to try to prove you wrong,” he said.

      “Clearly you do.” Elena deliberately dropped her gaze to his groin.

      “Yes. Please. Now. Right now. Ladies, you’re killing me.”

      They exchanged glances. He couldn’t figure out what they were thinking.

      “I don’t know,” Nicoletta said.

      “Would it be weird with me being an avatar?” Olivia asked.

      “No,” Gary wanted to shout, but he kept quiet. He was afraid his input might make them more willing to vote against him.

      “No,” Nicoletta said for him, and he breathed easier, grateful to have her on his side. “Gary and I had sex when I was an avatar. Trust me. I felt something, and he clearly did.”

      “Yeah, but… there’s nothing inside of you,” Olivia said doubtfully.

      “Who says that has to be the case?” Nicoletta asked deviously.

      Elena blushed.

      “We can take a vote,” Olivia said. “Who wants to?”

      Nicoletta eyed Gary, giving him a once-over, her gaze lingering on his face and then his covered cock.

      He held his breath. Gary wanted this, wanted them so badly he was nearly ready to cream himself right then and there.

      “Yes,” Nicoletta said.

      Olivia spread her legs. Her attire was the skimpiest by far, and she shoved the bottom portion of her leotard aside. Again, Gary was amazed that the developers allowed this to be shown, but he wasn’t going to complain. Even her avatar looked wet.  How could that be?

      “I’m a yes,” Olivia declared. “How about you, Flamethrower?”

      Elena hesitated. “I… I don’t know.”

      “If you don’t want to, we don’t have to,” Nicoletta said.

      “We don’t,” Gary said, unable to keep quiet.

      Elena glanced at them all. “I’m afraid.”

      “Afraid?” Olivia furrowed her brows. “You don’t have to be scared. We won’t bite unless you tell us to.”

      “Maybe not afraid. Worried. Nervous. I… When Gary, Nicoletta, and I… it was more us with him but us separate if you know what I mean. This… This won’t be like that, right?”

      “It won’t be anything that will make you uncomfortable,” Gary said. “If you want us to stop at any time, just tell us.”

      Elena nodded.

      “We can start slowly,” Olivia said. “One of us can touch you if that will make you feel better, or you can touch one of us. Whatever you want. Whatever will turn you on. This is about all of us being pleasured.”

      Gary frowned. “It’s about all of us sharing our bodies and making love,” he countered.

      Olivia nodded. “Yeah, that.”

      Elena bit her lower lip and glanced at Nicoletta.

      “You can touch me,” Nicoletta said.

      “Can I kiss you?” Elena asked.

      “Yes.”

      Elena inhaled deeply as she leaned over. “I guess this means yes,” she murmured.

      Right before their lips met, someone landed on the rooftop beside Gary. He yanked his hand away from his cock as if he had been burned. He hadn't even realized he had been rubbing himself. Nicoletta and Elena jerked apart and scrambled to grab something to cover themselves. Nicoletta used her costume while Elena grabbed her blanket.

      But Olivia? She took her time covering up, and Gary couldn’t help being jealous as he watched Olivia maintain eye contact with Yuna, who actually tilted her head down slightly to gawk at Olivia’s rack.

      Once before, Olivia had done something like that, exposing herself for others to see. Well, that time, Gary had done it, but she had baited him into it. When Gary first acquired his telekinetic power, he hadn’t known how to use it. To try to get him to grow more comfortable with it, Olivia had suggested that he lift her skirt. This had been before they were superheroes for the first time, so no superhero attire yet.

      When he had lifted her skirt, he’d revealed to everyone that she wore nothing underneath it, and he and everyone could see that she shaved all but a thin patch. For longer than was necessary, she’d kept her skirt up, giving him and others an eyeful. And others had looked. He couldn’t blame them. Olivia was fucking hot.

      As she finally dressed, Gary recalled something else. He had asked her, begged her really, not to have sex with anyone else. She never had agreed to that.

      Did Olivia have feelings for him? Yes, he was certain of that. She loved him. She had already said that. And she loved Nicoletta and Elena, too.

      Love clearly came easily for her, which almost surprised him, considering her tragic past. Maybe it was a coping mechanism.

      But that she had fallen for them all made him wonder if she had fallen for someone before they had all gotten together. What if she had someone waiting for her whenever she logged off? Then again, she had moved into Nicoletta’s for the summer, so maybe that wasn’t the case.

      However, it was possible that she might fall for someone else again, someone like Yuna. Gary didn’t appreciate the way Olivia was looking at Yuna. He knew it wasn’t fair for him to want three girls to himself, so how could he fault Olivia for falling for someone else?

      Sure, he could argue that Olivia didn’t know Yuna, so how could she fall for her? Love wasn’t supposed to be something you slipped on like a coat. Maybe it wasn’t love. Maybe it was just lust.

      But if that was the case, then did Olivia truly love him or Nicoletta or Elena like she said she did? Maybe it was lust all the way around. Maybe he was just in lust, too. He had never gotten this horny all of the time before. He had a near constant hard-on when he was in their presence. Despite his worried thoughts, he was still hard. In fact, he thought he felt some pre-cum.

      Gary hadn’t been in love before, not like this. It wasn’t lust. Not on his part.

      As much as he didn’t want to question Olivia, he couldn’t help it.
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      Gary clasped his hands behind him so he wouldn’t be tempted to touch himself. Not that he thought he would in front of Yuna, but he sorely needed to readjust, and—

      Fuck it. He turned around, readjusted, maybe stroked himself a few times, readjusted again, and turned back around.

      All of his girls were dressed now. Nicoletta and Elena were standing, but Olivia remained sitting with her legs spread. Her leotard was tight against her, and Gary swore he could see how wet she was through her clothes.

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt anything,” Yuna said. With her dark hair, she looked like a gothic tomato.

      “You’re fine,” Olivia said with a wave of her hand.

      Both Gary and his cock distinctly and vehemently disagreed with her, but he wasn’t about to announce that out loud.

      Instead, he said, “I’m afraid we have some bad news to share.”

      All eyes turned toward him except for Yuna.

      Gary shrugged. “I didn’t want to ruin the moment,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      “Aw, did the sight of boobies distract you?” Olivia asked, pouting.

      “Can you blame me?” he asked.

      She winked at Elena and Nicoletta. “No,” she said as she stared at Yuna.

      Was it just Gary, or was Olivia trying to undress Yuna with her eyes?

      Shut up, Gary. Don’t mess this up. Don’t look into it. Everything is great. If it hadn’t been for Yuna, you would’ve had it all. You would’ve finally made love to Olivia. You would’ve made love to them all at once. It would’ve been amazing. It would’ve been glorious.

      “It seems like Samuel August might be here after all.”

      “In Shifter War?” Elena asked, disappointed.

      “How does this keep happening?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Don’t blame her,” Olivia said defensively. “She’s trying to help.”

      “I am,” Yuna assured them, “but that isn’t all. It appears Smaug is tampering with the game.”

      “Again? He did that with the dragons in the first game,” Nicoletta said.

      “And in the second issue, too,” Elena said.

      “What exactly is he doing this time?” Olivia asked.

      “Probably getting all of the shifters on his side,” Elena said glumly.

      “Actually—” Yuna started.

      “I know!” Elena said excitedly. “Is it possible for us to do that? To recruit the shifters? Man, if I could ride a sabre-toothed tiger, my life would be complete!”

      “And here I thought loving me might fill that spot in your life,” Gary deadpanned.

      “Not quite.” Elena smiled, though, and she blushed slightly. As much as she was a tough girl from NY, she had a heart of gold. He loved that she had metal powers to protect and strengthen her body because that heart of hers needed to be preserved.

      “I don’t know,” Yuna said. “I can see if that is possible, especially since that is not what Samuel is doing.”

      “What is the scum of the RPG world up to now?” Olivia asked.

      “He cursed a village,” Gary said. “NPC shifters can no longer shift.”

      Nicoletta grimaced and shook her head. “That makes zero sense to me. Why would he bother with NPCs?”

      “I worried about them becoming sentient,” Gary admitted.

      “Is that possible?” Olivia asked Yuna.

      “I do not believe so, and there is nothing to suggest that to be the case.”

      “Not yet you mean,” Elena clarified, and Yuna nodded.

      Gary rubbed his chin. “Yuna, maybe you can see about getting us power upgrades? To make things more fair, more equally balanced?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Gary waited for her to do something, for something to happen, but there was nothing to suggest he had additional powers.

      “Uh… when?” he asked.

      “Oh, you have to become superheroes to get them.”

      “Are you joking?” Elena asked, some of her NY temper shining through. “When we first came to Vampire War, we discovered our powers were enhanced. So far, I haven’t noticed anything, but that’s fine, whatever. But seriously, the stakes have changed.”

      Nicoletta tapped Elena’s shoulder. “Hey, remember, we haven’t fully explored what we should have gained after becoming superheroes in Vampire War, so at least there’s that.”

      “True.” Yuna nodded. “Your powers should have been automatically enhanced. You can all try to determine what those newfound powers are.”

      “What are you going to do?” Gary asked.

      “I will do my level best to determine if Samuel August truly is here.” Yuna nodded to them each in turn and walked over to the rooftop access door. She left without another word, although she did glance backward, not at Olivia but at Gary.

      Feeling stupid for being caught staring, he nodded to her. She smiled and closed the door behind her.

      “You did do something new with your power against Smaug, though, didn’t you?” Olivia asked.

      “Me?” Nicoletta asked, pointing at herself. At Olivia’s nod, she frowned. “You know, I think you’re right. That fight was such a blur.”

      “You sent out fire from your hands,” Gary pointed out.

      “Ah, yeah. I did.” Nicoletta’s eyes opened. “And you, Gary, you were able to break stuff apart. The rocks or sand, you exploded them.”

      Gary nodded. “I haven’t tried to do that again,” he admitted.

      Elena's entire arms had already been turned metal. She examined her legs and shook her head. "I'm not more metallic than before I was a superhero a second time," she said glumly.

      “Don’t worry,” Olivia said. “I’m not sure there’s a way for my power to be enhanced more than it already is either. But you, there’s hope yet. Maybe you’re strong enough that you can pick up Gary and his enormous ego.”

      “Hey,” he protested.

      “With your teeth,” Nicoletta added.

      “Around his cock.” Olivia burst out laughing.

      “Can I try?” Elena asked Gary.

      He covered himself. “Your teeth are not allowed anywhere near my crowned jewels.”

      They all laughed, and Gary grinned. This was how he wanted things to be always. Them talking and laughing. Them getting along. Them being happy and carefree.

      Why couldn’t this be their normal forever?

      Because it’s an illusion. This isn’t real. It’s just a game.

      Gary cleared his throat. “We can head over to that tree there. I’ll grab some plates from the tavern and try to shatter them. Nicoletta—”

      “I can burn the tree with fire from my hands.” She beamed.

      “You’re psychotic,” he said.

      Olivia laughed long and hard. “I think you that word does not mean what you think it means.”

      Gary narrowed his eyes and then realized his mistake. “Er, ah, pyromaniac. That’s what I meant.”

      “Because those words are remotely similar,” Elena said.

      “You, too?” He acted wounded.

      Nicoletta rolled her eyes. “Maybe he’s right. Maybe I’m both.”

      “Girl, you are crazy if you want to be with us all.” Olivia sauntered over and knocked her hip into Nicoletta’s. They giggled.

      Gary grinned. “I was going to have Elena try to lift the tree first. Then you can burn it. As for you…” He eyed Olivia.

      She shrugged. “I doubt there’s anything else I can do.” Her gloomy frown only lasted a second. “I can ask Yuna. If anyone knows, she would.”

      He did his best not to scowl. “Or you can leave her to do her work and try to figure it out with us.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of bothering Yuna now. She’s so smart, though. I doubt it’ll take her long to figure this whole Smaug thing out.”

      “I hope you’re right. Ready to head out, ladies?” Gary asked.

      The girls all nodded, and Olivia locked arms with the other two. The lot of them giggling, Olivia flew them toward the tree.

      Gary rushed through the door, sneaked into the kitchen, and grabbed a stack of plates. He was out of there before anyone could notice him. Once he was outside, he flew toward the tree. The girls were just landing. Clearly, they weren’t in a rush.

      Olivia turned to Gary. “Want me to hold the plates for you?”

      “Ah, no,” he said. “I don’t want the shards to cut into you.”

      “One, it won’t kill me. I can take a potion. Two, why not?”

      “I just said why!”

      Elena sauntered over to the tree. “Stop arguing, you two, and watch this!”

      She squatted, wrapped her arms around the trunk, and grunted and groaned.

      Gary winced. Maybe he shouldn’t have suggested this. The tree was massive. Her arms didn’t even make it halfway around the trunk.

      But then, slowly, roots appeared, the tree inched higher, and Elena lifted the tree. Although she didn't completely lift it all the way out, it remained an impressive feat.

      “That was amazing!” Olivia gushed.

      “Nicely done.” Nicoletta nodded and jerked her head to the side. “If you’ll clear out of the way…”

      Elena dropped the tree back in place and sauntered away, holding her arms up like Rocky. “Yo, Gary! I did it!”

      “You did. I’m proud of you.”

      She rushed over and hugged him and Olivia at the same time.

      “My turn,” Nicoletta said, a slight edge to her voice. She held out her hands.

      No fire. Not even a spark.

      For several silent minutes, nothing happened. Finally, she dropped her arms to her sides.

      “I can’t do it again,” she said, frustrated.

      Gary handed the plates to Olivia and crossed over to Nicoletta. “Hey,” he said quietly. “I don’t want you to be upset over this.”

      “I don’t need a pep talk. I need my fire!”

      “You still have your fire. The blast that you had against Smaug had been insane. Maybe it was generated because of fear or anger.”

      “Or hatred.” She opened her palm. A small bit of fire hovered above her hand, but it was nothing like the massive fire blow she had dealt Smaug.

      “When you need that fire, you’ll have it. I’m sure of it.”

      “How can you be so optimistic?”

      “Easy. I believe in you.”

      “You believe in me and my ability to create fire.” She smirked. “You do realize how crazy that makes you sound, right?”

      “You create all kinds of fire and passion.” He grinned and rubbed her cheek.

      She shoved his hand aside and laughed. “Not that kind of passion.”

      “But it’s the best kind.”

      “Hmm. Maybe.”

      “Maybe? There’s no maybe about it.” Gary stepped closer to her. He so badly wanted to kiss her.

      But she turned aside. “I don’t know about that.”

      “Why not?” He had a feeling they might not be talking about the same thing anymore. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed that the other two ladies were whispering to each other.

      “I’m confused,” Nicoletta whispered. “I know I was playing the game a lot even before I entered it, but sleeping here, eating here… making love here… Everything is so different. It’s taking longer to get used to than I expected.”

      “If you aren’t comfortable being in the game, then you shouldn’t be out there fighting,” he said firmly.

      "I'm not a scaredy-cat!"

      “I never said you were, but, man, I’d love to see you in skin-tight leather.”

      She slapped his shoulder.

      He grinned. “Ouch.”

      “Oh, stop. That didn’t hurt, and you know it.”

      “In all seriousness, please. Don’t fight unless you’re feeling confident, okay? Promise me.”

      “Why? Because of Smaug?”

      “No. Well, yes and no. The shifters are insanely powerful here. Their level is on par with ours.”

      “Yuna fought with you and survived,” Nicoletta said. “If she can do it at such a low level, so can I.”

      "She's suped-up because of special privileges or something like that."

      “Of course,” Nicoletta muttered.

      “Don’t worry about her.”

      Nicoletta smiled at him, a slow, lopsided grin that teased him. “Don’t you worry about me. I can handle myself. I promise.”

      “I know you can, but this is different now. Like you said, you’re in the game.”

      “The stakes are higher. I know. I understand that. Trust me. I won’t take any unnecessary risks, but if Smaug is back, I’m not going to run and hide.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to.”

      “I won’t run off and try to take him down by myself either,” she said, peering around him at Elena.

      “She was emotional at the time.”

      Elena had a rough go of it. After she had come inside the game, she had learned that her mother had died. Since they remained trapped in the game, she hadn’t been able to make it to the funeral. That had killed her, almost literally since she had tried to find and attack Smaug by herself. Of course, they hadn’t allowed that and raced to catch up.

      That was when they thought they had defeated him for the last time. How long was Smaug going to be an issue?

      “We’ll get him,” Gary said.

      “Damn straight.” Nicoletta grinned. “We can handle anything that comes our way.”
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      Olivia sauntered over, hips swaying. “You two done talking in secret?” she asked.

      Gary eyed her. “What were you and Elena talking about?”

      “Nothing important.”

      “So a secret then.”

      “No, nothing important. You don’t need to worry about it.” Olivia waved his curiosity aside. “I have a great idea.”

      “I don’t know if I like the sound of this,” Nicoletta said.

      “You didn’t even hear my idea,” Olivia whined.

      “What is it?” Gary asked to humor her.

      She clapped her hands and jumped up and down. Her boobs jiggled. “We need to train right? That tree wasn’t a bad idea and—”

      “What about my plates?” Gary interrupted.

      “Plates? Please. I thought up something better.” She paused dramatically. “I think we should train against each other.”

      “That’s a terrible idea,” Nicoletta said.

      “What are you talking about? It’s a brilliant idea!”

      Elena approached. She clearly knew all about Olivia’s idea. Since she wasn’t objecting, he supposed she approved.

      But Gary didn’t. At least not for Nicoletta, especially not immediately after what they had just talked about.

      He grimaced and rubbed the back of his neck. “Olivia, I don’t think—”

      “I don’t want to,” Nicoletta said flatly.

      “Why not?” Olivia asked. “You might not be able to have that mega fire blast at your beck and call… yet. Maybe through training, you’ll be able to use it whenever you want to! Like against Smaug. You know he’s back. We can’t ever have things go our way.”

      “I don’t know,” Gary said. Things definitely seemed to have gone his way. Then again, his balls ached. They had to be bright blue by now.

      Nicoletta closed her hand into a tight fist. “I don’t think we should be trying to kill each other,” she said.

      “The point isn’t to kill each other. Duh.” Olivia looked positively exasperated. “We train. Practice. If we can simulate a real battle, maybe you will be able to have that blast. Wouldn’t that be a great tool in your arsenal?”

      Nicoletta said nothing.

      “Oh. I get it.” Olivia nodded several times. “You’re worried.”

      “Maybe a little,” Nicoletta admitted. “You aren’t in the game. You don’t know what it’s like. Every battle, even training is life or death.”

      “Right. Yeah, I get it.”

      “You understand?” Nicoletta sounded so relieved.

      “I understand all right. I understand that you’re a coward.”

      Gary groaned, but he doubted any of the girls heard him because Nicoletta said, “I’m all for it,” at the same time.

      He shook his head. “Nicoletta, be reasonable.”

      “I need to train. She’s right.”

      “But you’re the one who’s right. This isn’t a good idea!”

      “So you aren’t going to train with us?” Olivia asked.

      “I have my plates,” Gary said stubbornly.

      “Go ahead. Go and play by yourself.” Olivia shooed him to the side.

      Desperate, Gary turned to Elena. “Can’t you convince her this is insanity?”

      Elena shrugged. “Practice might be a good idea. We need to stay sharp and hone our skills.”

      “But to fight each other just seems so ridiculous. It’s absurd! What if something happens to you?”

      “It won’t.”

      “You can’t know that for certain!”

      “Gary, you need to leave this area,” Olivia called.

      He faced Nicoletta. She swallowed hard and avoided his gaze, so he turned toward Olivia. The flier seemed every bit as determined as ever to train.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to train with us?” Elena called.

      “You’re on your own,” he said.

      Gary shook his head at their foolishness and marched away. He grabbed the plates from off a rock and muttered to himself. For all of a single minute, he kept his back to them, but eventually, he had to turn around.

      The women were fighting, but it wasn’t anything hardcore. If anything, it was kind of erotic to watch Oliva fly all around. Whenever she jerked or took a corner tightly, her boobs bounced, making the show even more fun.

      No, Gary, not a show. They’re training in a way. You need to train, too.

      He tossed a plate into the air. As gravity caused the plate to come crashing down, Gary tried to connect with the particles inside of the plate so he could break it apart.

      Instead, the plate smashed against the ground hard enough to crack.

      Damn it.

      He tried again, this time telekinetically holding the plate in place. But Nicoletta shrieked as Olivia pulled her up into the air. Her hair flew all around her, and her heart-shaped face was flushed.

      Gary readjusted himself.

      He really needed to concentrate on something other than the girls. The plates. Yes.

      Again, Gary did his best to shatter the plate, but he couldn’t focus. Whenever he tried, one of the girls would laugh or yell, and he had to see what was happening. Finally, he gave up and put the plates back on that rock.

      Now, it seemed as if the fighting was in earnest. The girls were battling each other. Elena jumped up and grabbed onto one of Olivia’s wings. Olivia grunted and jerked away, causing Elena to fly a little, enough that when she crashed back down to the earth, the ground shook slightly.

      Nicoletta threw some fireballs at each of them and came dangerously close to burning Elena. The girl partially made of metal stomped over to her, dodging more fireballs, and went to grab Nicoletta.

      By the throat.

      Nicoletta gripped Elena’s wrists. Her hands turned bright red, and so did Elena’s arms.

      Olivia caused the rock the plates had been on to fly into the air. The plates all fell off and crashed, cracking. So much for his using them to train.

      To his horror, Olivia was directing the rock straight for Elena's and Nicoletta's heads!

      Gary immediately took to the air himself and reached out telekinetically to halt the rock. Olivia resisted him, doing her best to keep the rock going where she wanted it to, but Gary refused to give up, to give in.

      Suddenly, the rock faced no more opposition, and it careened back toward him. Gary sent the rock a decent distance away and zoomed the rest of the distance over toward the girls.

      “Do I have to play referee?” he demanded.

      “No,” Olivia said, “but if you’re going to interfere…”

      “You’re liable to get burned.” Nicoletta threw a fireball right at his face, which he easily evaded, but she also sent a second one behind it, which almost nailed him.

      “Not playing nice, huh?” he grumbled.

      Elena must’ve gotten free somehow because she marched right over to him and grabbed his boot.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      "Recreating a scene from an awesome movie." She grinned and slammed him hard onto the ground before yanking him back up and over her head to slam him on the ground there.

      Dazed, Gary shook his head and jerked himself free, but only because he telekinetically moved her fingers enough to loosen her grip. She was hella strong, not just for a woman but for a superwoman or even a superman, too.

      “What is all of this?” he demanded. “Make me understand why this is so dangerous.”

      The girls ignored him. Nicoletta was trying desperately to singe Olivia’s wings, a fact that disgusted him. Olivia’s wings were beautiful. She didn’t need them to fly, but they empowered her. Gary had often seen her stroke her feathers. It was a comforting thing.

      Elena rushed back toward the tree. This time, she was able to completely uproot it.

      “Uh, Nicoletta?” he said.

      “I’m busy,” she snapped.

      “You might want to burn that tree and right the hell now.”

      Nicoletta glanced over. Elena was winding up to use the tree as a bat, and she was eyeing Olivia as if she were the ball.

      “Don’t worry,” Nicoletta said. “It won’t kill Olivia.”

      “What if she goes after you next with it?” Gary demanded.

      But Olivia was now ignoring Nicoletta in favor of the tree. She yanked hard on it with her magic. Gary could almost see the strength she was using to try to make it fly with her.

      But Elena’s feet were firmly planted into the ground, and she held onto that tree as if it anchored her to the spot.

      Gary landed beside Elena. “Stop this. You don’t want to hit her.”

      “Yes, I do,” Elena said through gritted teeth.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      “Because.”

      “I need a reason, Elena.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “You’re supposed to love them, right?”

      “I don’t know if I do,” she said. “That’s the whole issue.” Elena dropped the tree with a thud and stalked off.

      “What’s going on?” Olivia asked. She landed beside Gary and held up her arms in an “X.” “We need a pause.”

      “We do.” Nicoletta nodded.

      “You were supposed to just train,” Gary said. “What got you all to try to kill each other?”

      “We weren’t trying to kill each other,” Nicoletta protested.

      Gary gave her a look. “Oh, yeah? Not from my point of view.”

      When Nicoletta said nothing and only hung her head, Gary turned to Olivia and gestured for her to speak up.

      “Part of any fight is trash talk, right?” Olivia asked defensively. “There was some trash talk. Elena took it personally.”

      “What did you say?” Gary asked, suppressing a groan.

      “You don’t want to know,” Nicoletta said stiffly.

      “I think I do.”

      Olivia shook her head.

      “Seriously? You’re going to start to keep secrets from me now? Unbelievable.” Gary shook his head. “This entire stunt was stupid and pointless. Now, Elena’s hurting. Did you forget about her mom dying recently? She’s not in the best of places right now. She doesn’t need shit from you!”

      “You know what I don’t need?” Olivia snapped. “You to be all judgmental.”

      Gary barely had time to react as she rushed him and flew up high in the air, carrying him with her. She tried to punch him, but he blocked the blow.

      “I’m not going to fight you,” he said.

      “Why? Because I’m a girl?”

      “Because this is ridiculous.”

      Her elbow connected with his jaw. Her eyes widened in shock.

      “If you’re trying to provoke me, it won’t work,” he told her.

      “You don’t understand,” she said, her green eyes flashing. “I can’t just be a flier. What am I supposed to do? Just have rocks bash into werewolves’ heads?”

      “If it works, why not?”

      She stopped flying them upward but wouldn’t look at him. “I want to be stronger. I need to be stronger.”

      “Where is this coming from? You’re plenty strong.”

      “I’m not. Look at all of the superheroes who can fly. Storm can control the weather. Rogue has superhuman strength and a slew of other abilities. Everyone who has flight has something else to help them out because honestly, flying isn’t that big and bad of an ability!”

      Gary considered. “How fast can you fly?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “We can race.” He grinned.

      She sighed. “I fail to see how a race will help.”

      “Practice, right?”

      “I need to practice more than just flying,” she said. “I need to hone my skills so I can kill.”

      “You’re worried about Smaug.”

      “I’m worried for all of you! All four of you.”

      “Three,” Gary said automatically.

      Olivia raised her eyebrows. “Uh, there are four humans in the game who I care about.”

      “Oh, right,” he said, feeling both sheepish and jealous.

      “Come on.” He telekinetically flew away from her. “You can’t catch me.”

      “Who’s the one being ridiculous?” she called.

      “You’ll never catch up!” He flew even faster.

      Gary might’ve heard her curse him, but he wasn’t sure. When he figured she might be catching up, he quickly turned around.

      “The hell?” she complained.

      Gary grinned and kept on flying, turning in a tight circle and spiraling upward. The air inside the circle grew hot, and he could almost see it. Without warning, he dropped closer to the ground and continued to spiral upward again, dragging up grass and soil and pebbles from the ground.

      Yes, this was working!

      He must’ve slowed down in his excitement over their forming a tornado, and Olivia slammed into him a little too hard. Gary couldn’t regain control, and he got sucked up into their tornado.

      Great. This was just perfect. This whole thing was wonderful.

      Not.
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      Gary was spinning around so fast that he couldn’t see straight. Trying to concentrate only made him more nauseous so he shut his eyes tight. A few of the pebbles brushed against him, but it was the swift wind that was the issue.

      “I’m sorry!” he thought he heard Olivia say.

      He tried to fly out of the tornado, but the winds were too strong. The funnel was dancing along the ground now, no longer trapped in one spot by their flying around it.

      Think, Gary, think!

      The center of the tornado. The wind shouldn’t be there.

      Although it felt like he was hardly moving, Gary tried to worm his way toward the center, head first then an arm, his torso, a leg, and the rest of him. Now freed, he zoomed upward until he reached above the funnel and rushed toward Olivia. He claimed her under his power, Elena and Nicoletta too, and brought them back toward the rooftop of the tavern. Without their fueling and adding wind and strength to the funnel, it dissipated entirely by the time he landed on the roof, pinning Olivia beneath him.

      “You have power,” he said, breathless.

      “I don’t know if I can create a tornado all by myself, though,” she said. She bit her lower lip.

      “You have power,” he repeated. She needed to believe him.

      Suddenly, she laughed. “Power over you, clearly,” she said, rubbing her pelvis against him and wrapping her legs tightly around him.

      He groaned. “Don’t you dare tease me,” he said, grinding back. Fuck, he was hard.

      Footsteps rushed over. He glanced up to see Nicoletta and Elena. Both looked a little worn and worried. Thoughts of what they had agreed to, what they had wanted to do before Yuna had interrupted him had Gary groaning.

      “We’re supposed to be training,” Olivia said, still rubbing against him.

      “We can train,” he said.

      “Sexually?” Olivia winked.

      “Please.”

      "What happened out there?" Elena asked.

      “We saw the tornado,” Nicoletta said.

      “We created it,” Olivia said.

      “And you tackled me into it,” he added dryly. “I knew it would go too far.”

      “Hey, you clearly wanted to make that tornado!”

      “Yes, but right now, I’m more worried about a volcano erupting.”

      Nicoletta groaned. “Really? That was terrible.”

      Gary shrugged. “We can’t all be as witty as Olivia.”

      Elena crossed over and hugged him. “That was dangerous and reckless.”

      “I’m fine,” he protested.

      Nicoletta came over and draped an arm around his back. “I guess we did take things a little too far.”

      “Can we take them even farther?” he asked, rubbing against Olivia harder.

      To his dismay, Olivia somehow wiggled out from underneath him the second she unwrapped her legs. He stood awkwardly.

      Olivia ignored him and faced the other girls. “Shall we?” she asked with a wink.

      Nicoletta responded by beginning to strip. That was all the incentive Gary needed, and he was bare-ass naked before even Nicoletta was. Elena slowly undressed. Olivia pointed at herself and then at Elena, and the New Yorker nodded. Gary couldn’t remember ever being more excited as he watched Olivia help Elena undress.

      “Can I help return the favor?” Gary asked.

      Olivia first ran a finger across Elena’s nipple before turning to him. Gary hesitated, watching Elena’s facial expression to make sure she was all right. Considering, her hand went to that nipple to play with it, she definitely seemed to be.

      Gary took his time undressing Olivia. After he eased her leotard down her long legs, she stepped out of it and kicked the clothes aside. She stretched and then grabbed her boobs.

      “No,” he said, gently easing her hands aside.

      He took a nipple into his mouth, sucking it, gently biting it, and motioned for the other girls to come over. Immediately, he recognized Elena’s hand as she guided his right hand to touch her breast. Nicoletta came around to the other side and brought his free hand to her pussy. She was dripping wet.

      Olivia laughed. “Can you handle us all?”

      Dazed, Gary could only nod.

      With a mischievous grin, Olivia reached down. The moment she touched his cock, Gary groaned. Fuck. The pressure built up from his ball and exploded out of him. His cum shot out and landed on her flat stomach.

      “Already?” Olivia asked.

      “Oh, that doesn’t matter,” Elena said. “Don’t worry. He can go more than once in a go.”

      Gary shrugged, trying not to be embarrassed or to brag. “I’m still ready,” he said.

      And he was. He was still every bit as hard as he was before. Elena was right. He had come twice inside of her during one long love-making session.

      “If you’re sure…” Olivia turned around and lowered herself onto all fours. She wiggled her ass. “I haven’t had anal in a long while.”

      He gulped. He had always wanted to try anal.

      “I’ll go slow,” he said, hoping he didn’t sound like a novice.

      Lube. Crap. Weren’t you supposed to use a lot of lube with anal? It wasn’t as if there was KY Jelly here for him to buy.

      He stopped fingering Nicoletta, which gave him an idea. Olivia was just as wet, and he kneeled down slowly, Elena following suit so he could continue to play with her nipple. Feeling empowered, Gary tried to smear some of her juices, and some of Nicoletta’s too, where he needed to go.

      Just then, Elena jerked back slightly, almost out of reach of his hand.

      “Guys, look! A woolly mammoth!”

      Gary definitely did not look. Was that enough lubrication? He did not want his first time with Olivia to be painful. She deserved it to be as satisfying as possible.

      Suddenly, his other hand wasn’t teasing a nipple anymore. He glanced over to see Elena dressing.

      “Are you serious?” he groaned, this time not from anticipating pleasure.

      “I’ll be back really quick. Don’t worry. You can continue.” She gave him a quick kiss and rushed over to the side of the building. “It’s only two stories,” she muttered before jumping. A loud thud sounded, and she called up, “I’m okay!”

      “She’s crazy,” Olivia said.

      “She really is.” Nicoletta came around to Gary’s back and began to massage his shoulders.

      Screw it. Olivia seemed wet enough, and he would go slow. He rubbed his tip against her slick opening.

      “Are you ready?” he asked her.

      “Surprise me,” she said.

      “All right.” He had planned on counting, but now, he hesitated, not wanting her to anticipate when he would finally enter her. Another few seconds and—

      A shout sounded from nearby.

      Gary stilled and glanced over his shoulder. Nicoletta walked over to the edge of the rooftop.

      “Was that Elena?” he asked.

      “I think so.” Nicoletta shielded her eyes from the sun. “I hate to say this, but it looks like she’s in trouble.”

      “Fuck,” Gary and Olivia said at the same time.

      Nicoletta rushed to get dressed, and Olivia moved to stand, but Gary touched her hip.

      “Wait a second,” he murmured in her ear, leaning over her.

      She stilled, and he shoved two fingers inside of her pussy.

      “You aren’t going to make me come that quickly,” she said. “We don’t have time for this.”

      Beyond frustrated, he shoved another finger inside of her and rubbed his thumb against her clit.

      But he pulled away almost immediately. Without a word, he helped her dress and then threw on his own superhero attire. Olivia locked arms with Nicoletta, and the three of them flew over to where Elena was fighting the woolly mammoth.

      The creature was massive. A towering, lumbering beast, but Elena’s punches and kicks weren’t fazing it. As they landed, Elena climbed up its hairy leg and started to punch the back of its head. Its tail was long enough that it seemed to hardly touch her, yet she flew off and nearly slammed into a different tree whose trunk groaned and partially split from the force of the impact.

      Nicoletta rolled her neck from side to side and cracked her knuckles. “Don’t worry, guys. I got this.”

      She formed two large fireballs and threw them in quick succession straight on at the woolly mammoth. The creature blinked, lifted its trunk, and blew out the balls of fire. In fact, the air gust was so powerful that it forced Nicoletta back.

      Olivia glanced at Nicoletta. They nodded, and Olivia took them both to the skies. Nicoletta rained down fire from above, but the woolly mammoth merely tilted back its massive head and doused the fireballs out and then snorted a blast that had the two girls flying sky high. Nicoletta started to fall, and Olivia had to dash to get her. The two landed near Elena, who was staggering to her feet.

      Gary prepared to fight. “My turn, woolly asshole.”

      As Gary telekinetically latched onto the tree Elena had lifted, the woolly mammoth lunged forward far quicker than he would’ve thought possible. Gary took flight, still wrangling with the tree, but the shifter’s trunk wrapped around him and slammed him to the ground hard enough to make Gary see specks of light floating in front of his face.

      Well, shit. It wasn’t as if he thought that the woolly mammoth would be a pushover, but this was getting to be ridiculous.

      “Olivia,” Gary tried to call out, but the woolly mammoth slammed him back down again. This time, the back of his head connected with a rock. His vision darkened.

      Nicoletta threw more fireballs at the shifter. Gary could only tell because he felt the heat of the incoming flames. The stench of burning hairs filled his nose, and Gary coughed.

      But this shifter was intelligent. Despite its size, the woolly mammoth rolled over onto its side, rolling back and forth and putting out the flames all the while still holding onto Gary with its trunk. He could hardly breathe.

      Somehow moving with ease, the shifter righted itself back onto its four legs. The ground shook.

      “Grab its trunk and try to fly toward the tavern,” Elena shouted. She sounded nearby.

      Gary tried to process what she said. He couldn’t grab onto the trunk. His arms were pinned to his side. Even so, he did try to fly toward the tavern.

      “Lower,” Nicoletta said.

      Uh? Oh, he was aiming for the roof. Gary tried to fly again, although he didn’t see the point. He wasn’t going to be able to drag the massive creature anywhere.

      But then he felt resistance against him. Was the woolly mammoth digging in its heels? No. Through the four hairy legs, Gary could just spy Elena, who was tugging on the shifter’s tail.

      Really? They were what, trying to rip it apart? Like that was going to happen. Yes, Elena was ridiculously strong, but that was asking for the impossible.

      But then, Olivia came over and tried to add her flying power hold to Gary, and Nicoletta began to throw more and more fireballs. The woolly mammoth was too busy with Gary, Olivia, and Elena to be able to do anything. Its trunk was tied up so it couldn't blow out the fire and the same with its tail.

      Not surprisingly, the shifter tried to roll over again, but Gary and the other two refused to let him. On and on, the fire burned, and finally, the wooly mammoth stopped resisting them. Its trunk unfurled around Gary, and he collapsed to the ground, severing the connection and hold he had on the shifter to pull and distract it.

      Not that that mattered. The woolly mammoth was dead.
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      Gary stood. Blood rushed through him. His first step had him collapsing to the ground. He had lost his balance, and his head didn’t feel right. His stomach was nauseous.

      “Are you all right?” Olivia asked, hovering above him.

      “Need…”

      “If you say mouth-to-mouth, I will slap you with my wings,” she growled.

      Gary opened his mouth, but no words came out. All he wanted to do was sleep. Preferably without this headache.

      Dimly, he could hear Elena talk, but he couldn’t make out the words. Something sickeningly sweet crossed his lips, and he forced himself to drink even though his eyes were closed. After a few moments, he felt much better.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “The woolly mammoth is dead.” Elena gestured to the still-burning carcass behind them. “Hey, Olivia, can you please generate enough wind to stop the spread of the fire? You’ll have to be careful to not fan the flames.”

      “Put it out? Why?”

      “Because I asked nicely.” Elena beamed.

      “It’s not like you can take a selfie with it,” Olivia said.

      “I know, but…” Elena walked back over and tentatively touched one of its tusks, the only part of its body not up in flames. She quickly moved away from the dead beast. It was probably too hot to stand there for long.

      Nicoletta came over and helped Gary to his feet. “That looked like you took some serious lumps.”

      “I’m fine,” he said. “I do think I had a concussion, but my symptoms are already gone.”

      “Good.”

      He grinned. “Now that this distraction is over…” He glanced back toward the tavern.

      But Olivia was flying high, trying to generate enough wind power to blow out the flames.

      Not only that, but Elena seemed so keen on the dead shifter.

      As for Nicoletta, she had turned back toward the tree Elena had almost destroyed and was clearly trying to use that heavy blast again.

      He stood and ran a hand through his hair. “You haven’t been able to yet, huh.”

      “No. Maybe I need more adrenaline flowing.”

      "Possibly, but weren't you afraid of that thing?"

      “Nah, I was attacking it from afar. Don’t worry. I’m fine.”

      “You are indeed.”

      She rolled her eyes, but her smile was all he cared about.

      “Hey, do you think you could draw the fire away?” he asked.

      “Want me to speed things up, huh?” She laughed. “So impatient.”

      “Can you blame me? Come on. I’m a guy.”

      “Oh, I know you are.”

      He grinned. “You do know better than most.”

      “Sleeping with you once does not make you or me an expert on each other’s bodies.”

      “Hey, now. We’ve made love a lot more than just once.”

      "I see you don't deny the expert part."

      “I do agree with Olivia on practice to some extent. It does make perfect, right?” he murmured.

      “I don’t think it’s possible to be perfect when it comes to lovemaking.”

      “I will prove you wrong.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Nicoletta laughed and brushed her hair back. “You really do have an ego the size of Texas.”

      “You know me. So egotistical.”

      She just smirked.

      “Ah…” He tried to recall his original point and ignore his erection. “Do you think you can draw the fire back to wherever it was before you made it?”

      “I don’t know. I think I make the fire from nothing.” She bit her bottom lip. Damn, that was sexy.

      “Can you make it nothing again?” he asked.

      “You really don’t have—Yeah, no patience.” She laughed, eyeing his hard-on.

      “You know, if you aren’t careful, you’ll give a guy a complex.”

      “Oh, come on now. You know I’m teasing.”

      “I know how wet I make you.”

      Her face was turning red. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yes, you do. You know exactly what I’m talking about. I bet you’re wet for me right now.”

      “Do you want to check?” she asked.

      “I do.” He reached out.

      She spun away and held out her hands. Her brows furrowed in concentration.

      The woolly mammoth remained on fire despite Olivia’s efforts, and Nicoletta’s didn’t seem to be doing much better.

      Gary crossed over to Elena. “Why do we need to have this thing stop burning?”

      “Not because I’m insane,” she said, glancing upward. “That smoke is going to be seen for miles and miles.”

      “Other shifters will see. They might come, depending on how intelligent the AI is in the game,” Elena said.

      “Given how smart this one was and how it knew how to downplay our abilities, they’re damn intelligent,” he said. “Worse, someone else might see.”

      “Smaug,” he and Elena said simultaneously.

      He might not have had time to practice with the plates, and this might not work, but Gary tried to rip the fire apart. Maybe if the flames were smaller, Olivia's wind generated by her flight would be enough to extinguish them.

      And that was what happened. It was slow going at first since the flames liked to weave and dance, but he managed to harness some. Then, he had to try and pry pieces off. The more he practiced, the fast he could smolder off more flames.

      Suddenly, Olivia paused mid-flight.

      "We're almost done," he said. "Just the hindquarters."

      “Your favorite part,” Nicoletta joked.

      “Not on this ugly ass thing.”

      “Guys, now’s not the time to joke around,” Olivia said. It wasn’t often that she sounded nervous or unnerved, but she did now.

      “What is it?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Is it him?” Elena demanded.

      “No, but this might be worse.” Olivia landed beside Gary. “We might want to run.”

      “What is it?” Elena asked.

      “Sabre-toothed tigers.”

      “How many?” Nicoletta asked. “I bet we can handle them. Did you see how much experience we gained from the woolly mammoth?”

      “There’s at least a dozen of them,” Olivia said.

      “Let’s head back to the tavern,” Gary said.

      “You seriously want to run?” Elena pouted, clearly disappointed.

      “It took us forever to get down the woolly mammoth. Trust me. The enemies in this issue are no joke. With three of us… We need to be careful and stay alive. We don’t need to worry about wiping the face off the game map of every shifter.”

      “Maybe we should,” Nicoletta countered. “Then Smaug won’t be able to use them against us. Plus, he won’t be able to level up any, either.”

      “Unless the shifters repopulate,” Elena pointed out.

      "So we get Yuna to change the game, so that doesn't happen," Nicoletta said.

      “If we don’t leave now, they’re gonna be here,” Olivia warned.

      “Let’s go.” Gary reached for Nicoletta’s hand.

      She hesitated only a second before grabbing hold. Olivia hooked arms with Elena, and the four of them began to fly away.

      Just in time. The pack of vicious, foaming sabre-toothed tigers was nearly on them. With foot-long fangs, sleek and powerfully built bodies, and huge paws with long claws ready for slicing, the shifters were the most terrifying tigers Gary had ever seen. Hell, he was more worried about them than he had been the woolly mammoth. Each of their massive teeth looked just like curved sabers. Maybe one could be used as a weapon… not that he wanted to get up close with one and try to take it.

      To Gary’s horror, they climbed onto the woolly mammoth. Were they going to eat it?

      But no. They were using the creature to add height to their jumps, and, fuck, could they jump far.

      “Are they part bird?” Gary grumbled.

      It wasn’t long until they flew over the line of the town. They should be safe, and the four of them landed.

      Only it wasn’t safe. The sabre-toothed tigers burst through the town and began to attack. They went after both Gary and his girls and the NPCs.

      “Looks like we have a fight on our hands, after all,” Nicoletta said grimly.

      “Girl, do you always get your way?” Olivia asked.

      “This was one time I wouldn’t have minded being wrong!”

      Gary stood his ground. With this many foes, he figured his best option was defense, not offense, and he encased each of the girls with forcefields. When a sabretooth nearly bit his arm, Gary brought up another one for himself.

      With Olivia lifting some of the tigers to impale them on the woolly mammoth’s tusks, Nicoletta creating lines of fire to hold them at bay, and Elena entangling them head on, it wasn’t easy for Gary to keep track of the girls or the tigers.

      Olivia muttered a curse. One of the sabre-toothed tigers was somehow resisting her pull. Damn it. Gary could help her, but several of the shifters were backing away from the fire but different from before. Sure enough, they raced forward and leaped over the flames, nearly landing on top of a scrambling Nicoletta. As for Elena, he could hardly see her beneath a pile of five.

      Shit. Only Olivia had been able to kill any as far as he saw, and her kill count was only two.

      Releasing his hold on his forcefield so he could empower his shields for Elena and Nicoletta, Gary rushed forward. Olivia was out of the line of danger, so he headed to the closest one in turmoil—Nicoletta.

      “Time to rain fire,” he said, ready to take flight with her.

      “We can’t,” she cried.

      “Why not?”

      “Because of the buildings.”

      “It’s just…” He glanced around and spied the body of a young NPC boy. Although not the same one from the cursed town, the sight of him reminded Gary of the other boy. He hung his head. “What should we do?”

      “Just put me on the roof of the tavern,” she suggested. “I’ll have better control of my fireballs from there versus you flying me about.”

      “All right, but don’t try to use that hellfire blast.”

      “Hellfire blast. I like it.”

      He dropped her off and rushed toward the pile of sabre-toothed tigers trying to devour Elena. With every passing second, he could feel them trying to erode the forcefield. If they harmed her… If anything happened…

      Gary landed beside the masses and yanked on the fur of one. Using both his arms and his telekinesis, he threw the sabretooth all the way outside of the town. Maybe Olivia would be able to force that one to fly and then fall to its death.

      Again, and again, he worked his way through the pile. Finally, he could see Elena. She was struggling to get away from the last eight sabre-toothed tigers.

      Who were bleeding from their mouths. She had yanked off a few of their super-long fangs and killed them with the weapons.

      “Nicely done,” he said to her.

      “We haven’t finished this yet,” she said as she tossed him a massive fang.

      Back to back, they faced off against several of the other tigers. Nicoletta’s fireballs rained down with chilling accuracy, and he managed to stab a fiery sabre-toothed tiger right in the eye before it could chomp down on another NPC.

      “Get in a house and get everyone to stay inside,” he said to her.

      The woman just continued to scream and run around with her arms waving above her head. Damn. She was asking to be killed… if NPCs could be killed.

      The pile of dead bodies was adding up, and Gary realized he hadn't seen Olivia zipping through the air for a bit. When another minute passed without any signs of her, he asked Elena, "You got this?"

      “I do. Going to check on Olivia?”

      “Yes.”

      Taking to the air himself, Gary rushed away from the town. There was the woolly mammoth. Both of its tusks had impaled three sabre-toothed tigers. There wasn't space for any more to be skewered, so where was Olivia?

      There. Behind a rock, he could just spy the top of her curly-haired head.

      He zoomed over and realized that she was toying with the sabre-toothed tiger, trying to land on its back and ride it. “This isn’t the time for games,” he muttered.

      Everything changed in an instant. Suddenly, it wasn’t a sabre-toothed tiger beneath Olivia. The tiger’s form shifted, almost shedding like a second skin, and in its place was a man wearing dark pants and a tan shirt. The asshole immediately grabbed Olivia, yanked her to the ground, and pinned her in place. Although with human hands now, he sliced through her leotard with one sweep of his nails, and he reached for his pants.

      The fucker wanted to rape her. Olivia was trying to fly away, but the man leaned heavily against her chest.

      A blind fury seared through Gary. Without consciously thinking about it, he slammed his shoulder into the asshole and grabbed him by the neck as he flew them over to the nearest tree. That poor tree couldn't take the assault after being attacked already by Elena's backside when the woolly mammoth had shoved her aside, and it cracked with a groan. Gary didn't care. He pinned the asshole to what part of the tree remained and stabbed him over and over and over again, yanking the saber-like tooth out so fast that blood flew everywhere, spraying them both on the backswing and forward again. It wasn't until Gary noticed the man was long since dead that he realized he had been alternating between stabbing the man in the crotch and in the face.

      Shocked and appalled by what he had done, by how savagely he had killed, Gary landed and retreated a few steps. His hand trembled so much that he dropped the sabre-tooth.

      Just then, howls cried out all around them, in the near distance and farther away. A sole sabretooth rushed out of the town and headed straight for Gary.

      Fuck. He didn’t want to have to kill again. He just wanted this to be over. Maybe the girls had the right idea after all, to lay low and let Yuna do her thing so they could return home.

      “If you want to log off,” he started to tell Olivia.

      “I’m fine,” she said. While he had killed her would-be rapist, she had changed into new attire.

      What the fuck kind of game was this that one of the enemies would try to rape a player? That was so fucked up.

      But maybe it hadn’t been designed that way. He supposed it was possible that Smaug could’ve done that, but if that was the case, then he knew they were here with him.

      Fuck. That. Prick.

      Gary retrieved the saber-like tooth and waited for the sole shifter to come toward him. Nicoletta and Elena weren't far behind, chasing it, but it was Gary's.

      Using his telekinesis, Gary pinned the sabre-toothed tiger on its back against the ground. It kicked and squirmed but couldn't break free. Gary straddled him and pressed the tip of the fang against his neck.

      Just then more howls sounded. Gary glanced up to see hundreds more sabre-toothed tigers heading their way.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Gary muttered. He pressed the tooth just enough to cause blood. “Well?”

      The sabre-toothed tiger shifted back to a man and laughed. “Go ahead. Kill me. You’ll only enrage them more.”

      “What did I do?” Gary asked. “What will call them off?”

      The man laughed even more, the sound chaotic and maniacal. “Nothing will but your death, and you deserve it for killing our leader.”

      Gary glanced at the ruined body of the man who had dared to touch Olivia.

      “Yes, our leader. He—”

      Gary sliced his throat. “We’ve got a problem,” he announced. “You sure you don’t want to log off?”

      “If they aren’t going to stop because you killed that fucker, then you aren’t fighting unless I’m beside you.”

      “We’re here, too,” Nicoletta said.

      “I’m sorry they’re here. It’s on me,” Elena said.

      “I’m the one who killed their leader,” Gary said.

      “Because I was trying a different way to kill him since I ran out of room on the tiger kababs.” Olivia sounded pissed.

      “Let’s not worry about blame,” Nicoletta said.

      “Let’s worry about hunting shifters,” Gary said.

      And the first of the sabre-toothed tigers arrived in a clash of teeth, fangs, and killer eagerness to tear them to shreds.
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      Gary had killed so many sabre-toothed tigers by now that he had lost count. The girls were still counting though.

      “Twenty-six,” Elena said as she bashed her fist straight through one’s eye.

      “Twenty-seven!” Nicoletta said triumphantly as she singed another one.

      “He’s not dead yet,” Olivia complained.

      The sabre-toothed tiger collapsed.

      “He’s dead,” Nicoletta said.

      “How many, Olivia?” Elena asked.

      Olivia muttered something.

      "Didn't catch that," Nicoletta said.

      “Five,” Olivia said. “It’s harder for me. I need something—”

      “Here.” Gary shoved a saber-like tooth into her hand. It was slick with blood. He was covered in blood. He felt numb to death.

      He felt numb to life.

      How long had they been fighting? He didn't know. It was only because of his forcefield that he was holding back the horde, so they weren't overrun and trampled to death. The sheer number of sabre-toothed tigers trying to kill them was staggering. It appeared as if Gary and his team weren't making any progress at all.

      Another one fell down at Gary’s feet courtesy of Nicoletta. Telekinetically, he yanked loose the two massive fangs and sliced and carved through about ten more of the beasts in a matter of moments.

      “Do you think I could do that, too?” Olivia asked breathlessly.

      “You won’t know unless you try,” he said.

      “But you have to use so much force to get it to pierce them, let alone go in one side and out the other.”

      “I don’t care for that defeatist attitude,” he said.

      Honestly, I don’t care about much right now.

      If she responded, he didn’t hear it. His focus had to be more on maintaining the shield. He wasn’t sure if he could continue this for much longer. The weight of the sabre-toothed tigers fighting against him was wearing him down. His strength was waning.

      Olivia tried to stab some of the shifters through the forcefield, but she nearly lost her hand for her trouble. Instead of trying that again, she flew up high and then back to the ground fast, building up momentum as she sliced into a sabretooth through the roof of its mouth all the way through and out the bottom of its chin.

      “Through their eyes is easier,” Elena called.

      Olivia nodded and went back to work, flying up and down, slicing them.

      “See? You are powerful,” Gary mumbled. When she didn’t reply, he shrugged. Maybe she hadn’t heard him, or maybe he hadn’t said that out loud after all.

      Finally, he had enough. “Guys, I need help keeping them at bay.”

      Elena’s attire was more red than silver. Olivia’s hair was chaotic and a mess from her mad dash flights. Nicoletta looked ready to collapse herself.

      “I fucking hate fire,” she said.

      “I know. We can fly away,” Gary suggested.

      “And go where?” Elena asked. “The moment we land, they’ll be all over us again. What do you want to believe these fuckers can climb trees?”

      Olivia glanced around. “Why aren’t there any mountains?” she complained.

      “Maybe there are past the jungles. I don’t know.” Gary shrugged. “Why don’t these worlds come with maps?”

      “They might,” Elena said. “We’ve just been doing the bare minimum to get by. Coasting along.”

      One spot in the forcefield was particularly weak. He tried to reinforce it and dropped to one knee.

      Nicoletta held out her hands. The palms were burned. “Stand back,” she snapped.

      Gary attempted to stand and fell. Elena caught him. “Nicoletta,” he said, “don’t. Please.”

      “I have to. You need help. You said so yourself.” With a cry, she blasted fire just like she had that one time against Smaug. Olivia helped to turn the firecracker in a circle so that the fire created a tall wall between them and the sabre-toothed tigers.

      

      “Now, let’s fly away,” Gary said. He tried to lift himself and Nicoletta but couldn’t.

      What the fuck? Was he that weak?

      He attempted to fly by himself. Again, he couldn’t.

      “I don’t think—” Olivia shook her head, and they all linked arms, but she couldn’t fly them all.

      Nicoletta held out her hand. A spark, some smoke, but no fire.

      “I’m out,” she mumbled.

      “Olivia, get Nicoletta  out of here,” Gary commanded.

      “No. I’m not leaving you two!” Olivia said.

      “Damn it, just listen to me for once!”

      The sabre-toothed tigers had jerked back at the sudden appearance of the fire. Now, through the dancing flames, Gary could see them start to move. They were walking. Not running. Not away. In a circle and they were picking up speed.

      "They're trying to create enough wind to blow out the firewall," he said. "Will you take her and go, Olivia? Please?"

      “Not without everyone,” she cried, tears in her eyes.

      They were stuck, trapped, on the ropes.

      Maybe it was adrenaline, but Gary yanked out more of the saber-like teeth and armed everyone with two. Then, he tried to kill as many as he could, reaching through the fire, willing to risk getting burned to slay them. If they could force the circle to widen instead of being right up against the firewall, maybe it would help to keep the protection going longer.

      But the sabre-toothed tigers merely climbed onto the dead ones.

      “No respect,” Nicoletta commented.

      Olivia flew up by herself and slowly, gently blew at the very top of the wall. Curious, Gary watched. At first, she blew out some of the flames, but then, she separated fireballs out and threw them at the shifters. Since the sabre-toothed tigers were nearly one on top of the other, she was getting two or three with each fireball.

      After throwing five fireballs, though, Olivia dropped back to the ground. She couldn’t even land on her feet. She stumbled and almost fell onto her ass, but Elena caught her.

      “How are you still standing?” Olivia mumbled. “You’re like a metal Superwoman.”

      Elena laughed. “I’m exhausted,” she said, “but I don’t want to die here.”

      “You won’t.” Olivia motioned for them to link arms again.

      She tried desperately to fly again. Gary attempted to help too, although he didn’t think he assisted her any. They got their feet off the ground but could go no higher.

      Worse, the firewall was slowly being blown out.

      Gary knew they were forgetting something, and then it dawned on him. Potions. He handed some out, drank, and waited.

      Nothing happened. He didn’t feel any better. If anything, he was even more worried, anxious, and frightened now.

      “Anyone feel refreshed?” he asked, trying to hide his anxiety.

      The girls all shook their heads, even Olivia.

      “That fucker,” Gary growled. “He must’ve tampered with the game. Potions don’t help us any!”

      “We’re doomed,” Nicoletta murmured. “I don’t… I don’t want…”

      He hugged her tight and reached out to hold both Olivia’s and Elena’s hand in his one free hand. If this was the end, they would go down together.

      Just then, a howl of agony sounded. Through the flames, Gary spied ten sabre-toothed tigers go down at once.

      The ground shook, trembling, cracking. A crater formed all around them, and the sabre-toothed tigers, one and all collapsed into the hole. A few moments later, the earth closed up against, sealing the shifters in a tomb of soil.

      The firewall completely dissipated, and the four stared at their hero.

      Yuna.

      “Come now,” she urged. “Let’s move quickly away from here so you can freshen up and recover, yes?”
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        * * *

      

      A full thirty-six hours had passed, and Gary still didn’t feel fully recovered. Olivia had logged off once they arrived at a new town so she would know where they were. Even back home, she was exhausted. She hadn’t returned to the game yet, but Gary had full faith that she would soon.

      Elena fared worse than she had let on. The extreme heat from the firewall had caused her arms to twist and warp some. Yuna had been trying to fix her and was working on that currently in another room.

      Gary lay in his bed, resting but not sleeping. He and the girls all had separate rooms. Right now wasn’t the time for them to be worried about kisses or hugs or feeling each other up or down or the full monty.

      Yes, they had potions, and they had drunk them. Even after Yuna had tried to fix the hack job, the potions remained ineffective.

      A knock sounded at his door.

      “Come in.”

      Nicoletta came in and shut the door. “We need to talk.”

      The poor girl was trembling. He sat up and waved her over. She sat beside him, and he held her. Neither said anything, yet a lot was said just the same.

      “I’m sorry that happened,” he finally said.

      “I was so scared.”

      “I know. I was, too.”

      “I… How have you done it for so long?”

      “Fight while in the game?”

      “Does it get easier?”

      “Not really.”

      “But you always seem so composed.”

      “Seemed is right.” He kissed her forehead.

      “I’m sorry about my outburst a while ago,” she blurted. “I didn’t regret sleeping with you or when we… the time with Elena.”

      “I know you didn’t regret it. Or at least I was pretty sure you didn’t.”

      “No regrets,” she murmured.

      “None.” He hugged her even closer. “I’m sorry, too.”

      “Oh, yeah? You don’t even know why you upset me in the first place.”

      He opened his mouth and then shrugged. “I’m not going to lie, so, yeah, I’ll admit it. I don’t know what I said that was wrong, but I hate that I seemed to have hurt you.”

      “I… I’m just so overwhelmed by being here.”

      “That’s completely understandable. It’s one thing to know and accept that some of us are here, trapped in the game. It’s another thing entirely when you’re the one trapped, too.”

      Without warning, the door burst open, and Olivia rushed in. “Nicoletta, there you are.”

      “Is something wrong?” Nicoletta jumped to her feet.

      “Jorge came over. Your cousin. Of course you know he’s your cousin. Anyway, he came over looking for you. I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to tell him or not since I think you said he knows about Gary being here, so I didn’t tell him, but he did tell me his news.”

      “And?” Nicoletta asked impatiently.

      “He’s engaged.”
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      Gary was floored. He could hardly believe it. Jorge engaged? Jorge who liked to be with a lot of women because he tended to get bored? Although he did not date multiple women at once. One right after the other, though.

      Yes, Jorge had been with this chick for the longest he had ever been in a relationship, but that wasn’t saying much. He hadn’t even been with her for a year yet!

      "I can't believe this," Nicoletta whispered as she sat back down on the edge of the bed. "He's so blinded. Has blinders on. One hot chick and what? He marries her?"

      “One hot chick?” Olivia repeated. “He’s ridiculously hot. No offense, Gary.”

      “Hey,” he said.

      “My point is that I would’ve thought he would’ve had a ton of girls falling all over him.”

      “He does. Did. Probably still does.” Nicoletta shook her head several times, staring straight ahead. “I don’t get it. Why her? Why the rush?”

      “He really is moving super fast for him,” Gary agreed.

      “Do you not like the chick?” Olivia asked.

      “I only met her a few times for a couple minutes.” Nicoletta shrugged. “I don’t know her.”

      “I did get to meet her. She seemed really into him, but it was also like she might’ve been trying to change him. Maybe. I don’t know.” Gary rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Change him how?” Nicoletta asked.

      “She’s not a fan of video games. It’s part of why he stopped playing Superheroes Online.”

      “Oh, he was just being a baby about being a mage. He thought it was ridiculous that a superhero game would have that as an ability.” Nicoletta waved her hand. “Because no superheroes ever have been able to cast spells. Look at Scarlet Witch. Dr. Strange. Constantine.”

      "He was ridiculous," Gary said. "I wish he kept up with playing."

      Olivia smirked. "Do you now? Because I don't think all of the hanky panky would've been going on if that cousin was around all of the time."

      Nicoletta’s face turned bright red.

      Gary opted not to comment on that. “Do you think it’ll last?”

      “I hope so,” Nicoletta said, “but I don’t know. Jorge’s never been serious about any one girl.”

      “One of those social butterflies who flitters from girl to girl?” Olivia assumed.

      “Basically,” Gary said.

      “Hmm. Sounds like me.”

      “Do you think it’s possible that he could know she truly is the one after a few months?” Gary asked. “I mean, it has to be possible, right? He’s dating around so much that he has to know by now what he wants and he doesn’t want.”

      “You would think so. They say that when you find love, it’s like bam!” Olivia clapped her hands loudly. “How would you say it was for you, Gary?”

      Nicoletta eyed him, and Olivia was clearly interested in his answer, not quite smirking, her face mostly blank actually. Only her green eyes revealed her eagerness to hear his answer.

      “It was fast,” Gary said after a moment. “With all of you, it was fast. I never meant to fall—I never intended a lot of things. Never intended to get stuck in the game. Never meant to fall for my best friend’s cousin. Never meant to also find two more lovers in the game. Life’s crazy, so maybe I shouldn’t be so shocked for Jorge.”

      Olivia nodded but didn’t comment on his declaration. His cock had hardened when he said “lovers” but both she and Nicoletta ignored his erection.

      “If it’s any consolation,” Olivia said, “he seemed really happy.”

      “That’s good.” Nicoletta exhaled. “Did he mention a date?”

      “No, but I got the impression he doesn’t want to wait long.”

      “That’s Jorge. Impulsive to the nth degree.” Nicoletta shook her head ruefully.

      “It might work out for him,” Gary said. “You never know.”

      “Or you do know,” she said sadly.

      He frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      “A few years ago, Jorge dated one of my friends. I was thrilled. They seemed to really hit it off right away, and I could already imagine being their maid of honor. So perfect.”

      “What happened?” Olivia asked gently.

      “He cheated on her,” Nicoletta spat out.

      Gary furrowed his brow. “I never knew he did anything like that.”

      “Maybe it was a one-time thing. I don’t know. I thought I forgave him for that, but… They always say once a cheater, always a cheater.”

      “People can change,” Gary argued. “Just look at me. Am I the same guy you first met?”

      The Hispanic hottie gave him a once-over. “No,” she admitted.

      “People typically cheat for a reason,” Olivia said, her tone quiet and reflective. Because she had experienced it? Or because she was falling back on what she had learned for her psychology degree? Gary couldn’t be sure.

      “I don’t care what the reason is. Once that trust is gone, it’s gone.” Nicoletta shook her head.

      “I really do think people can change,” Gary said. “I’ve talked to him about the girl. He’s gone over her.”

      “But if he’s such a player,” Olivia started.

      “No. I don’t know. I love Jorge. I do, and I want him to be happy…” Nicoletta rubbed the back of her neck. “What do you think are the chances we’ll be out of here in time to go to the wedding?”

      “That depends on how quickly he wants to marry her.” Gary shrugged. “With him moving so fast, what if he changes his mind and elopes?”

      Nicoletta’s eyes opened wide. “You don’t think it’s a shotgun wedding, do you?”

      “That she’s pregnant? I don’t know.”

      Olivia shook her head. “If she’s pregnant, Jorge doesn’t know. That boy does not know how to stop talking.”

      “How did he look?” Nicoletta asked. “He’s like a brother to me. That’s why I was able to forgive and forget about the whole cheating thing for a bit. Why I want him to be better than that. I want him to be happy. If that means this chick, great. But I don’t want him to make a mistake.”

      “He looked good. So happy. I wouldn’t mind…” Olivia wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Olivia!” Nicoletta playfully shoved her.

      “If you two are gonna start rating guys on their hotness factor, I’m out,” Gary said.

      “Aw, don’t you want to know your rating?” Olivia teased.

      “I think I know my rating.” He winked.

      “Where are you off to?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I want to see Yuna. See how things are progressing.”

      After the disaster with the sabre-toothed tigers, Yuna had flown them all to the town nearest where her supplies had been stashed. Every day, she would leave to work. Every night, she would return. She didn’t spend a lot of time with them anymore, outside of checking to ensure they were still healing.

      Gary had gotten so used to the potions that healing the old-fashioned way frustrated him to no end. He was convinced Smaug made sure the potions still worked on him. The fucker.

      “Give Yuna my love,” Olivia called.

      “Try to find an ETA for getting home,” Nicoletta begged. “I really want to be there for Jorge.”

      “You want to go off on him,” Gary said to Nicoletta while ignoring the stab of jealousy he felt toward Olivia’s comment. “Rant and rave and curse him in Spanish.”

      “No,” Nicoletta protested. “I am capable of having a civil discussion with someone I’m upset with.”

      “So you are upset.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe it’s silly, but we’re so close. I would’ve thought he would’ve talked to me first before proposing.”

      “You aren’t there,” Olivia pointed out.

      “I know,” Nicoletta said glumly. “So if this does turn out to be a mistake, I’ll feel like it’s all my fault.”

      “It might work out.” Olivia patted her shoulder.

      “Everything might work out,” Gary said. “Clearly, Yuna is working a lot harder than Haru ever did. She does seem to know what she’s talking about. She’ll get us out of here as quickly as she can. Don’t worry.”

      He hugged the girls and kissed Nicoletta on the lips. When he went to kiss Olivia, she laughed and turned her head to the side, so he kissed her cheek.

      “You’re a damn tease,” he whispered in her ear.

      She patted his bulge. “You love to be teased.”

      He groaned. “I hate it.”

      Olivia winked. “You hate that you love it.”

      “Something like that.”

      Gary left the girls in his room and peeked in real quick on Elena. She was sleeping, so he didn’t disturb her. Last night, her soft sobs had woken him. He spent the night in her bed, holding her. She hadn’t had much time to grieve her mom yet, and she was religious to some extent. She believed her mom was in Heaven. Coming so close to dying here in the game had Elena afraid she wouldn’t be able to go to Heaven and be reunited with her parents.

      In his arms, she had settled and slept easier, but the crying clearly had taken a lot out of her. Being here in the game was taking its toll on all of them.

      He left the town and headed toward a secluded hillside that appeared to be ordinary and lackluster. Hidden within was a slight technological base. Yuna had shown them how to access it, but she had not taken them inside.

      Underneath a bush was a panel. Only Yuna, Gary, and the girls could be able to see it, or so Yuna hoped. She did seem open to admitting that Smaug’s ability to tamper and hack the game surprised and alarmed her. Haru had only ever made excuses.

      As Gary placed his palm on the panel, he considered that he hadn’t seen Haru since Yuna had entered the game. That suited him just fine.

      Despite himself, Gary had to admit that he had grown to care for Yuna. She was a friend. Nothing more. Yuna did still eye him, and of course, she and Olivia flirted. Elena and Nicoletta seemed to think of her as a friend only.

      Yes, he still was attracted to Yuna. Yes, he had a few wet dreams about her since she had rescued them. He refused to masturbate for fear his thoughts would drift to her. The girls weren’t up for making love. Maybe Olivia was, but not the others. Gary wasn’t sure he was either. His body still ached from that fight, and he hadn’t even attempted to use his power since.

      The grass on the hill before him faded as the scanner accepted his palmprint. He opened the door and descended the stairs two at a time.

      More than anything, Gary hated being trapped in the game. He was beyond ready to move on. He wanted to return to his life… so long as that life still included his girls. That was his only worry.

      Well, he did have a few others, like a place to live and a job, but Yuna had said they would help with that. He was trying to think positive.

      The top of the stairs was dark, but the lower he descended, the more he saw the glow from the room below. It was almost like a lair. Yuna had described the place as a technological haven, just one room, and he entered it, expecting to be amazed.

      And he was… to an extent.

      Soft light from orbs illuminated the place, almost appearing as crystal balls. Several computers were set up, high tech ones the likes of which he had never seen before. Everything about the room screamed modern living in their world, completely the opposite of the wild nature of the landscape in Shifter War. While every town in the game had been from a different time period—the Wild West one, a Regency one where they had stuck out badly, and this one, which was based on the ancient Vikings.

      All of that was amazing, but one thing wasn’t. Yuna was gone.

      Curious, Gary walked over to the nearest computer. He touched the mouse, but nothing happened. The screen remained dark. He couldn’t get any of them to turn on, and he wasn’t about to ruin things by touching more than just the mouse.

      Maybe Yuna had grown hungry.

      Hoping that was the case, Gary returned to the town to see if she had come back. He had gotten in the habit of avoiding the gazes of the Viking-inspired NPCs. They tended to fight with each other and anyone and everyone. Gary had learned that the hard way when he first felt willing to walk around town after he rested and ate following the battle.

      The smell of the nearby sea normally made Gary feel happy and hopeful. Now, the salt and the brine irritated him. He entered the tavern, but Yuna wasn't there, so he headed to the inn. She wasn't in her room, either.

      “Did you talk to Yuna?” Elena asked, coming up from behind him. “The others told me you left to see her.”

      “I can’t find her,” Gary said. “She’s not here?”

      Elena frowned as she shook her head. Her long, red hair flew everywhere. “You don’t think she’s been lying about helping us, do you?”

      “No. I found the base. There’s equipment there.”

      “Untouched?” Elena asked. “Did it look tampered with?”

      Gary swallowed hard. “I don’t know.”

      “Let’s go check,” she said, rushing down the hall and banging on Nicoletta’s door. “Come on, girls. Field trip.”

      “What’s going on?” Olivia asked as she and Nicoletta came out to the hallway.

      Gary was already dashing down the stairs. Elena could explain. As soon as he left the inn, he took flight. He couldn’t fly quite as quickly as he normally could, but still, it felt good to use his power again.

      Olivia, arm in arm with the other girls, landed right behind him. They waited impatiently for him to access the panel when Nicoletta said something angrily in Spanish.

      Gary glanced up. All three girls were pale and staring at the top of the hill.

      Heart beating against his chest like a hammer, he followed their gaze.

      "Fuck," he said, backing away to take the last spot in line with his harem.

      At the top of the hill was Smaug.
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      Correction. At the top of the hill was not just Smaug. He was there with a bunch of werewolves. Smaug must have been missing his dragon pet from the original game because he was riding on the back of one of the werewolves.

      “Don’t panic,” Elena said, her voice surprisingly calm.

      But Gary definitely felt like panicking when the werewolf Smaug sat on turned its head, and he spied the crescent mark over its one eye.

      This werewolf was none other than the leader of the people in the Wild West town.

      “The cursed townspeople,” Gary muttered.

      “What was that?” Olivia asked.

      “The people who were cursed. The NPCs shifters who couldn’t shift.” Gary glowered at Smaug.

      “Do you think he cursed them?” Nicoletta asked.

      “And then saved them so he could twist them to his evil plan,” Elena said.

      “Wouldn’t put it past the bastard,” Gary grumbled.

      “Or maybe he can just hack the game and make the shifters do whatever he wants,” Olivia suggested.

      “I fucking hate that idea,” Nicoletta muttered.

      “No matter where I go, you lot keep showing up,” Smaug said.

      “Uh, more like the other way around, pal,” Olivia said. “I like your pet dog. Can I pet it?”

      “If you want your hand bitten off, then be my guest.” Smaug’s smile was chilling.

      “Dude, did someone bite your dick or something?” Olivia demanded. “You’re such a dick.”

      “Do you want me to rip your tongue out of your mouth? Because I think that is precisely what you are asking for.”

      “Nah, definitely not. Do you need your ears checked as well as your head?”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t aggravate him,” Gary whispered to her.

      "Stalling. Hopefully, Yuna can show up ‘cause I have a feeling we're gonna need her to save our asses again," she muttered back.

      He gulped. They had handled Smaug before and lived, but now, potions weren’t working. Three of them were in the game. The stakes had never been higher, and the foes in this game had already been more than they could handle.

      They were fucked.

      “Look,” Gary said, taking a gamble, “we know who you are.”

      “Do you now?” Smaug eyed him. His dark orbs appeared lifeless. Their archenemy’s presence chilled Gary to the bone.

      “We don’t know how you got here.”

      “How I found you? Easy. Your fingerprints are all over the game.”

      Fingerprints? Gary frowned.

      “How you got to Shifter War,” Elena corrected.

      “Only the top five players were granted access to this elite issue,” Smaug said.

      “The fuck are you talking about?” Nicoletta blurted.

      Gary was too shocked to speak. Were Haru and Yuna conspiring against them behind their backs? But why? Everything from the very start had seemed off, from the moment Gary hadn’t been assigned a superpower. What kind of superhuman game didn’t even give everyone a superpower? And the mages. The wizard. That had bothered Jorge from the start, and of course, Smaug had been given that power.

      The quiz that assigned the superpowers. The fears. All of it was making Gary question if this was all some kind of twisted mind game.

      “Your ignorance is not amusing,” Smaug said. “Only you four have stood up against me. No longer.”

      “Dude, who gets enjoyment from killing other gamers?” Olivia asked.

      “I do.”

      “Try your hand.” Olivia waved hers and then made a gesture like she was stroking air-cock. “Maybe you’ll realize that sex is a better stress reliever.”

      “You’ve never killed before.”

      “I helped to kill plenty. Dragons, sabre-toothed tigers, a woolly mammoth—”

      “That’s not the kind of killing I’m talking about.” Smaug straightened. Around him, the werewolves grew restless. They wanted to attack.

      Gary called forth his telekinesis. The sight of the twin blue banded circles of light around his wrist and above his hand comforted him.

      "You wish to fight my friends and me?" Smaug smiled.

      “I’d rather talk more,” Gary said, “but I don’t trust you.”

      “My reputation does precede itself.” Smaug buffed his nails against his cloak.

      “As does your previous attacks on our lives,” Nicoletta said dryly.

      “I suppose. Picky, picky.”

      “Where’s Yuna?” Gary blurted. “Did you do anything to her?”

      The girls glanced at him, surprised or upset. Maybe he shouldn’t have mentioned her, but Gary had to know.

      “As I said before, only the top five players are allowed in this elite issue.”

      Gary wanted to punch the smirk clear off Smaug's face. Players? Did he mean Yuna wasn't a player, so she didn't count? Or that she wasn't allowed here? Had he found a way to remove her?

      Had he killed her?

      “Enough talking,” Smaug said. “You bore me. My brethren, attack!”

      As one, the massive wall of werewolves descended down the hill. Gary brought up a forcefield as Nicoletta blasted a small firewall. Some of the werewolves hesitated, but most jumped over it. Olivia took flight, and Elena stepped forward to start hand-to-hand combat with the werewolves. Hand-to-claw?

      So many werewolves, too many to count. Gary tried to see if Smaug remained on the top of the hill, but the battle had begun. He couldn’t waste time looking around, not if he didn’t want to get killed, and he definitely didn’t want that.

      “Time for some fire target practice,” Olivia said. “Ready, Nicoletta?”

      Nicoletta rubbed her gloved fingers over her palms. Her hands hadn't had much time to heal. Why did she sometimes burn when using her power? The previous burns had healed completely, only leaving behind the burnt mark from when she had been a little girl. Would that be the case this time? Chances were high she would re-aggravate the burns she already had, and he hated that.

      “You can do it,” Elena said. As it turned out, the girl made of metal was almost powerful enough to kill the werewolves with a well-placed punch.

      Gary winced as the werewolf she had hit whined and cowered back.

      “Don’t kill them,” he blurted.

      “Are you serious?” Olivia exploded.

      “You don’t understand,” Gary said. “They’re forced to fight us. I know them.”

      “They’re NPCs! They aren’t alive. They aren’t real.”

      Gary knew she was right, but it felt wrong. Never before had any of the enemies they had faced backed away like that. Sure, one of the dragons had stopped chasing them, giving up. That had been because the game told it to stick around in one spot for its quest. These shifters, though, had been manipulated by Smaug. They weren't supposed to be fighting them. At least Gary didn't think so. They were supposed to be town inhabitants. They were supposed to give them quests to embark on so they could become heroes and then megaheroes and superheroes.

      Right now, Gary felt anything but super.

      Olivia was taking point, probably because she hadn’t physically been injured in the other battle. Honestly, at this point, Shifter War felt accurate. This wasn’t just a fight. This was war.

      War against Smaug.

      “Come on, Nicoletta,” Olivia urged. “Elena’s right. You can do it.”

      Nicoletta glanced at Gary. Looking for confirmation?

      He shrugged. This felt so wrong. Maybe he was ridiculous. Maybe he had been inside the game for too long that he felt as if the NPCs were actually people. After all, they interacted with him. That boy, at least he was too young to shift. Gary couldn't handle the thought of—

      Fuck. Some of the werewolves were the size of normal wolves. The other werewolves were three or four times that size. Did that mean the kids were here to fight them, too? The entire clan or pack?

      Nicoletta nodded. “All right. I’ll do my best.”

      She conjured fireballs. Olivia tried to guide them to hit the werewolves. It would’ve been a great plan except the werewolves were smart. They ducked and jumped out of the way. More leaped past the short firewall, and Elena could only handle so many. Gary had kept some of the saber-like teeth, and he fought back to back with Elena. It didn’t matter. The werewolves were closing in, fire be damned.

      And then, it began to rain and not a slight drizzle, either. The rain poured down, dousing the fire, and the werewolves swarmed them, coming at them from all sides as if they were the trash compactor and Gary and his harem were merely pieces of garbage.

      Gary wasn’t about to let them die, not if he could help it. Instead of focusing the forcefield on himself and the girls, he expanded it outward to hold the werewolves at bay. This was much harder to do, what with roughly one hundred werewolves attacking the field, desperate to get inside.

      Olivia landed beside him. “Do you think you can have a second forcefield?”

      “And do what with it?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “Block the rain.”

      He muttered a curse. “I can try, but I won’t be able to fight outside of keeping them and the rain at bay.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll protect you.”

      She locked arms with him and flew him up.

      When Gary flew, it was natural, fluid. It took effort, yes, but it wasn't truly work. Having Olivia guide him through the air was entirely different. Her flight was graceful, but having her do the heavy lifting made him feel weightless and free.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” she murmured.

      Gary did his best to divide his focus. The clouds above them were just as bright and white and fluffy as they had been all day. Was this just a sun shower? Or was it magical? Either way, Gary had to keep the water at bay. Elena was slowly killing werewolves through the shield, careful to move as fast as possible so that the flames didn’t affect her, too. He couldn’t fight, Olivia was helping him, and right now, Nicoletta was neutralized. Eventually, he would wear down, and the forcefield would be no more. Then, they would be dead meat. These werewolves looked hungry enough to eat them whole.

      The first try at a forcefield to stop the rain didn’t work. The water was just too small and somehow managed to pass through despite his efforts. Gary was sweating from the effort of creating a much deeper, more impenetrable forcefield, but suddenly, that sweat was the only water on him. He had done it.

      “Now!” Olivia shouted.

      This time, Nicoletta threw some fireballs directly at the werewolves.

      “Do you trust me?” Olivia shouted in his ear. It was the only way he could hear her over the growling and rumbling of the werewolves.

      “Yes,” he said without hesitation. “Wait. Why do I feel like that’s the wrong answer?”

      Too late. Olivia released him and flew away. He wasn’t able to make himself fly and maintain the two shields, and he fell…

      …but only about a foot. Then, he hovered in place.

      “Oh, thank God.” Olivia grinned from below. “I wasn’t sure that would work.”

      “I’m your lover, not a Guinea Pig!”

      “Could’ve fooled me. Besides, we’ve technically never made love yet, so… are you my lover?”

      “I’m anything you want me to be.” He grunted. Flying under someone else’s power while not holding on left him feeling vulnerable.

      “Alive,” he thought he heard Olivia say. She grabbed one of his saber-like teeth off the ground and began to fly around and fight the beasts. Elena faced northward, Nicoletta concentrated her fire to the southeast, and Olivia had the southwest.

      Did that mean Gary only had to shield the southeast? He started to shift toward only Nicoletta and her werewolves but then remembered Elena was partially metal. He didn’t want her to slip on a slick surface. If she went down at the same time a hole formed in his forcefield, it would be absolutely terrible.

      He could only pull away from the southwest. With Olivia flying around, she didn’t have to worry about the rain so much.

      Unless she lost her grip on the fang. Which she did. While she was outside of his forcefield for some reason. Which she did.

      Gary was about to yank her back inside his protection, but she was already lost beneath a pile of werewolves. One had leaped onto her and dragged her down, and Gary sure as fuck hoped she logged off immediately.

      “We have to kill every one of these fuckers!”  he shouted. “Otherwise, when Olivia logs back in, she’ll be dealing with them.”

      “Get your ass down here and fight,” Nicoletta yelled back.

      “The forcefields,” he said, “they’re too important.”

      “Fly me. Then you won’t have to worry about keeping one around me.”

      “But Elena—”

      “Only around her.”

      “The rain!”

      “Trust me!”

      Muttering a curse, he yanked Nicoletta into the air and released the rains. She had to create larger fireballs that were greatly diminished when they hit, but she was still making them effective. Once he was confident she was all right, Gary tried to use a saber-like tooth as he had before, zipping it through the werewolves, but he couldn’t. Not because he still felt for the shifters. He physically—well, telekinetically—couldn’t do it. Gary was just too exhausted. He hadn’t fully recovered from the last battle, and this one was just as taxing.

      He dropped down to the ground and picked up the fang. He had to stay and fight against the werewolves. They crowded around him. He had kept a small circle around Elena, and he only now realized he needed a circle around himself, too. His reflexes were too slow, and one of the werewolves chomped down on his arm.

      Gary opened his mouth, but no scream came out. He was too furious at himself for letting his guard down and too tired to waste time and effort yelling. He shoved the tooth through the werewolf’s eye and sliced the throat of a second werewolf that tried to leap and tackle him. Paws hit him from behind, and he landed face first in the dirt.

      As he struggled to stand before more werewolves could descend on him, Gary thought back to Yuna. He didn’t have magic. He couldn’t control the soil, but he might be able to move the particles. Not fast enough to make a ditch to seal the werewolves in, but maybe he could create a wall of the soil.

      He struggled to do just that. It meant that he had to stop with the forcefields altogether, but the wall slowly settled into formation.

      “We have to go,” Gary said. “This might be our only chance!”

      “But Olivia—” Nicoletta held her ground and kept on fighting.

      Elena didn’t even stop to look at him.

      “We have to draw them away from here,” he pleaded, desperate for them to understand.

      Elena hesitated before throwing a hook punch into the side of a werewolf’s head.

      “If I have to force you both to come,” he started, still trying to build the soil wall.

      “You’ll never—” Nicoletta started.

      Just then, Olivia flew through the wall. “Sorry,” she gasped.

      She was covered in blood, but she seemed unharmed. Duh. She was an avatar, but still, she was moving just fine, and he was damned happy to see her.

      Olivia glowered at the girls. “You heard the man. Let’s move!”

      The four of them raced away. Olivia flew and picked up Nicoletta, who twisted around to continue to throw fireballs, but they were losing their effectiveness.

      Gary couldn’t. He couldn’t fly. He could hardly run. Elena kept a half-step behind him and fought off any werewolf that neared.

      As before, the werewolves chased them all the way to the town and inside it. They raced into the tavern and barred the door, but that did not matter. The werewolves slammed against the door and windows, crashing through. They terrorized the NPCs in their haste to reach Gary and his harem.

      He led the women up to the roof. There, at the entrance to the town, was Smaug on his werewolf. Smaug pointed at the base of the tavern. No fireball appeared. No ice. No wind.

      Even so, there was an immediate effect.

      And just like that, the tavern buckled. The roof caved in, and the entire place went down in a huge cloud of dust and ashes. Gary coughed and coughed and coughed. His eyes watered, but he found one hand, another, and felt a third on his shoulders. It was time to go. Once again, they were on the run, having to flee.

      Would they ever be able to survive this hellhole? Superheroes Online wasn’t a game. Not anymore. No, it was Hell.
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      Gary and the girls flew and then had to land and run as far and as fast as they could. In the end, they had to loop back around to the Viking town, and they hopped a ship. The NPC refused to ferry them across, so Olivia dumped him into the water. When Gary glanced at her, she shrugged.

      “If he can’t swim, he’s not much of a Viking.”

      As it turned out, Olivia didn’t even need help from the NPC to be able to sail. A guy she knew had a boat and had taught her to sail. Gary had a feeling she had most likely slept with the guy, but he hadn’t asked, didn’t want to know.

      He glanced behind them, pleased to see that the werewolves were falling behind. Some of the mangy beasts had taken to the water and were swimming after them. The others had taken off, but Gary wouldn’t be surprised if they were trying to reach them by land.

      As soon as they docked, they kept on going despite their exhaustion. It was dark so they couldn't tell if the werewolves had been able to swim all the way across, and they couldn't risk Nicoletta using her fire to see because they would be all too visible themselves.

      They rushed onward, using only the light of the five moons and countless stars to guide them. Eventually, though, Gary could tell that Nicoletta was exhausted. Even Elena was dragging her feet. Neither complained though.

      So Gary pretended he was the one too tired to keep going. “I’m too tired to go on. We should camp here for the night. There are trees to give us a higher vantage point, and it’s not too exposed.”

      None of the girls complained about stopping.

      “You all sleep,” Gary said. “I’ll take the first watch.”

      He could just spy Elena’s smirk. “Too tired, huh?”

      “Too tired to go on. Not tired enough to sleep. Please. Rest.”

      She opened her mouth but yawned and then laughed. “My body agrees with you.”

      Nicoletta kissed his cheek and lay down without a word.

      “No kiss for me?” Olivia asked. She waltzed over and hugged the possibly already sleeping Nicoletta and then kissed Elena’s cheek.

      Elena went to kiss Gary but missed, and he helped her recline near Nicoletta.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll keep an eye out. Two even.”

      “Dork,” she whispered before yawning again.

      He watched and listened for their regular breathing before turning to Olivia. “Are you going to log off?”

      “No. I’ll hang some.”

      Gary leaned against a tree and appraised her. “How did you survive back there?”

      "Easy. Well, not easy. I panicked at first if I'm honest, but then I shoved a werewolf aside. Not really a shove, though. I made it fly. Duh. So I made them fly back, and new ones rushed forward, and it was kind of a strange death dance. Whenever I tried to fly upward, they would leap and try to knock me down and almost latched onto my feet a few times. They swatted me out of the air twice, so I just had to keep flying them away until gradually, I had enough space around me that I could fly.”

      “Wow. I hoped you had logged off.”

      “Who do you take me for?” she asked angrily. “I would never leave you guys like that.”

      “There might come a time when you really should.”

      “Not gonna happen.”

      “But—”

      “No.”

      A silence lapsed. To keep himself awake, he scanned all around them. The scene was peaceful, and they heard no howls, but they also heard no animals period. The complete silence except for their breathing unnerved him.

      “Elena told me about your conversation,” Olivia said suddenly.

      “You’ll have to be a little more specific,” Gary said dryly.

      She grinned, but her green eyes didn’t sparkle like they normally did. “About everyone’s powers and their fears and weaknesses.”

      “Let me guess. You have a theory about that.”

      “I do!” This smile was more genuine.

      “Do I know you, or do I know you?” he teased, parroting back a phrase she had told him a few times now.

      “Yeah, yeah.” She waved his words away. “Anyhow, I’m not so sure it was a glitch.”

      “Haru even admitted it was,” Gary protested.

      She just shook her head. “Maybe he thought so, but I think your biggest fear is to be worthless. To be overlooked. Forgotten. Ignored.”

      “Doesn’t everyone feel that way?” he asked.

      “Unloved,” she added softly.

      He winced. “You cut right down to the bone. Maybe give a guy some warning next time?”

      “It also explains a lot about you and your ability to love.”

      “It does?”

      “Although your parents play a role with that, too,” she continued.

      His heart did a little flip. “How so?” he asked quietly.

      “Maybe your desire to love so many comes from your parents,” Olivia suggested.

      “My parents?”

      She nodded. “My little parrot,” she teased before becoming more serious. “Tell me about them.”

      “Well…”

      “What’s the first thing that pops into your head.” She smiled and fluffed her curly light brown locks.

      “That they’re dead,” he muttered, not looking at her. “I was put into the system. I ended up running away. I couldn’t handle being placed with a bunch of strangers. A fake family. No thanks.”

      “Oh, Gary.”

      “Save your pity,” he snapped. “I tried to make something of myself despite everything, but all I ended up becoming was a trashman. And then I got sucked into this game.”

      “Gary—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      She grabbed his fist and with her other hand cupped his chin and forced him to look at her, hovering slightly to be eye level.

      “Listen to me,” she said firmly, glaring at him until he reluctantly nodded. “I do think the reason why you love me, and Elena, and Nicoletta is because your parents died when you were young. You missed out on a lot of years of love. Now, you’re trying to make up for it.”

      He made a scoffing sound. “Not all orphans grow up to have harems,” he said dryly.

      “We’re talking about you, not all orphans. No, not all do, but you, your heart… You’re capable of a lot of things, a lot more than just being a trashman. And you’re capable of a lot of love, more than just for one woman. That’s your truth. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

      “But it’s not normal,” he protested.

      “It’s your normal. Who cares what works for someone else? Aren’t you happy?”

      Gary considered a moment.

      She glowered at him.

      He laughed. “Yes,” he admitted quietly.

      “Yes what?” she prompted.

      “Yes, I’m happy.”

      “Say ‘Fuck normal.’”

      He chuckled some more.

      “Say it!”

      “Fuck normal.”

      “Louder.”

      He glanced at Nicoletta and Elena.

      She waved away his concern. “They won’t wake. They’re sleeping so soundly. Come on. Louder.”

      “Fuck normal.”

      “Louder!”

      “Fuck normal!”

      She winked. “Who’s this Norma? Another member of your harem?”

      “There’s room for three. No more.”

      Olivia giggled and covered her mouth. “You need a dog named Max,” she said.

      “Why?” he asked, confused.

      “And a Santa costume.”

      “What?”

      “Green paint. Think Christmastime.”

      “The Grinch?” he asked, even more perplexed.

      Olivia placed her hand over his heart. “Your heart is three times too large. That’s why you love three women.”

      His heartbeat raced. “I do love you,” he whispered.

      “Hmm. You said once that you would love me if I have small boobs. What if I don’t look like this at all?”

      “It wouldn’t matter.” He shook his head.

      “Bullshit. Everyone knows guys are visual. All about T and A.”

      “Huh?”

      “Tits and ass. Tell me, Gary, are you more into tits or asses?”

      “I love both.”

      “Pick one.”

      “Fine. Asses.”

      “Really? I would’ve pegged you for a breast guy.”

      “Or maybe thighs.”

      She laughed. “You’re a character, you know that?”

      “If you say so.”

      “I do.”

      He slid down along the tree trunk and sat down. Olivia came over and plopped on his lap. She rubbed against him, getting him rock hard almost immediately. Then, she leaned back and took the bottom part of his ear into her mouth, nipping gently. A shot of pleasure went straight to his cock.

      “You’re killing me,” he groaned.

      “Oh, yeah?” She swung around to face him, curled her legs around him, and rubbed harder, faster.

      “Olivia, please.”

      “Please what?”

      “Let me make love to you.”

      She hesitated her movements and then shook her head. “No way am I going to get caught with my pants down when those werewolves find us.”

      “You think they will?”

      “Don’t you?”

      “You aren’t wearing any pants.”

      “It’s an expression.” She kissed him hard, long, and deep. “I want to, but we shouldn’t.”

      “Screw the should.”

      “Besides, don’t you want Nicoletta and Elena, too?”

      He groaned in response.

      “Then shouldn’t we wait until we all can?” she whispered in his ear.

      Gary rubbed her back and then settled his hands against her hips, guiding her to rub even harder against him. He was so ready, beyond ready.

      “I need you,” he whispered.

      “You can’t always get what you want.”

      “I…”

      "Nope." She twisted back around to face away from him, but she continued to rub her ass against his erection. Every second made him grow even harder.

      He couldn’t help himself as his hands began to explore. Olivia didn’t resist as he massaged and teased her nipples through the thin material of her clothes. When all of the rubbing nearly proved too much for her, he dropped a hand down toward her pussy. He pushed the material aside and fumbled for only a few precious seconds until he found her clit.

      She purred, and he rubbed harder against her ass as he shoved three fingers inside of her. If that was all she would give him, he would take it, and he would enjoy it.

      Her walls tightened around him, and she shook her head. “You have… to do… better…” she said through deep breaths. “Oh, fuck!”

      Gary came at the same time she did, and the only thing that would have made it better would’ve been if he could’ve come inside of her.

      “Not bad,” she admitted, her body still trembling.

      “Just you wait,” he promised. “When it is the four of us together…”

      “You better last a long while,” she said.

      He never stopped rubbing against her. “Do you feel this?” he asked.

      “I do,” she purred. “Keeping fingering me.”

      “Anything for you.”
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      How much sleep did Gary get that night? That was tough to say. When he and Olivia finally stopped masturbating each other, his balls were as sore as the rest of his body. At one point, they paused to catch their breath, and he began to doze. Olivia insisted he sleep some, and when he next opened his eyes, morning was just about to arrive.

      And so was a figure. Gary peeked opened his eyes and spotted the person immediately. He groaned and sat up. At least his superhero attire wasn’t wet anymore, but it was a little crusty where he had come inside of it several times. He had more important things to do, like focusing on the newcomer and praying it wasn’t Smaug.

      The closer the person came, the more he realized the figure was female. Curvy hips, that graceful walk…

      It was none other than Yuna. By the time she arrived, Olivia had woken the other girls.

      “You just upped and left,” Yuna said angrily, bitterly once she was within a few feet.

      Gary scrambled to his feet. “We didn’t know where you were, and the werewolves, we—”

      "I had to try and find you. Do you know how long it took me to find you? I had to search everywhere while avoiding those werewolves, and… Do you realize what I thought when I first saw the devastation? I thought you had all been killed!"

      “We never meant to worry you,” Olivia said. She slid closer toward the Japanese woman and tried to hug her.

      Yuna slid to the side and bristled. “Do not touch me,” she said stiffly.

      Elena cleared her throat. “Where, ah, I’m glad you found us. We didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “Upset me? I am not upset!” Yuna cried. “I am hurt. I have been trying so hard to help you all, and this is how you repay me? By leaving me to fend for myself?”

      “We didn’t know where you were,” Gary said. “I tried to find you. I went to the laboratory, or whatever you want to call that place—”

      “You went inside it when?” Yuna demanded. She never sounded angrier or more worried.

      “I went to see you. You weren’t there, so I returned to tell the others. We were heading back when everything went down.” Gary couldn’t bring himself to say Smaug’s name. He was too disgusted by the fucker.

      Yuna was too upset to talk. She just stood there, shaking her head, her gaze slightly unfocused. A few moments of silence passed, and a single tear trickled down her cheek.

      “Everything is falling apart,” Yuna whispered.

      “Yeah, that’s been the case for us for a long while now,” Elena said dryly.

      “Why do you think I’ve butted heads with Haru so many times?” Gary asked. “How is he doing, by the way? Are you still communicating with him because I haven’t heard from him in ages.”

      “We speak, yes.” Yuna seemed preoccupied. “I can confirm for you all that Samuel August is indeed back.”

      “No shit, Sherly, where’d you get your first clue?” Gary asked. “Who do you think brought the werewolves down on us?”

      Yuna ignored his sarcasm. "You went down to see me shortly before he arrived. Which means he most likely had been spying on you." She shook her head and closed her eyes. "I feared this would happen."

      “What would happen?” Nicoletta asked, speaking up for the first time.

      “I was off speaking to Haru when you were looking for me,” Yuna said. “I thought I might be making progress, and I wished to confer with him before proceeding.”

      “We might be able to go home soon?” Nicoletta asked eagerly.

      “Actually, I had reviewed the video game footage of your encounters with Samuel August, and I had to shift focus immediately. I’ve seen how you’ve struggled with the shifters in this world. I feared that if Samuel was able to use the shifters against you, that you would all die.”

      “So you sought out Haru’s advice about getting rid of Smaug,” Gary said flatly.

      Honestly, if they were going to be stuck in the game, getting rid of Smaug once and for all and for real this time was a great goal. But why couldn’t they leave the game to the fucker and go home already? Maybe they could try to turn the game into Smaug’s personal Hell. He deserved it between killing his mother and all of the other shit he’d pulled. Then again, Smaug would just hack the game and turn it into his own paradise anyhow, so that wasn’t much of a punishment, after all.

      “I did,” Yuna admitted. “Unfortunately, Haru could not address my greatest fear.”

      “What’s that?” Olivia asked.

      “I might have a way to stop Samuel from hacking the game.”

      “That would be wonderful!” Nicoletta said. “Go for it!”

      “But it would mean introducing a virus to the game,” Yuna added. “That is my reluctance. We cannot be certain how else the virus will act. We cannot be sure of the ramifications of the virus. It might not be reversible. It could affect the game itself, the NPCs, the food and water.”

      “Could it potentially affect your finding a way for us to return home?” Gary asked grimly.

      Yuna dropped her gaze to the ground. “That is a possibility as well, I am afraid. How did you fare against Samuel this time? Clearly, you all survived again.”

      “Yes, but barely. He had an entire pack of werewolves turned against us,” Elena said.

      "The shifters who could not shift, the ones he cursed," Gary said.

      “Of course,” Yuna murmured. “His hacking the game will only ever serve to benefit him and hinder us.”

      “You could not create the virus to be super targeted?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Given the huge amount of data that goes into such a game like this, it’s unrealistic to think that any virus wouldn’t mutate. That is what concerns us the most.”

      “No food or water potentially,” Elena murmured. “Without them, we’d die.”

      “Can’t Haru get us supplies?” Gary asked.

      “Potentially, but the virus might affect them or else Samuel might.” Yuna held out her hands defenselessly and shrugged. “I apologize. I wish I had better news to share.”

      “It’s not your fault a maniac is in the game here with us,” Olivia said smoothly.

      “Although he did say something interesting,” Gary blurted. He winced. Now wasn’t the time to get into that.

      “What was that?” Yuna asked eagerly. “Anything he says we might be able to use against him.”

      “He said that the top five elite players were in this issue,” Gary said. “What gave him that idea?”

      Yuna furrowed her brows. “That doesn’t make any sense unless… Clearly, he knew you were here. He must have assumed that because we have closed off the door back to the other issues of the game. We hoped that would keep him at bay, but his hacking ability is unlike any other.”

      “It’s too bad he’s a criminal and a grade-A asshole,” Olivia said.

      “Why do you say that?” Yuna asked.

      “Because it sounds like he’s a guy the FBI could use. Or the CIA. The government.” Olivia shrugged. “Why do so many geniuses have to be evil?”

      “Insanity and genius. Two sides of the same coin, aren’t they?” Gary asked.

      “I do not like to think so,” Yuna said stiffly.

      Olivia looked decidedly uncomfortable. “Yuna, we had no idea where you were or how to find you. You can’t be upset with us for fleeing.”

      “You have no idea how I felt when I returned and saw the devastation,” Yuna said. Tears made her eyes glitter like dark jewels. “I thought I lost you all. I thought I was trapped here with only Samuel, and…”

      “No.” Elena shook her head. “You don’t have a right to be upset with us.”

      Uh, oh. Elena sounded pissed. Gary bristled. A fight among themselves was the last thing they needed.

      He tried to catch Elena’s eye, but she pointedly ignored him as she stepped toward Yuna.

      “You left us day after day to work in your lab. Gary wanted to see how you were doing, and you weren’t there. Have you been going there like you said all along?”

      “Of course!” Yuna protested.

      “Fine. Let’s say you’re telling the truth. How were we supposed to know where you had gone? Ever since we got to that Viking town, you started to close up. You kept to yourself.”

      “I was trying to give you all space to recover,” Yuna protested.

      “But you can’t get mad at us for not having even an idea of where to look for you outside of the lab,” Elena pointed out. “Gary made a wall of soil to help slow down the werewolves as we made our escape. You made your own wall, too.”

      Yuna’s shoulders slumped. “I suppose I did,” she admitted. “I had not thought of it like that. I was working so hard, and my fear and worries… I should not have lashed out. Forgive me.”

      “We’re all here together now,” Gary said firmly. “That’s what matters. Now, we need to figure out what to do.”

      “There is the virus,” Yuna said.

      He shook his head. “It’s far too risky.”

      Nicoletta rubbed her throat. “I agree. Maybe we should save that as a last resort.”

      Elena and Olivia nodded their agreement.

      “So be it,” Yuna said.

      “Is there a second lab?” Gary asked.

      “No, but perhaps I can speak to Haru about that. I am not certain that returning to the first is a good idea.”

      "Especially since we might've led Smaug to it," Elena said glumly.

      “That would be my fault,” Gary said. “I, uh, should probably admit that I tried to turn on the computer. Well, I touched a few of the mice, but nothing happened.”

      “The screens were black?” Yuna asked.

      “Yes. Why? Is that a bad thing?”

      “The screensavers should have been on.” Yuna’s worry returned.

      “Do you think the fucker made his way inside before Gary?” Olivia asked.

      “I would not have thought that possible,” Yuna said.

      “You’ve been watching us all along. You talked about video game footage,” Nicoletta said slowly.

      Elena snapped her metal fingers. “It’s possible Smaug’s been tapping into that. He could have seen you enter and exit.”

      “He should not be able to see me,” Yuna protested. “We tried to put safeguards inside the game so that I would be invisible to anyone outside of this issue. NPCs can see me. You all can see me. But Samuel was not meant to be here, so he should not have.”

      “He knew about you,” Gary said.

      Her already pale face paled further.

      “Let’s focus on figuring out a plan,” Olivia said.

      “I hate to say it,” Gary started.

      “Say it,” Elena said.

      “We need our skills to be enhanced. We’re getting our asses handed to us and not just by Smaug. By the shifters, too.”

      “You think we need to become superheroes again,” Nicoletta said.

      “You are already superheroes in my book,” Yuna said, smiling weakly.

      “Looks like we’ve got a game to play,” Olivia said.

      “Fun, fun,” Elena muttered.

      Gary sighed. “It is what it is. We need to be stronger.”

      “Or you need me to be the one to take down Samuel August,” Yuna said grimly.
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      Gary gaped at Yuna. “No. We need you. You’re too important.”

      “I am more than just your ticket out of here,” Yuna protested.

      “You are,” Elena agreed. “You’re a walking, talking strategy guide. What’s the quickest, easiest way to become heroes in Shifter War?”

      “It better not be running around and completing a bunch of silly side quests,” Nicoletta muttered. “We don’t have a lot of time to waste.”

      “More like no time to waste,” Gary corrected.

      Yuna grinned. “Samuel August altering things to suit his purposes in the previous issues had me thinking. I will be honest. When I first reached the lab, I did not immediately set about working on a way to get us home. Because I feared he was here, given the Wild West town of Night Falls and its curse, I was afraid we might have to actually play the game, that we would come to this very point.”

      Gary furrowed his brows in confusion, but then snapped his fingers, grinning. “You hacked the game yourself!”

      “I did. I made it easier for us to become heroes, megaheroes, and superheroes. I don’t abide cheaters, but in this case, with the stakes being life or death for so many of us…” Yuna shrugged. “I did what I must.”

      Olivia hugged her. “You’re already a superhero in my book,” she squealed. “So what do we gotta do?”

      “To become heroes, we need to head north of the Iceland village. There, we will find the berserkers.”

      “Berserkers are shifters?” Nicoletta asked.

      “In some incarnations, yes, bear shifters to be precise. Unfortunately, you will not be able to help us quite so much with this round.”

      The Hispanic’s full lips pouted. “They’re immune to fire?”

      “Yes, and metal,” Yuna said, eyeing Elena.

      “How exactly does that make things easier on us?” Elena complained.

      “We can split up, and you can be ready to track down our foe to become megaheroes. Do not worry. The towns based on Iceland and France are not far apart at all.”

      Gary wasn’t sure he liked the idea of splitting up, but they needed to get through everything as quickly as possible. “Is there a specific berserker we have to face?”

      Yuna nodded and smiled at him. “Indeed. We only need to kill the berserker shaman. He will be wearing a bear skull over his face while in human form, and while a bear, his face will be the only one that is white.

      “Simple enough.” Gary was only okay with the idea of two groups when he considered that the shaman would most likely be protected by the other berserkers. If Elena and Nicoletta could not fight them effectively, then they would need to be protected. Better for them to be working on the next.

      “What about megaheroes?” Elena asked. “Who will Nicoletta and I need to track?”

      “Have you heard of Giles Garnier?” Yuna asked.

      Gary shook his head, but Olivia nodded.

      “I learned about him in class,” she said. “Giles was a Frenchman, sixteenth century I think. He supposedly was a werewolf who killed and ate children.”

      “Yes.” Yuna beamed. “At first, you were supposed to kill every last werewolf enemy shifter in the game, but now, you only have to kill Giles Garnier. Remember, you two will track him for us, but you cannot kill him until we are all there so we can all acquire megahero status together. We will acquire extra skill points if we manage to burn him at a stake, but I assure you that will not be easy. It might be best to kill him however we can and move on.”

      “To becoming superheroes.” Gary held his breath.

      Yuna nodded grimly. “We only have to kill one for this one as well and only the most famous shapeshifter in all of Norse mythology.”

      “Loki,” Elena breathed. “A shapeshifter and a god. A cunning trickster. How exactly is that going to be easy?”

      “We will be able to,” Gary said firmly. “Which way to Iceland?”

      Just then, a howl broke out. Gary immediately grabbed Nicoletta and Elena and took to flying. His body was not quite as beaten up as it had been after the sabre-toothed tiger battle. He wasn't about to allow a little bit of fatigue to slow them down when they had a plan.

      Because the last step wasn’t just to become superheroes. It was to kill Samuel August once and for all.

      If that was even possible.

      Yuna and Olivia took flight and not a moment too soon. Down below, werewolves burst through to stand right where they had just been. They threw back their heads and howled, but Gary and the others were already flying away.

      The Japanese woman and Olivia moved to the front, and Gary followed behind.

      “Do you want me to go with you two?” he asked.

      Nicoletta coughed slightly. “Did you notice how Yuna reminded us that we can’t kill that Frenchman without her being there?”

      Elena nodded.

      Gary groaned. “You two have to be there when we kill the shaman.”

      “Yep,” Nicoletta said.

      “An oversight on her part,” Elena said. “She’s under as much stress as we are, if not more.”

      “Definitely more,” Nicoletta said. “She’s trying so hard to help us and probably feels stretched in fifty different ways between keeping us alive, Smaug, and getting us home.”

      “That’s only three. Can’t you count?” Elena teased.

      “Only on days that end in ‘Y.’ Oh, and when I’m in the mood.”

      They all laughed, but it was slightly forced. The weight of time crushed them.

      Thankfully, Yuna was flying away from the Viking town, more toward the northwest. This town was massive, and in the land surrounding it, Gary spied volcanoes, fjords, glaciers, and geysers.

      He did not want to be near the volcanoes or geysers, not after Vampire War. Gary grinned when Yuna had them land on a steep cliff overlooking one of the fjords.

      “The berserkers shouldn’t be far from here,” Yuna said. “To head to the French village, go—”

      “We can’t go,” Nicoletta said.

      Yuna blinked and then slumped her shoulders, the first time Gary had seen her with less than perfect posture. “You are right. How could I have forgotten? Allow me to apologize.”

      “No, no, it’s fine,” Elena said.

      “Stop kissing each other’s butts and let’s kill that shaman, yeah?” Olivia said.

      Yuna nodded and headed forward. The rocky cliff gave way to grass, and Gary soon smelled smoke.

      “They like to dance around fires,” Yuna murmured.

      Further ahead was a forest. It felt almost strange to walk by foot as they slowly moved forward. The smell of an animal cooking had Gary’s mouth watering. He couldn’t recall the last time he had eaten.

      Without warning, Yuna halted. Up ahead was a clearing. Twenty hulking men in furs that covered their groins and thick boots sat around the fire. Their muscular chests were bare and expansive enough to make any man feel inferior.

      “Your next Halloween costume,” Olivia murmured to Gary.

      “We’ll see about that.”

      He scanned the men. Although many had on war paint that made them look more like bears than men, none had a skull on its face.

      “There.” Yuna nodded just off to the left. Standing against a tree, separate from the other berserkers, was the shaman.

      “If we can kill him from afar,” Gary murmured, “that would be ideal.”

      “Allow me,” Yuna begged in a desperate whisper. “I feel as if this has been my fault.”

      “Not at—fuck.”

      The berserker shaman was looking straight at Gary. How had he realized Gary was there? They were too far away to be overheard, especially since the other berserkers were talking and laughing!

      The berserker shaman pointed and grunted several times, perhaps speaking as the other berserkers jumped to their feet with weapons raised.

      Gary burst forward. The nearest berserker tried to slice Gary in half with his axe, but Gary telekinetically yanked it out of his hands.

      “Whoops. Sorry, pal. Didn’t your mother ever teach you not to run with scissors, er, weapons?”

      Gary ducked to avoid a punch and then had to jump to avoid being speared. He ran around the berserkers to the nearest tree and managed to break off a branch with his powers. It wasn’t super thick, but the place where it broke was sharp. His own spear. While the berserkers fought with all metal weapons, his spear was wooden.

      He stabbed a berserker, but he didn’t have enough force to pierce the man’s chest. He tried again, using his power, and the berserker was impaled this time, grunting like a bear before succumbing to death.

      Just then, chanting broke out. The berserkers began to dance and shift into their bears.

      “Elena!” Gary spotted her hanging back and had to kill two more berserkers to make his way over. He tossed her the spear. “Get to it!”

      She grinned and entered the fray.

      “Not fair,” Nicoletta complained. “Ooph!”

      He flew her up to sit on a high branch. “Where’s the shaman?” he asked her.

      She carefully stood and pointed northwest. “He’s trying to run away!”

      “Send up a fireball into the sky if you or Elena need help,” he shouted.

      Gary raced after the shaman. He hadn’t seen Olivia or Yuna once they had been spotted. They were just ahead of him.

      “We have to get the shaman back toward the others,” Olivia was saying.

      “I can help with that,” Gary said. He rushed past the two women, spotted the shaman, and lifted him into the air, flying him back toward the others.

      So maybe he banged the shaman into a few trees on the way back. Whoops.

      Once they arrived back in the clearing, Gary glanced at Yuna. “You wanted to do the honors?”

      “With pleasure.”

      She stepped forward as a massive bear sideswiped Gary. He went flying and slammed into a tree. Fuck, that hurt. Thankfully, he managed not to hit the back of his head against the trunk, but he had bitten his tongue. Dazed, he knew he was forgetting something. He struggled to stand. Through hazy vision, he saw the shaman race toward the fire and dance in it, chanting. Swiftly, he transformed into a bear twice the size of the other berserker bears. Foaming at the mouth, the white-faced shaman-bear rushed over and swatted the tree Nicoletta was in. The tree cracked, but thankfully, Nicoletta jumped to the next tree over.

      The berserkers still numbered a great deal. Elena was handling them well enough, but then, Olivia stepped up.

      “Time for a bath,” she declared, and she sent them all flying back toward the sea nestled between the two cliffs of the fjord.

      Elena’s wooden spear was slick with blood. She gave a wild cry of her own as if she shared the berserker’s fury. Before she could stab the shaman-bear, the bear bit the spear without snapping it, yanked it out of her hands, and tossed it into the fire.

      The damn thing was smart.

      Gary glanced at Yuna. What was she waiting for? A glance her way revealed her hand was trembling. Her eyes were wide with fear.

      If she was trying to use her superpowers, nothing was happening.

      He cleared his throat. Despite the wild thrashing of the shaman-bear, she heard him or else she felt his gaze. She nodded.

      Without hesitating, Gary used his power to break off another tree branch, this one much thicker.

      “Olivia, distract it,” he shouted, grateful to see Elena had armed herself with another branch and was moving to stand before Yuna like a human shield.

      The flier looped and zoomed near the shaman-bear, careful to keep out of reach. When the shaman-bear’s back was to Gary, he telekinetically slammed the tree branch through the bear’s back and all the way down to the ground, impaling it, pinning it in place.

      The shaman-bear struggled to move. It wasn’t dead just yet, so Elena stepped forward and shoved her new wooden spear through his mouth.

      The shaman-bear immediately stopped struggling.

      Congratulations! You are now heroes!
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      While the girls congratulated themselves on a job well done, Gary stepped around the dead bodies and spied the meat the berserkers had been cooking. The fight had caused the makeshift rotisserie to topple over onto its side, and the animal carcasses were cooked and ready to be eaten.

      “Let’s enjoy the fruit of our labors,” he said.

      They dug into the meat. Yuna even found some wicked strong ale that the berserkers had been drinking. They did not drink too much, wishing to not be drunk for the next part of their master plan.

      “Besides, we can drink it after Smaug is dead,” Olivia said.

      "We're going to carry around these?" Elena held up the animal hide waterskin.

      "You betcha," Olivia said eagerly. "They've been orphaned, the poor ales. We have to adopt them and give them a new home." She patted her flat stomach.

      They all burst out laughing, and Gary was beginning to feel better.

      Once they ate their fill and allocated their new experiences and skill points, Yuna led the way by air, this time heading slightly southeast. Again, they bypassed the village and hovered above a vineyard.

      “Giles Garnier killed his first victim in a vineyard,” Olivia said.

      “You know too much about this serial killer,” Gary said.

      “Kinda disturbing,” Nicoletta teased.

      “The human mind is fascinating,” Olivia said defensively.

      “Will it be easier to track him by flying around or by hunting him on the ground?” Elena asked.

      "On the ground, I do believe," Yuna said, "but only after we’ve seen some evidence that he’s been nearby. Until then, I suggest we fly around some."

      So they did, and they soon spotted small bodies with legs ripped off, bellies cut, flesh removed from arms and thighs. The sight disgusted Gary, and Nicoletta, on his right side, muttered that she felt sick to her stomach. He didn’t blame her.

      “Do you need to touch down?” he asked.

      “I’m fine,” Nicoletta said, but beneath her tanned skin tone, she looked a little green.

      As it turned out, Yuna landed a few moments later. “We need to be careful,” she said. “Giles Garnier is going to be harder to kill than the berserkers.”

      The strange silence all around them infuriated Gary. It was enough to make him go mad. Why hadn’t they included more small animals that weren’t shifters? More insects to make their music? His heart was thudding too loudly for him to be able to concentrate.

      Just then, Olivia let out a blood-curdling scream. Gary whirled around to see a man with long, straggly hair and dirty clothes biting and ripping off the flesh of Olivia’s arm.

      Gary went to use his power to slam the bastard back, but the bastard was already rushing and hiding within the vineyard, running away on all fours even though still in his human form.

      “Be careful,” Yuna warned as she dashed over to Olivia’s side to aid her.

      Gary hated to leave Olivia while she was injured, but they had to kill this bastard so they could kill that damned trickster so they might have a chance of killing that fucker. His to-kill list was too long yet for his liking, but that was going to change any minute now.

      With Nicoletta and Elena on his heels, Gary tore after Giles Garnier. Row after row, Gary tried to find the bastard, and eventually, he gave up and took to the sky, just high enough to see the entire vineyard.

      Claws connected with his foot, piercing through his boot toward his heel, and Gary was dragged to the ground, his back slamming against a rock. His back spasmed, and he couldn’t move.

      Giles Garnier was no longer human, but he wasn’t a werewolf the same as the other werewolves they had faced. Those had been massive wolves many times a normal one. Giles Garnier was more of a hybrid between a man and a wolf, more a wolfman than anything else.

      The bastard yanked his claw free and pounced on Gary before he could react. Foam trickled down the corners of his mouth. He was salivating at the chance to eat Gary.

      “Sick bastard,” Gary said. He tried to lift a hand so he could use his powers, but Giles Garnier placed his wolfman hands on Gary’s shoulder to pin him in place, his arm locked and unable to move.

      “Nah, you don’t want to eat him,” Elena called. “Try some of this.” She held out her arm.

      The wolfman didn’t even glance over at her. A huge fireball went his way, but the wolfman merely huffed and puffed it out because of course he would.

      Saliva dropped onto Gary, and the wolfman opened his mouth. A flash of silver was all Gary could see, and then the wolfman was yanked off of Gary by his mouth.

      Damn was Elena strong.

      The two were locked together, the wolfman close to the ground, Elena squatting and grunting, using all of her might. The wolfman growled and tried to bite her, but Elena’s brute strength enabled her to keep the jaws apart. Gary had a feeling that if Giles was allowed to bite, he would break anything placed between his jaws.

      “Now, Nicoletta!” Elena shouted.

      The Hispanic sent wave after wave of fire at the wolfman, but although they made contact with his fur, the fire immediately went out.

      “What the hell?” Nicoletta muttered as she tried again. “Gary, check and see if he has some kind of forcefield.”

      Gary obliged, but there was nothing there for him to detect. The moment he tried to keep the wolfman’s mouth open so Elena could shift her focus elsewhere, the strangest sensation washed over Gary. His mouth filled with blood, and he could taste raw meat. Flesh. A vision came of biting into the child they had seen, and Gary severed the telekinetic connection. What the fuck was that? Wasn’t that telepathic? Gary sure as fuck wasn’t Olivia. He did not want to understand a serial killer or get into one’s mind.

      Elena’s knees were buckling from the strain of squatting. Why wasn’t she standing? Ah, because then the wolfman would be free to swipe at her with his claws. The wolfman must have realized this because it jerked back slightly and began to stand on its hind legs. As it went to slip Elena, Gary tried to create a forcefield around her, but it didn’t quite go as planned. Instead, he sent out a blast of his own, not of fire, of course, but telekinetic energy. The blue, wisp-like beam flew out, and the telekinetic bomb exploded between the two, and they went flying apart.

      Elena hurled backward and slammed into Nicoletta. The two went down hard. As for the wolfman, he slid backward, but he dug his claws into the ground, which slowed his movement. Blood dripped from the corners of his mouth. Gary hoped like hell that the wolfman had bitten his tongue.

      The wolfman stalked toward Gary. The ground trembled with every step it took. In the previous issues, their enemies all had fake eyes. There was no intelligence there. The NPCs had the same eyes. The avatars, on the other hand, had intelligent eyes.

      This wolfman had those same eyes, and with a sense of guilt, Gary realized those cursed shifters somehow had real eyes, too.

      What the hell was Smaug doing to the game?

      Where the hell was Yuna? Was Olivia that badly hurt?

      The wolfman was only a few feet away now. Gary tried to throw out another telekinetic blast, but he wasn't sure how he had done it in the first place. He could, however, use the nearby vines to wrap around the wolfman's legs and arms. The wolfman howled and struggled against the plants, but Gary reinforced the vines with his power, so essentially, the wolfman and Gary were engaged in a dangerous game of tug of war.

      A wave of fatigue washed over Gary. He was exhausted. How long had he been fighting? Ever since he had entered this damn game. Damn Jorge for getting it for him. Damn Yuna for not finding them an easier way to become megaheroes. Damn Haru for not getting them out of here already. Damn Smaug for making Shifter War necessary in the first place.

      “Damn you,” Gary muttered to the wolfman.

      His grip on the vines was weakening. The wolfman would be free any second. Gary should fly away. No, find the girls and fly away. They could wait a day or two before becoming megaheroes. Maybe. If they could find a spot where they could rest and heal and recover more fully.

      Instead of flying, he seized the last saber-like tooth he had. Gary waited for the wolfman to lunge. He brought up one hand to telekinetically keep the wolfman’s mouth shut while he stabbed the bastard in the chest.

      The tip of the saber-like tooth connected with a rib and bounced off.

      The tip of the wolfman’s fangs sank into Gary’s hand.

      Despite the pain he was in, Gary brought up his other hand and stabbed the wolfman in the neck, except the fang wouldn’t puncture its skin.

      Just then, Elena rushed over and yanked on the wolfman’s arm so viciously that the wolfman had no choice but to let Gary go. The movement was so powerful that a few of the teeth remained embedded into Gary’s arm.

      In a flash of silver, Elena furiously punched and kicked the wolfman. Although she was landing her blows and avoiding or blocking his, her assault did not seem to frustrate or harm the bastard.

      Nicoletta came over and tried her fire once more. Nothing worked. The fire continued to die the moment it connected with him.

      It was almost as if magic was protecting him.

      Magic.

      Smaug.

      Fuck.

      “Somehow, I don’t think that extra credit of burning him at the stake is going to happen,” Nicoletta yelled.

      “Stop your whining,” Olivia said as she flew over. She held her injured arm close to her body, and she effortlessly caused the wolfman to fly. “Gary, if you’ll be so kind as to torture him…”

      Gary’s mind was beginning to fog. His wound was bleeding, his entire side felt sticky, and it was so very dark. He could hardly see.

      “Torture?”

      “Rip out his claws, his teeth,” Olivia said. “Anything that makes him dangerous.”

      “Right,” Gary said, and he proceeded to pry one of the embedded teeth from his arm.

      “From his person. Wolf. Whatever.”

      Nodding, Gary lifted his good arm, but he couldn’t do anything more than fall to the ground.

      “He’s losing too much blood,” someone said.

      “Don’t worry about me,” he tried to say, but all he heard was a groan.

      As he almost faded to unconsciousness, an idea came to him.

      “Nic…”

      “I’m here.” She touched his hand.

      All he did was think of his plan. He tried to push that thought from his mind through his fingers to hers and her mind.

      Then, he knew no more.
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      When Gary awoke, he realized two things. One, he had gained two more levels so now he was level five-hundred and ninety-nine. And two, he still felt like death. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t see.

      But he could listen, and the girls weren't exactly quiet.

      “How can we help him?” Elena asked.

      “Without knowing his blood type, I don’t know if setting up a blood transfusion is the best of ideas,” Yuna said.

      “Are the cons that serious?” Olivia asked. “Just do it!”

      “It’s not as if I have needles and supplies for this,” Yuna protested.

      “You should’ve been more prepared,” Elena snapped. “You waltzed in here with all kinds of powers, but you can’t help to heal someone?”

      “At least we killed that terrible wolfman,” Nicoletta said softly.

      “At what cost?” Elena asked. “He deformed my arm, and I don’t know if this limp will ever go away. I can’t kick with my left leg. All of us got bit. How were you able to help Olivia but not Gary?”

      “Olivia is an avatar,” Yuna said in her calm voice.

      Gary just wanted to sleep. Only the fear that he wouldn’t wake up again prevented him from giving in. From giving up.

      “Damn, he’s bleeding again.”

      “All right. Nicoletta, you need to burn the end of this fang,” Elena said.

      “Why?”

      “To kill off any germs. Then we’ll need some kind of hollow tube to get my blood into Gary.”

      The girls began to talk and argue about health and safety and all of that. Honestly, Gary didn’t care about that. They said he was bleeding again. The bleeding had to be stopped.

      Maybe he could do it.

      Gary retreated from his mind and focused on his body. He wasn’t sure if he even could do that, but gradually, he did not hear the girls anymore. All he heard were his thoughts, worries, and his heartbeat.

      As he focused on his heart, a strange swooshing sound filled his ears. Blood rushing through his veins. He followed along the different veins and gradually found his wound. It was a huge knot, a cluster of ripped muscle, torn skin, blood everywhere inside and outside.

      He set about trying to smooth out the veins, to unravel the knots, to rebind the veins, muscles, and skin. Maybe he was doing it. Maybe he was hallucinating.

      Maybe it was time for sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When Gary woke, he opened his eyes. That was a good sign. He inhaled deeply. His lungs were fine. His body didn’t feel as if he was in pain. In fact, other than feeling tired, he seemed all right.

      He glanced to the left. Elena sat on a chair beside his bed. She had fallen asleep. Yuna wasn’t in the room. Neither was Olivia. On his right was Nicoletta.

      “You’re awake,” she said. “How do you feel?”

      “Hungry. Thirsty. Tired. Confused. What happened?”

      Nicoletta rushed to help him sit up and then sat beside him on the bed, facing him. “You aren’t bleeding anymore.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “How?”

      “I think I healed myself. What happened?” he repeated.

      Her eyebrows lifted, but she didn’t question him. “You… We touched hands. You gave me an idea how to kill Giles Garnier. That was your idea, wasn’t it?”

      Gary nodded. “So Olivia pinned him in place against the vines? She was able to?”

      “Yes. He wasn’t able to move at all! Elena ripped out his teeth and all of his claws. The screams…” She shuddered.

      “Loud and terrible?”

      “Yes, and… at first, he sounded like a young girl then a young boy and then a different girl… Olivia thought maybe his victims…”

      “Because that’s not fucked up,” Gary muttered.

      “Right?” Nicoletta wiped a tear away, and he realized she was favoring her palms.

      “Did you get burned again?” he asked. He captured her hand and rubbed it through her glove.

      “My regular fire wasn’t enough. I had to have it burn hotter than ever before.”

      He stared at her, and she nodded at his unspoken question. Gently, he removed her glove and cursed himself for gasping out loud. Not only was her palm burned, but the scorched marks went up toward her elbow.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’m sorry. You said you were thirsty, hungry. Let me get you something—”

      “No,” he said firmly. “Let me concentrate.”

      Gary closed his eyes. When he had been able to cause things to explode in the past, he had reached inside, to the particles, and ripped it apart. Now, he reached inside, just the same, found the burns, and did his best to separate it away from her skin. Once he finished the one side, he worked on her other arm. By the time he was done, he realized he had an audience, the other girls had all arrived, plus a tray of food and water was waiting for him.

      Nicoletta filled the others in as he ate. Elena stirred, and she described how they had killed the wolfman.

      “And the fire was turning blue, Gary. The hottest flames there can be! Yuna came, and that was it. Her added fire was enough, and the wolfman finally burned. It wasn’t at a stake, not really, but he burned to death.”

      Gary shook his head. “You sound so satisfied about that.”

      “I am.”

      “Gary, how did you heal yourself?” Yuna asked.

      “I think through my power,” he said. He motioned Olivia over. “Are you all better?”

      She nodded. “Potions don’t work on me, but Yuna tapped into the game to at least change that much.”

      “Tap into the game? How? When?”

      “The last time I spoke with Haru,” Yuna said, “I told him to install more of those secret bases. I knew we would be facing off against the berserkers, Giles Garnier, and Loki, so I specifically asked for them to be near those locations. I can help Olivia more than I can help us, unfortunately.”

      “Understandable.”

      “But if you can heal us…” Yuna appraised him and smiled. “You claim I am powerful, Gary, but you are the most powerful of us all.”

      He shrugged. "I think I just need a little more rest. Then, we can head out and tackle Loki." Gary hesitated and glanced around. The room was small with white painted walls, no windows, a bed, and a few chairs. "Where are we?"

      “In another town. We’re trying to lay low. Two nights ago, we heard werewolves howling nearby.”

      He gaped at Olivia. “Two nights ago?”

      “Yes, you’ve been out that long. The bleeding had stopped for a bit, so we thought you were doing better, but then it started again.” She shrugged.

      “And those werewolves are still hunting us,” he growled.

      “Yes, but flying everywhere gives them no trail to track.” Yuna smiled. “You need to sleep. We all do. Once we’re ready, we’ll track down the trickster god.”

      “And then, we’ll go after Smaug. If this isn’t for the final time, I quit,” Gary said.

      “You’re not allowed to quit,” Oliva admonished.

      “No? Why not?”

      She leaned close and whispered in his ear, “I don’t fuck losers, so you sure as fuck better win.” Olivia licked his earlobe and then pulled back, grinning.

      "With you all by my side, how can I possibly lose?" Gary asked.

      Honestly, despite coming close to dying, Gary felt on top of the world. This time would be different. He was certain. Smaug would die. They would go home. Their world would change, but they would find a way. Nothing could break the bond of love Gary shared with Olivia, Elena, and Nicoletta. Nothing. Even Yuna had bonded with them. Not sexually. No. Not sexually for him.

      Except when he fell asleep a few moments later, the Japanese woman was the one he dreamed about. She tied him down for "experiments," and each one was something different sexually. In the dream, Gary came over and over and over. No surprise, he woke hard as hell, and his clothes were wet.

      His mind rejected Yuna. So did his heart. His body, though, was weak.

      A worry for after Loki and after Smaug.
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      Gary woke up in the same room, only this time, he was alone. He took quick care of his erection, daydreaming about Elena, Nicoletta, and Olivia taking turns riding him, sucking him, or him thrusting deep into their pussies or asses. He made a point of not thinking about another woman.

      Once he cleaned up, he left the room and followed his nose to the kitchen. The others were there already, eating some biscuits and drinking tea.

      “This place based on England?” Gary asked.

      Yuna nodded. “Yes. How are you feeling?”

      “Ready to kick some trickster ass.”

      “Good.” She pushed her teacup toward him, but an NPC bustled over with food and drink for him. “We have been discussing how best to approach Loki.”

      “Can’t he turn into a horse?” Gary asked. “I think I read something crazy about him being the mother of something? How?”

      “Because of being a horse. He was a mare, and yes, he gave birth to Sleipnir,” Yuna said.

      “Sleipnir?” Gary repeated. The name sounded so foreign.

      “An eight-legged horse,” Olivia said.

      “You know about everything,” Elena said.

      Olivia shrugged. “I’m huge into Marvel. And I love mythology.”

      “And Tom Hiddleston is hot,” Nicoletta added.

      “Damn straight.”

      All of the girls laughed. Even Yuna giggled.

      Gary shook his head. “Glad you all agree on that point.”

      Olivia laughed again. “He’s also the father of the wolf Fenrir and a sea serpent. I don’t remember its name.”

      “Don’t remember or can’t pronounce it?” Yuna teased.

      “Both.” Olivia grinned.

      Yuna gestured for Gary to eat, and he obliged. “I do not think we’ll have to worry about his children, only Loki. To answer your question, Gary, Loki has historically shifted into a mare, a salmon, and a fly. It is possible that he can change into other forms as well. It would be best if we do not engage him in conversation. He will try to trick us and turn us against each other. He has a silver tongue.”

      “There’s nothing that will tear us apart,” Olivia said confidentially.

      Gary so badly wanted that to be true. He wanted everything to be perfect, with just him, Olivia, Elena, and Nicoletta. Yuna had become a dear friend, and, yes, he was attracted to her, but he didn’t love her. With her, it was just lust.

      That realization had him wholly and completely accepting his love for the other three. A harem truly was what he wanted, but it was born out of love. Anyone who thought differently was wrong. It had taken him a little while to fully accept this, but love wasn’t normal. It wasn’t the same for everyone.

      But his love, his harem, he could definitely see Loki trying to ruin it.

      They talked and joked as if they weren't about to fight a battle that would be their toughest challenge yet. The team armed themselves and prepared to leave.

      “Loki’s eastward,” Yuna said. “Flying will be our best bet. Olivia, you fly Nicoletta. I’ll fly Elena and Gary.”

      “Why me?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Aw, I’m feeling the love,” Olivia said. “Don’t you want another kiss?”

      Elena’s eyes widened, but she didn’t say anything. Out of the corner of his eyes, Gary saw the metal superhero lick her lips. While he hoped this meant she was willing to broaden her horizons, he wasn’t about to be carted around as if he was an invalid.

      “Yuna, I don’t need you to fly me,” Gary protested.

      “You need to conserve your strength,” the Japanese woman said firmly.

      “I’m fine.”

      “You are our strongest asset. You can heal us. You must be able to do so.”

      Gary gritted his teeth, but he nodded. She had a point. He wasn’t going to pretend that healing wasn’t an amazing new skill.

      “What else can people with telekinesis do?” Gary asked.

      “Can we talk as we fly?” Olivia asked. She was bouncing on her toes.

      “You’re that eager to kill Loki?” Nicoletta asked.

      “It won’t be easy. Is he as hot in the game as is he in the movies?”

      Yuna shook her head. “We have to kill him.”

      “Yes, yes,” Olivia said with a sigh.

      They left and took to the skies. Gary didn’t even bother to glance around to see what time period the town had been from. Yuna was able to make Gary and Elena fly without touching them. He knew Olivia could do the same, but she always held onto the persons she flew with. An extra reason to touch us. He didn’t blame her at all.

      Just thinking about Olivia and her touching Nicoletta had Gary hard. So inappropriate. Not the right time at all. It had been too long since he last made love to one of them.

      To distract himself, he asked Yuna again, “What else can people with telekinesis do?”

      “Come on, now, Gary,” Elena said. “You should be able to think of one other thing at least.”

      He frowned and considered what telekinesis was. Moving objects with his mind, so flying, the forcefields…

      “Bending spoons!” Elena laughed.

      He sighed and groaned. “You didn’t give me a chance to think long enough!”

      “Are you trying to claim you would’ve thought of that?”

      “The world will never know.”

      Yuna glanced from Gary to Elena. “You two are adorable.”

      Elena blushed. “Thank you.”

      “Nothing about me is adorable,” Gary grumbled.

      Yuna giggled. “I did not mean to offend you.”

      “Oh, I’m not offended. I’m just correcting you, that’s all.”

      “You can’t correct an opinion,” Elena teased.

      “Will you ever stop ganging up on me?” Gary asked, shaking his head. One would think shaking his head would make him dizzy while flying, but it didn’t. The flight was so smooth that if he just focused on the women, he wouldn’t even realize he was flying.

      “Um… not likely.” Elena shrugged.

      “As for other skills—” Yuna started.

      The rest of her words were drowned out by the rumble of thunder. There were no clouds, and the lightning that streaked in the sky started at the ground and headed upward.

      Toward Olivia and Nicoletta.

      Gary glanced below. It took him a moment to spot the fucker.

      “Smaug,” he said.

      He destroyed the link between himself and Yuna so he could zoom forward toward the other two. Reaching out telekinetically, Gary didn’t put a forcefield around them. Instead, he encased Smaug, hoping that would be strong enough to contain any more lightning strikes.

      He laid a hand on Olivia’s and Nicoletta’s shoulders. “We should fly away. We don’t want to face him. Not now, not yet.”

      They nodded and headed back toward the others when Gary smelled smoke. He glanced over to see Nicoletta throwing a massive fireball straight for Smaug. It was the largest blast she had ever produced. Swiftly, Gary tried to shift the forcefield so it would allow the fire to obliterate Smaug.

      Even more incredible than its sheer size was the explosion the moment the fireball collided with Smaug. Smoke billowed toward them.

      “Wicked!” Olivia shouted.

      They continued to fly away from the smoke, the blast, and Smaug, when suddenly, Nicoletta shrieked. A rod pierced her side, and she slumped down, flying yet because of Olivia, but unconscious or perhaps dead.

      Shocked, Gary could only nod when Olivia shoved Nicoletta into his arms. The others surrounded him, and he barely noticed Olivia swooping downward. Gary was too preoccupied with reaching inside of Nicoletta with his power. He wasn’t sure if he could remove the rod without causing more damage, but he tried to make things right inside her body. It was guesswork, of course. He wasn’t a doctor and had no medical training. But up close like this, nearly subatomic, he could piece things back together as if the muscles and bones were puzzle pieces to sort. The blood was trickier, but he did his best, working from the left side of her body toward her right, shoving out the rod as he went.

      The others were talking, screaming, crying. Gary ignored them all, listening only to Nicoletta’s heart. It beat slower and slower, and he tried to speed up the process, to help her, heal her, save her.

      “No! You’ll die like Nicoletta!” Yuna shouted.

      “But Olivia!” Elena yelled back. “He’s killing her a gazillion times over!”

      Gary eased out the rod.

      Nicoletta’s eyes fluttered, and she gasped, looking around wildly. “Wh-What happened?”

      He forced her to look at him. “Are you all right?”

      “I-I’m fine. I don’t understand. I thought I was dead.”

      “You’re okay?”

      She nodded.

      Gary handed her off to Yuna and then dove down. The smoke lingered yet, making visibility difficult, but he spied Olivia and then Smaug. The supervillain stood over the flier, pummeling her with lightning from his fingertips. He looked like a dark overlord.

      Fists held out, Gary flew as forcefully as he could and plowed straight into Smaug’s back, knocking him to the side. Gary allowed one more hook and then an uppercut for good measure. A bolt of lightning seared through Gary as he tore back toward Olivia. He ignored the pain, the shock, cradled her body, and zoomed away as quickly as he could, bypassing the others.

      Once a-fucking-gain, they had to flee.
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      Gary didn't stop flying for what felt like hours. Olivia wasn't unconscious, and she never left the game. The flier just clung to Gary as if she was terrified she would fall.

      “I got you,” he kept repeating. “Don’t worry. You’re safe now. I got you.”

      “Nicoletta,” Olivia whispered through tears. “Is she…”

      “She’s fine. Are you?”

      Olivia clung to him even tighter and closed her eyes.

      Yuna eventually bypassed him and led the way. They reached an island of ice, and Yuna brought them to the town. Once they were settled in a room in the inn, Gary tried to release Olivia, but she wouldn’t let him.

      “I can’t,” she murmured, trembling.

      “Can’t what?” he asked, rubbing her back.

      She shook her head and buried her face into his chest.

      “Olivia,” Nicoletta said, sounding strong and compassionate.

      Olivia stilled, slowly released Gary, and turned. “I’m so sorry. He nearly killed you and—”

      “And you didn’t hesitate to go and fight for me, to distract him so that Gary could heal me.” Nicoletta held out her arms, and the two embraced. Nicoletta brushed back Olivia’s hair and kissed her full on the lips.

      Gary almost felt as if he was intruding on a private moment, and he glanced away.

      “You rescued me as much as Gary did,” Nicoletta whispered. “I can’t thank you enough. I don’t know how to repay you.”

      "You don't need to unless you want to…" Olivia wiggled her hips.

      Nicoletta laughed. “Why am I not surprised?”

      The Hispanic’s smile faded, and she whirled around to face Yuna.

      “You. Olivia was killed so many times. What level are you now?” Nicoletta demanded.

      “That doesn’t matter,” Olivia protested.

      "Yes, it does." Nicoletta turned back to Yuna. "What level are you?"

      “Two hundred and two.”

      Holy crap. Already? She was one hell of a gamer. Her powers were no joke.

      “Olivia, please don’t make me ask you again.”

      “Less than that,” Olivia admitted in a whisper. “But that doesn’t matter!”

      “Of course it matters!” Nicoletta exploded. “Can you fly?”

      “I’m sure I can. I could do that since the start of the game.”

      “Can you make me fly?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I… I don’t want to try.”

      “Then fly with Elena,” Nicoletta pleaded. When Olivia shook her head, Nicoletta tried again, “Or Gary.”

      “She won’t stop,” Gary said. He held out his hand.

      Olivia reluctantly accepted his hand. She rose into the air a few inches, but Gary didn’t.

      “Your powers are so reduced that you can’t fly anyone else.” Nicoletta glanced around and found a cup. “Try to lift this.”

      “Nicoletta, please,” Olivia begged.

      “Just try.”

      Olivia tried. The cup never lifted from Nicoletta’s hand. Olivia’s control to make objects outside of herself fly was gone.

      “This is all my fault,” Nicoletta said.

      “How?” Gary demanded. “You were impaled!”

      “I should’ve been flying faster—” Olivia started.

      “You were flying as fast as you could. It was not your fault.” Nicoletta shook her head several times. “I’m furious with myself, and with you, Olivia. You never should’ve gone after him like that!”

      “It had to be me,” Olivia said darkly. “He doesn’t scare me, and I’m the only one who can die and not actually die. I’m an avatar.”

      “You aren’t just an avatar. This isn’t just a game, and it hasn’t been for a long time.” Nicoletta whirled on Yuna. “You. How could you have not gotten rid of Smaug? How did he get through again? Why isn’t he dead? You have so many powers yourself. You should be able to kill him without the rest of us as backup!”

      Yuna hung her head and stared at the ground. “I am so very sorry that you lost so many levels, Olivia. Nicoletta, I’m so sorry you were—”

      “Nearly killed? Yeah, I survived, but not thanks to you. What exactly have you done since you’ve come here?” Nicoletta demanded.

      Elena stepped forward. “I think we need to get some food and ale. A lot of ale. Anything you want.”

      “Not with her,” Nicoletta said, lifting her nose into the air.

      Arm in arm in arm, Elena, Nicoletta, and Olivia departed the room.

      Yuna did not lift her head. “Do you hate me, too?”

      “No,” Gary said honestly. “I… I think I’m in shock. I don’t see how that could happen. How did he know where we would be?”

      "We weren't far from Loki. He must have either looked into how to become a superhero or else he is tracking us."

      “He’s not Smaug. He’s Gamer Hunter,” Gary muttered.

      “I mean it. I am so sorry for all that has happened. If Nicoletta had died—”

      “She didn’t. Not this time.”

      Yuna nodded miserably. “Go to them.”

      Since he had nothing else to say to her, Gary left and headed next door to the tavern.

      The girls were tucked in a corner, talking, laughing, and eating. Gary joined them, and they spent a few hours flirting. Eventually, Nicoletta began to nod off, and Elena picked her up.

      “I’ll take her to bed.”

      Olivia smirked. “Do you realize how that sounds?”

      Elena blushed and walked away, nodding for Gary to stay with Olivia.

      He turned to Olivia. She eyed him and seductively licked her finger.

      Gary chuckled. “We should talk.”

      “Is that how you want to term it?” Olivia ran her foot up his leg and placed it against his cock. She had taken off her thigh-high boots.

      “I don’t have a foot fetish. Sorry.”

      “Ah, don’t be like that. If anything rubs hard enough, long enough, you’ll get off.”

      “Nope.” He lifted her leg onto the top of his thigh and began to massage her foot.

      “Ah.” She squirmed, smiling. “That feels good.”

      “Just imagine my hands elsewhere.”

      Olivia laughed. “Right now?”

      “Please.”

      “No.”

      He groaned. “You’re a damn tease.”

      “You blew your load when I touched you last time!”

      “Because you’re such a damn tease!”

      “Just imagine how good it’s gonna be when we actually do.”

      “It better be soon,” he murmured. “I don’t think my balls can last much longer.”

      “You sure you don’t want my foot somewhere else?” she teased.

      “I’m sure.” He grinned but then grew serious. “I think you need to train. Hard. You need to be strong. Stronger.”

      She sighed and sat up, dropping her foot from on his leg. “Honestly, I think it would be best for me to lay low and not play for a while.”

      “I fucking hate that idea,” he blurted.

      Olivia drew a circle on the table. “I know. I don’t want to.”

      He reached over and claimed her hand. “I hate it, but I completely understand.”

      She bit her lower lip, clearly considering something, and she stood, tugging him along and bringing him to a different room at the inn. Without a word, she stripped him down. His cock sprung out the moment she lowered his clothes, nearly hitting her.

      To his disappointment, when she stepped back, she didn’t take off her clothes. All she did was give him a slow once-over before smiling and nodding.

      Olivia dropped to her knees in front of him, opened her mouth, and swirled her tongue around his tip.

      “Fuck,” he groaned.

      She laughed throatily. “Already? You are easy.”

      Olivia slowly took him into her mouth, sucking hard, licking him. Her mouth felt so damn good around his cock, and it took everything in him to not grab the back of her head and fuck her mouth. No, she was offering this. She would be the one to gauge how fast or slow, how much to take.

      More and more, she took him into her mouth, and Gary had to touch her. He laid his hands on her head but did not push.

      Her hand reached between his legs and cupped his balls. Gary grunted. Fuck, did she know what she was doing. He nearly came right then and there.

      Already, she had taken more of him into her mouth than most of the other girls he had been with ever had, but was Olivia done? No. She gripped his ass and took in all of him.

      Olivia was a deep throater.

      Her mouth massaged him, and he tried to do his best not to come, not yet, soon. This felt so fucking amazing, and he didn’t want it to end.

      But when Olivia pulled back all the way and then proceeded to take all of him in her mouth again, Gary knew he was seconds away from coming.

      Without warning, she just stopped. Right before he orgasmed, Olivia pulled back and smiled coyly as she stood.

      Gary was too far along. His balls couldn’t hold back, and he ejaculated, his cum flying out farther than ever before.

      He just stared at her, dazed.

      She grabbed a towel and cleaned up. “The least I can do since I caused the mess.” Olivia winked and tossed the soiled towel in a corner.

      “Thank you,” he said.

      Olivia burst out laughing. “I’ve never been thanked before.”

      “Not for that.” He could feel himself blush with embarrassment. “For being you. For loving me. For letting me love you and the others.”

      “Oh. That.”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “You’re welcome.” She tossed him his superhero attire and then rubbed the back of her neck. “I promise it won’t be for long, and I want to thank you too, for accepting me. I know I’m not… conventional.”

      He laughed. “You aren’t, but that only adds to your charm.”

      She winked. “I don’t want to drag this out as a long, sad goodbye.”

      “You better tell the girls,” he warned.

      “Don’t worry. I will. I mean, seriously, did you really think I wouldn’t?”

      Gary dressed quickly and then pulled her close for a tight embrace. “I love you, Olivia.”

      “I love you too, Gary. I guess this is goodbye.”

      He clenched his teeth and shook his head.

      Olivia pulled back slightly to look up at him. “Gary?”

      “I can’t say it.” He wouldn’t say that word.

      She pursed her lips. “Fine. Have it your way.” Olivia beamed. “See you soon.”

      Much better. As much as he knew they couldn’t risk Olivia fighting Smaug while powerless and such a low level, he also didn’t want to think of her leaving forever. For a short period of time? That was much easier to accept.

      “See you soon, Olivia.”
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      Gary stayed in bed late the next morning. He wasn’t looking forward to today or tomorrow or any day when Olivia wasn’t here. He felt as if he was missing his left nut. The dreams he’d had last night had been tortuous. Although he was rock hard, he ignored his erection and just laid in bed.

      How had everything come down to this? How was this his life? Nicoletta had almost died, and it was all because of him.

      That thought forced him out of bed, and he slipped into Nicoletta’s room. Her back was to the door as she stood at the window.

      “Hi, Gary,” she said quietly without turning around.

      “Hey.” He shut the door and hesitated, standing there. “It’s my fault you got hurt,” he admitted.

      “How do you figure?” She turned around, walked over to the bed, and sat on the edge.

      When she patted beside her, he obliged and sat there, staring at the floor. “I put a forcefield around Smaug. I was hoping to contain his lightning. When I saw your fireball, I tried to make it so the fireball could go through. I must’ve failed. I shouldn’t have risked taking it down completely. Maybe a blast of fire that big would have—”

      “No, Gary.”

      “—injured him at the very least,” he continued as if she hadn’t interrupted. “So, you see, it’s my—”

      Her soft hand covered his mouth. “No. That blast was different from anything I ever sent. I was connected to it. I felt the fire. It touched him, but then he withdrew it away. Into him maybe or just banished it.”

      She lowered her hand and held it palm up. Fire appeared above her hand. When she closed her fist, the fire vanished.

      “You’re sure?” he asked, incredulous.

      Nicoletta nodded. "I felt a slight resistance. That must've been your forcefield. I did hit him, but maybe I shouldn't have even bothered. I was filled with so much anger and hatred at the sight of him that I didn't think. I just reacted."

      “So did Olivia.”

      “She shouldn’t have had to do that. She risked so much for me. If her avatar had died enough times to have been reduced back to the beginning… And now she’s not even playing. I feel terrible.”

      “Don’t feel terrible. Get mad.”

      "And if I get mad, I bet you would then say, ‘Don't get mad. Get even.'"

      “Damn straight.”

      “So, what’s our next step?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Same as before,” Gary said grimly. “We have to become superheroes.”
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        * * *

      

      It took a few days, but between Yuna and Haru, they were able to move Loki to a different location. Gary was happy to not have to deal with the Japanese man and left the communication up to Yuna. While he understood and sympathized with Nicoletta concerning her frustration with Yuna, Gary still placed the blame on Haru rather than Yuna. She was here, in the game, doing her best. Haru was in the real world doing who knew what.

      When they were ready to set out, Gary stuck with Nicoletta. It bothered him something fierce that they were missing Olivia.

      “She’ll return. We’ll make it safe for her to return,” Nicoletta said as his powers lifted them into the air.

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that, but how will she know when to come back?” he asked.

      Nicoletta stiffened.

      “Have Yuna tell Haru,” he assumed was what her reaction meant.

      “I guess so,” she grumbled.

      “I don’t want him anywhere near Olivia.”

      “I don’t blame you.”

      Yuna was supposed to lead the way, but she and Elena remained on the ground. During the night, Gary had heard some howls. The werewolves were still hunting them. If any were in the area, and they caught their scent, it would not spell well for the team.

      “What’s the holdup?” Nicoletta complained.

      Thankfully, they were too high up for the others to hear, but Gary did descend. That landing was awkward, and they basically dropped the last few feet. Strange. Normally, he had better control.

      Trying not to be worried, he asked, “Is something wrong? Did we forget anything?”

      Elena’s face was a little pale, Yuna’s even more so.

      “What is it?” Nicoletta asked.

      Elena rolled up her sleeves. “Touch,” she said.

      Nicoletta did as instructed and furrowed her brows. “That’s flesh.”

      "Not metal," Yuna said grimly. "As for me, I cannot fly. Nicoletta, do you still have your fire?"

      “Of course I do,” Nicoletta snapped.

      “Can you show us?” Elena asked. “I hope you can.”

      Nicoletta rolled her eyes. “We don’t have time for this.” She glanced at Gary.

      He swallowed hard and nodded.

      She sighed. Her fire appeared, but it was weak and pathetic. Some smoke sputtered, and then, some water appeared for just a second.

      “What in the world?” Nicoletta asked. She muttered something in Spanish.

      “What powers do you have?” Gary asked Yuna.

      “I have air, fire, and earth yet, but when I try to use one, a different one is used.” Yuna shook her head and sighed wearily.

      “Try yours, Gary,” Elena urged.

      Gary didn’t want to, but he complied. He felt his telekinesis, and he was able to produce the twin bands of blue circles, but he couldn’t do much else. Would he even still be able to fly? He was too scared to try.

      “This is Smaug’s doing, isn’t it?” Nicoletta demanded.

      Yuna nodded glumly. "That is my hypothesis, yes. He has moved on from tampering the game to tampering with us, and he is hindering our abilities."

      “Do you mean to say you could’ve suppressed his abilities all along?”

      “Me? Oh, no, I could not do that in here, not even with my equipment.”

      Nicoletta waved her hand. “Haru. Could he have?”

      “Oh, well, I suppose he could have tried. He may have tried. Honestly, with how intelligent Samuel August is, I would not be surprised that if Haru had attempted to do so, that Samuel would have picked up the technique and then used it against us.”

      “All this means that we have to defeat Loki and become superheroes. Maybe that will help to turn things back to normal,” Gary said, wishing to believe he wasn’t just giving them all false hope.

      The amount of concentration required to fly seemed to be five times harder than before. With having to fly them all, he couldn’t say anything. Yuna had to direct him, and he did his best. That was all he could do. They bumped into trees and the roof of a building. At least he didn’t drop anyone.

      Eventually, they headed toward a tall mountain to the northwest. An ivory building with columns holding up the roof greeted them.

      “Here?” Gary asked, breathlessly.

      “Here,” Yuna confirmed.

      They all landed, and Gary fell on his ass while the girls all managed to remain upright.

      Jumping to his feet, Gary called, “Yo, Loki! I heard you’re a real horse’s ass! Is that true?”

      "Who told you this?" a deep voice with a slight accent Gary couldn't place asked from behind them.

      Gary whirled around, but no one was there. “Oh, this one guy. A real tool. Goes by the name Smaug. He told me he’s better than you.”

      “Better than me at what?” This time, the voice sounded amused. Again, it seemed to come from behind them, but once more, no one stood there.

      “Everything. I told you, that guy’s full of himself.”

      “And you think telling me that your enemy has insulted me will get me to vanquish him for you?”

      “Nah. I just thought you would like to know. That guy is into some freaking shit, though. Heard he had a thing for horses.” When Loki didn’t respond, Gary continued, “For mares in particular. I mean, who does that? That’s not for me. Not at all. I prefer my ladies to be human, you know?”

      Without warning, a tall figure in green and wearing a cloak stood before Gary. He was almost as tall as Gary but somehow seemed taller because he was that intimidating.

      “Have you ever been told you talk too much?” Loki asked.

      “Maybe once or twice,” Gary admitted. “I just like to go at it from time to time. Say what’s on my mind and go with it.”

      The moment Loki had appeared, the girls moved to encircle him. Nicoletta blasted him with water that barely drenched his boots. Yuna’s powers seemed to do nothing at all. As for Elena, she darted forward to land a punch when Loki, without turning his head to see her approach from his left side, blocked the blow, pivoted, and slammed his fist into her jaw. Elena staggered back, recovered, and the two traded and parried blows.

      Gary tried to use his powers, to hold Loki in place so they could rain down attacks on him, but Gary couldn’t even get those twin circles to appear. Whatever Smaug had done to them was getting worse.

      A flash of silver appeared in Yuna’s hands. Gary nodded. It might be best to forgo their powers and use only weapons against the trickster.

      While Yuna slowly approached, Gary took off toward Loki at a dead run. He threw a dagger square at Loki’s back.

      The trickster accepted a blow to his head from Elena as he turned sideways. A golden scepter with a massive opal at the top appeared in his hands, and he knocked the dagger out of the way without looking.

      Gary was really starting to hate the guy. Plus, he missed Olivia. She would’ve made some comment right about now about how hot Loki was, flirting with him in an effort to get close.

      Nicoletta picked up Gary’s dagger. Water swirled from her hand around the blade. Her frown had Gary wondering if she hadn’t intended to release water.

      Loki held out his scepter and lifted into the air. “Puny mortals,” he said in a chilling tone that made Gary shiver, “you will all bow before me. Kneel!”

      A force pressed down on Gary, suppressing his breathing and trying to force him to one knee. Nicoletta, Elena, and Yuna all struggled, but Gary complied.

      “Oh, great Loki,” Gary said as Yuna, still refusing to bow, slid to his side to block Loki’s view and shoved her dagger into Gary’s hand. “I wish I was a stallion, and you your mare, and—”

      “Silence!” Loki thundered.

      “—we could create another multi-legged horse. Not eight legs. Not a horse-spider type thing. No, a horse with—”

      “I demand your silence!” Loki lifted his staff.

      Immediately, Gary rose into the air, straight and tall. A tight, invisible band of constriction wrapped around him, binding him, preventing Gary from moving. He couldn’t even breathe.

      “As for the rest of you, kneel before me or else I will kill your friend.” Loki glowered at them.

      Yuna bowed but did not kneel. Elena jerked to her knees as if against her will. Nicoletta began to laugh.

      “Do you think I jest?” Loki boomed.

      “I think you can go ahead and kill him,” Nicoletta said. “What do we care? He said he loved us, but he’s in love with you. Seriously? He wants to be a stallion? Why not just fuck you as a man? He’s as messed up as you are. Pretending to be a mare and laying with a horse. That’s twisted, man.”

      “I am not a man. I am a god, and—”

      “I will worship you,” Gary said.

      “You threw a dagger at my back,” Loki snapped. “Do you mistake me for a fool?”

      “I knew you would never accept my love!” Gary shouted. “Allow me to prove myself.”

      Loki considered him critically and then nodded. "You may. Kill the women."

      “With pleasure.”

      The trickster released the binds constricting Gary, and he lowered gently to the ground, landing on his feet.

      "A kiss before I fight them?" Gary asked. "And may you release your hold on them so that they may have a sporting chance if it pleases you?"

      “Why?”

      “Why a kiss? For luck, of course. Or why give them a chance? So that the fight for your honor will be more, ah, suspenseful for you to witness.”

      Loki lowered himself, his feet hovering inches above the ground. His body was close to Gary’s but too high up.

      “No kiss without completing your task,” he admonished.

      Gary lowered his head as if to nod. While he could not use his power against Loki, Gary had just flown here, and he was able to fly now. He rose, kissed Loki on the cheek anyhow, and stabbed him in the gut with Yuna’s dagger.

      Loki jerked back and lifted his scepter, but Gary kicked the wound, stabbed Loki’s throat, and then sliced his fingers gripping the scepter. Another kick, this time to that hand, and Gary began to fall. His powers were too erratic.

      The scepter clanked against the ground. Gary fell on his ass. Loki's hands were at his throat, slick with blood. As the trickster wasn't high up, Elena grabbed his legs and forced him down, and they stabbed him with more weapons, kicked him, punched him until eventually, he stopped moving.

      But no words appeared granting them the distinction of superheroes.

      Nicoletta noticed Gary’s hesitation. She pointed to the scepter.

      Gary whirled around. The scepter glowed the same blue as Gary’s power as it floated in the air.

      He grabbed it, but the scepter continued its slow ascension.

      Elena waved him off, seized the scepter, and grunted as she forced it back down and then slammed it against the ground. The scepter broke in half, but the opal, now glowing even brighter, bounced twice before being stomped by Elena’s heel. A wave of blue light spanned out from the opal, and raw energy struck Gary. He shook his head, dazed, and lifted his arm.

      The twin circles were back. Could he dare to hope Smaug’s manipulation over their powers had been corrected?

      Congratulations, superheroes!

      About time. Gary grinned at the others, but the victory felt hollow. Only by his channeling Olivia had they been able to best Loki. She would die laughing when she heard Gary had wanted to be a stallion to his mare.

      Would you like to change your name?

      Yes. Now, instead of Vampire Hunter, Gary was Shifter Hunter. Werewolf Hunter might’ve rolled off the tongue easier. Considering that the foe they killed to become superheroes in the first place wasn’t a werewolf, that title just didn’t fit.

      Are you ready to pick your team?

      Gary ignored that. He wasn’t ready. Olivia wasn’t there, and she wasn’t yet a superhero in this issue. Until everything was back to rights, he would be a superhero without a team.
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      None of them felt like celebrating. Once they recovered their weapons, Gary and Yuna flew the others away toward a new town that seemed to be inspired by ancient Rome. The brick buildings were erected in a circle around a central hub with two walls, one around that central hub and another around the entire town. Most of the NPCs were dressed in red and gold armor, and they did not walk anywhere. They marched in uniform lines.

      “Time to set up a trap,” Gary said. “We need to move on Smaug immediately.”

      Yuna shook her head. “I think we need to ensure our powers are back first.”

      “It might not be a bad idea to learn what else we can do now that we’re superheroes,” Nicoletta said, focusing on Gary and Elena.

      She still had not forgiven Yuna, and Gary worried she never would. Nicoletta tended to be very opinionated, very stubborn, and very passionate. When she felt like someone crossed her, she held a grudge.

      So long as they could work as a team to bring down Smaug, that was all that mattered. For the moment at least.

      “We can’t take too long,” Gary said. “Let’s—” A yawn cut him off.

      Elena smiled wanly. “I suggest we eat, sleep, train, eat, sleep, battle.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Nicoletta said.

      “I concur.” Yuna smiled at Nicoletta, who scowled.

      Gary was scowling, too. “Two days? That’s too long.”

      “We want this to be the last battle,” Elena said. “We need to do it right. Have a trap, yes, but the best trap would be one that uses our new skills because Smaug won’t see what’s coming.”

      “Unless he’s watching us,” Gary said stubbornly. “And we shouldn’t be in one place too long. We’ve managed to avoid the werewolves so far, but our luck might not hold out forever.”

      “We won’t be here forever,” Yuna assured him.

      “Can you guarantee that?” Nicoletta muttered.

      Yuna smiled weakly. “We can relocate tomorrow to plan and train and then sleep there before the battle, yes?”

      “Yes,” Elena said, and Nicoletta nodded.

      “Fine, but let’s see if we have enough energy after eating to test out our new powers before we sleep tonight,” Gary begged. He was too anxious and worried. The sooner they ended Smaug, the better.

      The three girls agreed, and they ate in a large room on sloping couches. The meal lasted course after course with all the meat they could handle—wild boar, lamb, pig, venison, mutton, and hare. Everything had been cut into bite-sized pieces already, and they were given no silverware, so they ate with their fingers. The servants came over and washed their hands throughout the meal, and they drank so much wine Gary thought he would swim away.

      The wine might not have been the best of ideas, Gary realized in hindsight as he found himself nodding off for the fifth time. Eventually, he could not fight it any longer, and he succumbed to sleep.

      Olivia was there, waiting for him. So were Elena and Nicoletta. He welcomed them in his arms, hugging them. Suddenly, he was buried deep within Olivia. Weren’t they wearing clothes a second ago? Not that it mattered. Olivia was so tight, and Nicoletta and Elena were making out. He reached over to grab Nicoletta’s ass and then began to finger her.

      Olivia screamed his name as she orgasmed, and Gary buried his cum deep inside of her. He rolled over onto his back, his hands beneath his head. He could smell Nicoletta on his fingers.

      Nicoletta waltzed over. “I do think I said once that I would’ve sucked you if I were in the game,” and she proceeded to do just that.

      Gary shut his eyes, getting lost in the pleasures of Nicoletta's hot mouth when he realized a pussy was hovering above his face. Without opening his eyes, he ate her out. It didn't matter who it was. He just wanted to share himself, his body, with all of them. Juices gushed, and he licked it up, his body shuddering as he came again.

      He opened his eyes then to see whose pussy he was eating. Yuna. What the hell? But he couldn’t get up. Elena had lowered herself onto his cock and was riding him. How could he still be hard?

      Yuna rubbed herself against his mouth, and he felt trapped. The way Elena was moving her hips was too much, and he groaned. What the hell. If the girls were okay with it… He resumed sucking on Yuna’s clit.

      They took turns riding him, sucking him, taking his cock in their pussies. In the end, Olivia asked for him to fuck her ass, and he was just about to when he woke up.

      Fuck, he was so hard that he couldn’t help himself. Keeping his eyes closed, he stroked himself hard and fast. When he was just about to come, he opened his eyes and gasped.

      Damn it all, Yuna was watching, but Gary ignored her and came a few seconds later. He stood, didn’t acknowledge her and left to clean up. When he returned, the room was empty. He left the building and had to leave the town before he could hear the girls talking nearby.

      Gary joined them in the rolling field. Nicoletta was trying to breathe fire out of her mouth at Yuna.

      “Uh, they aren’t legit fighting, are they?” he asked Elena.

      “Just training. Don’t worry.” Elena smiled.

      "Just making sure." After a moment, he asked, "We sure this is a good idea?"

      “Would you rather us find those werewolves and train against them in a life or death situation?”

      “Good point,” he muttered. “I’m glad her fire is back.”

      “She is, too. Her having water really freaked her out.”

      “Seriously? But fire scared her. Still does to some extent.”

      “Yes, but she can’t deny that she’s connected to it. She said it had been stronger than ever before right before Smaug messed with our abilities. She felt lost without it.”

      “I’m sure.” Gary winced. He hadn’t cared to not have telekinesis for that short amount of time.

      “It’s going to be so different,” Elena murmured. “When we return home and don’t have powers anymore.”

      “You’ll still be a superhero in my book,” Gary assured her. “Hey, Nicoletta! I thought you were going to try something new!”

      Nicoletta shut her trap and shot him a glower. “I never did master using fire from my mouth.”

      “You are full of hot air,” Elena joked.

      “I was full of something else last night.” Nicoletta eyed Elena, and her gaze dropped to Elena’s fingers.

      Gary gasped, and his cock hardened in an instant. “Did you two…”

      “No.” Elena flushed. “We talked about fooling around, but we were too tired.”

      “You could’ve woken me,” he said.

      “You looked like you were enjoying yourself,” she said.

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah, saying all of our names.”

      “I did?” he asked, surprised. “I didn’t know I talked in my sleep.”

      Fuck. I hope I didn’t say Yuna’s name.

      To change the subject, he called, “Yuna, do more than just fly!”

      The next blast that Nicoletta sent out, Yuna didn’t spin out of the way. Instead, Yuna held out her hands and met the fire with fire. After the initial collision, Yuna’s fire transformed into water and extinguished Nicoletta’s fiery breath.

      “There we go!” Elena cheered.

      Nicoletta crossed her arms. “Harrumph.”

      “Have you tried yet?” Gary asked Elena.

      She shook her head. “I don’t see the point. My arms and legs are wholly metal now.”

      “You should be even stronger now.”

      “Yep.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what else I’ll be able to do. I still can’t wear anything metal. No jewelry or anything.”

      “When did you try to wear jewelry?” he asked.

      “I’m not with you twenty-four seven, am I?” She grinned and then frowned. “If my torso and chest and head won’t become metal too, what else can I do? Is this my max?”

      “Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe you’ll be able to turn completely metal before the end.”

      “No. I understand what Nicoletta means about connecting more with her fire. I could feel the metal underneath my upper thighs. It was waiting to come out. There’s no more metal.”

      “I’m sure there’s something else you can do, something else Nicoletta can, and something else for Olivia, too. She can do more than just fly and fly others.”

      “She can levitate others objects,” Elena pointed out.

      “More than that,” Gary said stubbornly.

      “What about you, Mr. Telekinesis?” Nicoletta asked, walking over. “What else can you—”

      Without warning, she sent out two fiery blasts that nearly singed Gary. He was about to ask, “What the hell?” when he heard the low growls.

      The werewolves had found them.

      Fuck.
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      Within seconds, the werewolves descended on Gary and the girls. He flung the beasts high into the air, and as they came howling down, Nicoletta or Yuna blasted them with fire. After they both attacked the same one, Nicoletta snapped, “Why don’t you use earth or water or something else?”

      “You want me to rain on your parade?” Yuna asked.

      “Basically,” Nicoletta muttered.

      He glanced over, wishing to see Nicoletta crack a smile at Yuna’s joke, but Nicoletta was scowling. Worse, a werewolf was sneaking up behind her.

      Fury seared through Gary, and he lashed out at the werewolf. Instead of using his telekinesis to fling the werewolf back or to create a forcefield to protect her, Gary used that anger. He channeled it and controlled the air around the werewolf’s throat. He constricted it tightly, forcing the air against the werewolf until the werewolf was forced onto its hind legs. Still, Gary channeled more of his anger, and a snap echoed loudly despite the howls all around him. Shocked, Gary pulled back and even retreated a step. He had choked the werewolf so badly that he had broken its neck.

      Immediately, Gary tried to replicate that. It wasn’t an easy feat, so he moved onto something simpler. Instead of levitating the werewolves, he merely bound them to one spot, not allowing them to move. This made them perfect targets for any of the girls and also required less of his energy.

      But more and more werewolves rushed toward them. No matter how many they killed, two or three times that would appear. Gary took flight long enough to see how many werewolves there were. The circle around them was so huge that the werewolves seemed to be a solid mass of fur and fury. He couldn’t begin to guess their number.

      Gary continued to hold in place as many werewolves as he could. As soon as one went down, he found another to pin. Although he knew this kept them safe, he wanted to do more, and he grabbed Yuna’s dagger. Swiftly, he raced forward and buried the dagger deep into a werewolf’s ear.

      “We cannot hold them back forever,” Yuna said.

      “We aren’t looking to hold them back,” Elena said, eager and determined. “We need to kill them all.”

      “Can’t you just do that earth thing and crack open the ground and drop them again?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I can try,” Yuna said.

      Why did she sound so doubtful? Gary didn’t like her tone at all.

      He glanced her way and had to duck to avoid blood spatter from a werewolf Elena’s fist had devastated. “You can do it,” he encouraged Yuna.

      The Japanese woman hovered in the air and held out her hands. A faint brown glow appeared, and the earth began to crack around them in a slowly forming, jagged circle. The hole wasn’t deep or wide enough.

      “Too weak?” Nicoletta mocked.

      Gary bristled. “Now isn’t the time,” he said.

      “You’re right,” Nicoletta agreed. “It’s not time for her to fuck this up. You have earth, right? So use it!”

      Yuna’s face turned red. From embarrassment? Shame? Effort? The werewolves were able to jump over the crack, and it wasn’t spacious enough for them to fall into.

      “We can’t just rely on her,” Gary said. “We have to keep fighting.”

      “Step back,” Nicoletta commanded.

      The moment Gary and Elena complied, Nicoletta opened her mouth and expelled a tremendous amount of fire. Inside the perimeter of Yuna’s earth circle, a fire wall went up that stood just taller than Gary. Nicoletta turned and turned and turned to create her own circle.

      She dropped to one knee, panting, her forehead covered in sweat. “There,” she said grimly. “That should help to keep them back. Yuna! Once your crevice is finished, wide and deep, let me know. I’ll call back the fire, and they’ll rush forward right into it.”

      A trap. Perfect. Gary grinned at her.

      “Gary, catch her!” Elena shouted.

      Yuna was plummeting, drifting along and heading toward the firewall.

      In an instant, Gary dashed over to her, running and then flying. His arms wrapped around her waist. She was so tiny, so pure and innocent in some ways. They were corrupting her. All of this fighting, all of their jokes and innuendos. He couldn’t blame her for flirting.

      “She’s unconscious,” he said.

      “Why?” Elena asked. She furrowed her brows in confusion. “She’s always had the highest number of powers. She wasn’t training that hard or long with Nicoletta. There’s no reason for her to be out of commission.”

      “There’s no reason for her to be here if she can’t help fight.” Nicoletta stood and cracked her knuckles. “We have to end this. We have to kill all of the werewolves. Elena’s right. If we have to worry about protecting her, we won’t be able to focus. We’ll be torn.”

      Gary’s blood ran cold. “What are you saying?”

      “You need to fly here somewhere that she’ll be safe,” Elena said. “We’ll hold down the fort until you get back.”

      “I wish we had a real fort,” Gary grumbled. “I don’t like the idea of leaving you two here. Can’t I just put a forcefield around her? I can even levitate her and—”

      “You want her to get struck by lightning if Smaug shows up?” Nicoletta asked angrily. “Just hurry back.”

      Gary nodded. Already the werewolves were trying to jump through the flames. They weren’t afraid of the fire. It would be better to stop arguing and listen.

      He rushed away to the inn and paid the innkeeper. Normally, that would heal the character, but Yuna wasn’t a gamer. She was human. So far, the werewolves had been avoiding the town, sticking entirely within the field. Yuna should be safe here. He placed her on a bed and then covered her entire body with a forcefield. To test its strength, he tried to stab her leg with her dagger. The blade vibrated on contact with the forcefield and glanced off several inches above her person. Excellent. Even if the werewolves did head this way, Yuna should be safe.

      As he zoomed back to the fight, Gary realized a part of him remained with Yuna. He only had to focus on her, and he could tell she was safe. Good. If anything happened, he would be able to know to fly her the hell out of there.

      About twenty werewolves had made their way through the firewall even though it still burned. Gary landed on top of one of them and sank the dagger into another’s neck. It jolted but didn’t die and turned its head to snap at him. While it was distracted, Elena rushed over, grabbed its head, and twisted. Without even a howl, the werewolf slumped in her hands. Gary yanked back the dagger and shoved it into the ear of the one he was riding.

      Half of the werewolves were on fire, but they were unfazed. Damn it. Why wouldn’t they burn?

      The moon rose high above them, full and powerful, yet the night was illuminated more from Nicoletta’s flames. She was more keeping the werewolves at bay from attacking her rather than killing them.

      “Use your weapons,” Gary said, rushing over to help her.

      “I don’t want to let them get that close,” she snapped. She brushed her hair back, and he saw she was bleeding from huge gashes on her arms and neck.

      “Damn,” he said. “Let me heal you.”

      “I don’t need—duck!”

      He listened, and a fireball blasted the werewolf behind him. “Nice.”

      “My fire isn’t powerful enough,” she said, sounding peeved.

      “It’s not you. For whatever reason, werewolves don’t seem to mind the fire, but they won’t get past this.” His blue circles appeared, and he created a dome that encased them both.

      A werewolf rushed them and glanced off the forcefield. Another one, running faster than the first, collided with it and bounced back into the fire.

      Nicoletta smiled wanly. “Heal me fast.”

      “I have to make sure you don’t get infected,” he said.

      “I was ready to just burn it,” she said. “It happened right after you left.”

      He spied how blood-soaked the ground was beneath their feet.

      “You would have burned yourself?” he asked, appalled.

      “To continue to fight? To try to end this madness? If I had to, I would’ve. I—” She swayed, and he caught her. “Dizzy,” she mumbled.

      Gary didn’t say another word, not even to comfort her. He wasn’t comfortable yet with the healing, and more time passed than he would have liked, but he was able to reach into her body and locate the torn muscles and skin fibers. Everything had been severed so severely that it was easy to tug the pieces back together and telekinetically reseal the veins and muscles and tissue.

      By the time he was done, Nicoletta was already pushing him away. The next blast of fire she sent out had a blue tinge to it. That werewolf shrieked and tried to roll, but this particular fire did burn him. Whether or not it would have killed him, Gary wasn’t sure because Elena raced over and pointed her short sword at it.

      "Take that, wolf bait!" Elena shouted as a beam shot out from the tip of the weapon. The werewolf twitched and fell down, still smoldering but dead.

      “What was that?” Nicoletta asked.

      Elena grinned. “I don’t know, but I can somehow cause a beam to emit from the tip of the short sword.”

      “Give your sword to Gary. Gary, give her your dagger.” Nicoletta handed Elena her daggers. “Twin weapons the same size would be better, right?”

      Elena clashed the blades together, and a spark flew. “Hell yeah!”

      Gary accepted the short sword and dismantled the forcefield around himself and Elena. After checking and seeing that Yuna was all right, Gary nodded to the girls and jumped back into the fray.

      It had been so easy to send the saber-like teeth from one foe to the other that Gary opted to try that with the short sword. The hilt of the blade proved a problem. The crossbar was far too wide for the puncture wound the blade created. The gliding through one foe to another hadn't been so simple and easy with the fang because of its sleek, dual-sided sharp edges. Unfortunately, Gary didn't have anymore.

      “Elena, do you have any more fangs?” he asked.

      Unfortunately, Elena was too busy to pay him any attention. The emission beams from her daggers were impressive to see, and she was an amazing fighter, so long as nothing happened to her hands. He would never forgive himself if, when they returned home, she couldn’t decorate at her bakery.

      Not that it was easy to see her as a baker and businesswoman. Then again, all he wanted to do was see her open her shop.

      For that to happen, they had to survive this onslaught of werewolves. Clearly, this was more than just the shifters from the cursed village.

      Gary used his power to stab the werewolves. They were fierce, powerful foes, and he had to attack them over and over again before they would fall down. There had to be a faster way to do it.

      He did his best to stab and choke different werewolves at the same time, but that proved overly tiring. The last thing Gary could do was expend all of his energy too early.

      Desperately, Gary tried to think of something else he could do that would help him, help them. Bending spoons. That wouldn't help. Nothing would other than just continuing to kill.

      Gary stabbed a werewolf in the eye and then sliced off another’s tongue. He choked the life from a third and then shoved shut the mouth of a fourth that had been about to latch its fangs into Elena’s arms.

      “Nicoletta!” Elena shrieked.

      Gary couldn’t see the Hispanic. Too many wolves were surrounding the spot Elena was staring at. Before Gary could fling the werewolves away, a blast of fire spread out from the center. The werewolves were forced back, straight into Elena’s metal beam emissions, her kicks, Gary’s chokes, and his short sword.

      Somehow, Nicoletta had surrounded herself in flames, both hovering slightly above her person and on the ground all around her.

      “Whoa. That’s like a fire aura!” Elena exclaimed.

      Nicoletta slowly walked toward them, forcing the werewolves back. The fringes of the fire turned blue.

      “Gary, get Elena in the air now!” Nicoletta shouted.

      Gary complied, and the flames wholly turned blue. With a wild shriek, Nicoletta threw out her arms. The fire surrounding her flew out in a fiery ring, torching everything in its path. The rest of the werewolves, roughly fifty more, all burned to death so terribly and completely that their bodies had been reduced to ashes by the time Gary and Elena touched down.

      “You did it,” a quiet voice said from above.

      Gary smiled, thrilled to see Yuna. She landed beside them and hugged them all. The hug between Nicoletta and herself lasted half a second if that, but then another voice rang out.

      “You killed my shifters. Now, I will kill you.”
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      Gary gritted his teeth. “Smaug.”

      The fucker smiled evilly as only despicable villains could. “Yes. Did you honestly think I would have my pets find you and not use that knowledge?”

      Gary bit his tongue. Smaug hovered in the air on the back of the same werewolf as before, the leader of the cursed shifters. He must have run back to Smaug with his tail between his legs when the other werewolves had been attacking Gary and his friends.

      “It’s amazing,” Smaug said. “How incredibly arrogant and foolish you are. I can do anything I wish. This world is mine to control.”

      “It is not yours. It’s not anyone’s. It’s a game!” Gary shouted.

      “Is that all it is? No, I think not. Not for me and not for you. You are all in the game. None of you are avatars.” Smaug made a point of glancing around. “I noticed that your one friend who is merely a gamer is not here. Did I kill her a few times? About forty or so times. One more time. If I had killed her one more time, she would have been done.”

      Gary swallowed hard. He hadn’t realized just how close Olivia had come to being done. Why hadn’t she said anything?

      In a way, she had. By leaving the game, Olivia had ensured they wouldn’t worry about keeping her safe. They would focus on surviving and nothing else.

      But Gary still worried about her.

      “You’re nothing but a bastard,” Nicoletta said.

      “Oh, yes, the firebird whose wings have been clipped. You did not like having water, now, did you?”

      Nicoletta’s face burned red. She clenched her fists but said nothing.

      “And you.” Smaug turned to Elena. “You think you are so powerful. You stand up for yourself and others even back in the real world, didn’t you? But without your metal here, you’re nothing.”

      “A superhero is more than her or his powers,” Elena said coolly.

      “I’m sure Gary disagrees with you there.” Smaug winked at Gary. “A pity that you got to the Runed Ruby before I did. I would have enjoyed telekinesis far more than you ever will.”

      “I disagree with you,” Gary countered.

      “Oh, but there is so much more you could do with it! You don’t deserve that power.” Smaug narrowed his eyes.

      “So why don’t you give it to yourself, then?” Gary challenged.

      Me and my big mouth.

      Smaug merely laughed. “A wizard is better, don’t you think? Just ask your newest friend here.”

      Gary slowly glanced at Yuna. She lifted her chin defiantly.

      “If you mean to compare you and me,” Yuna said, “don’t bother. We are nothing alike.”

      “Ah, so you say, but… You know it to be true.”

      “You aren’t her father,” Elena said.

      Smaug laughed. “Star Wars. How quaint. You do realize there is more to life than movies?”

      “You should talk,” Gary snapped. “You willingly entered a game. Why?”

      “Why shouldn’t I?” Smaug asked. “I can do as I wish here.”

      “Including killing people,” Elena said bitterly. “You are nothing but a—”

      “—an innocent bystander. You all tried to kill me, or did you forget? You thought I was dead. You were wrong, thankfully, but you attempted to murder me.”

      “Murder? Ha!” Nicoletta rolled her eyes. Flames burned her hands at her side. “You were trying to kill us!”

      “If I fought back it was only for the sake of self-defense.”

      “And the dragons?” Gary asked. “The vampires? All of the creatures you sicced on us? That was just preemptive?”

      “Precisely.” Smaug smiled.

      He wasn’t fighting them. Was he legit waiting for them to strike him first so he could claim self-defense? But that shouldn’t matter. They weren’t leaving the game anytime soon.

      Gary winced. When had he come to accept that?

      “You want us dead,” Elena said. “Admit it.”

      “Certainly. You are my enemies. We are in a game. You kill enemies in games.” Smaug smiled again.

      “You’re insane,” Nicoletta shouted.

      “Perhaps.” Smaug eyed them all and focused on Gary. “I must commend you, Gary. You were inspired when you tried to seduce Loki and distract him so you could kill him. Well done. You do enjoy seducing anyone and everyone.”

      Gary flared his nostrils. “That’s not true.”

      “That would never have happened in the real world, now, would it? You having so many women fawning over you? Your little harem. I’m sorry for breaking it up, but there’s a new girl here for you, so you can still have three at once after all.”

      Incensed, Gary took a step forward.

      Elena gripped his shoulder and shook her head. “He’s baiting you like you did Loki.”

      Gary knew she spoke the truth, but he almost didn’t care. Here was Smaug. They could kill him. They were all at their strongest.

      But they were missing Olivia.

      That didn’t matter. Kill Smaug, and then Yuna could focus on getting them out without any distractions. They would be able to go home, potentially soon. Then he could be reunited with Olivia and see her in person. It would be wonderful.

      So long as he could keep his temper under control.

      “Would you rather I spare the girls?” Smaug asked in a mocking tone. “I could. I’ll just kill you and take your harem for myself.”

      “Go fuck a tree,” Nicoletta snapped.

      “Go fuck yourself,” Elena retorted.

      “You might have to remove a rib or two and suck yourself because that’s all you’re gonna get,” Gary said.

      Smaug smirked. “Oh, I don’t think so. I can be rather persuasive. I’m a real charmer once you get to know me.”

      “You’re as charming as an eel,” Nicoletta said.

      Their nemesis ignored her. “Gary, how many times have you masturbated—”

      “We don’t need to talk about that,” Gary protested.

      “Or fucked—”

      “I don’t fuck,” Gary said.

      “Excuse me. Make love. There, is that corrected?” Smaug laughed. “You don’t love any of those girls. Not one of them.”

      “You don’t know me,” Gary said. “You don’t know love. Not my fault your mother didn’t love you, or that you didn’t love her.”

      That was it. Smaug couldn’t hold back any longer. The ground beneath Gary’s feet rumbled, and he shot into the air. The ground rose up and smacked into his legs.

      Although that smarted, Gary zoomed straight toward Smaug. Down below, Elena was trying to get under the fucker. At least she had a way to fight long distance now.

      Nicoletta’s face was pale. When the last werewolf had died, she had allowed her fires to fade away. Now, she brought back her fire aura, and just in time too because Smaug released his werewolf. The creature fell to the ground and immediately chased down Nicoletta.

      As for Yuna, she raced Gary toward Smaug. The blasts from Elena’s daggers struck Smaug first, but Smaug merely laughed as if tickled. He sent an icy blast toward Gary, who dodged it and tried to telekinetically choke Smaug. Somehow, though, the air around Smaug seemed impervious to Gary’s control. He couldn’t choke Smaug.

      Gary sped ahead of Yuna and tackled Smaug. The foe seemed like a metal wall though, and they hardly moved backward at all.

      “You are such a pathetic waste,” Smaug said in a mocking tone. “A trash collector. Worthless. Orphan. You aren’t meant to have anything at all. Your life is futile.”

      “My life? No. My future is bright,” Gary said. “I’m not here because I—”

      “You aren’t here because you’re a genius. Your being here is nothing more than a mistake.”

      “Takes one to know one,” Gary muttered.

      “So mature.” Smaug placed a hand on Gary’s chest. Yellow sparks appeared, and Gary had no choice but to drop down several feet to avoid being blasted with lightning.

      By avoiding the strike, the bolt headed straight for Yuna. She held out her hand, and the lightning stopped in its tracks. Her sleek, black hair rose all around her from the electricity, and then the charge disappeared, and the lightning faded away.

      “Ah, a worthy foe at least.” Smaug sent out icicles, fiery blasts, and gusts of wind. Yuna avoided, reflected, or countered each one. The two were evenly matched.

      Gary risked a glance at the other girls. Elena had no choice but to help Nicoletta against the last werewolf. It fought as if possessed, and Gary could hardly bear to watch. The claws and fangs were bright and shining silver, flashing all over the place. The girls were going to get hurt.

      “Go and help them,” Yuna said grimly.

      After hesitating only a moment and observing Yuna ward off another lightning bolt, Gary zoomed down to the ground. He landed on his feet, his cloak fluttering behind him. His hand outstretched, Gary reached for the air around the wolf’s throat with his power.

      Without warning, the werewolf whirled around and just missed chomping Gary’s fingers.

      Gary lifted the foe until the beast was level with their heads. Elena blasted it with her dagger beams, and Nicoletta singed its nose and fur. Once the beams and the fire killed the werewolf, Gary flew the beast as a fiery bomb toward Smaug. Yuna was holding her own, but Smaug did not seem fazed at all by her attacks. The Japanese woman, on the other hand, seemed to be tiring again. Whatever issues she had was affecting her still.

      Yuna reached down, and a huge clump of earth rose up. Smaug shifted back just enough to avoid being hit, but Gary grinned. She hadn’t intended to hit him. It was merely a diversion.

      Gary had the still-burning werewolf continue to rise, hiding it behind that tower of soil. Yuna jerked to the side, and Gary whipped the werewolf around and slammed it directly into Smaug.

      Immediately, from deep within himself, Gary tapped into the dead werewolf and tore it to shreds, causing its bones to become projectiles that devastated Smaug to the point that the fucker lowered himself to the ground.

      Grinning, Gary raced to rejoin the fight. This would be it. He knew it. Once and for all, they would kill Smaug.

      But Gary was wrong, and Gary wasn’t racing fast enough, and Gary wasn’t strong enough, either.
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      Before Smaug could attack, Gary quickly encased all four of them in forcefields. Elena was blasting Smaug, but that remained ineffective as the fucker stalked toward Nicoletta.

      Gary threw his short sword and used his telekinesis to have it pick up speed. Smaug must’ve realized because he sent up a wall of earth behind him. Gary tried to have the blade go around it, but the angle was wrong, and the weapon fell to the ground with a clatter.

      He darted forward. Nicoletta and Smaug were engaged in a fiery battle, twin blasts fighting for supremacy. Hers was bluish, but his had a strange purple tint to it.

      Gary planted his feet and reinforced the forcefield around Nicoletta, but it wasn’t enough. Gary was too weak.

      Without warning, Smaug’s fire turned to water, dousing Nicoletta’s flames and then solidifying into a long icicle spear that landed around Nicoletta. The ice expanded to form a dome around her, trapping her.

      “Yuna, save her!” Gary shouted. Through the purplish ice, he could already see that Nicoletta was shivering. She appeared to be trying to conjure her fire, but he saw no sparks.

      Yuna raced over. Smaug flicked his fingers, and Yuna cartwheeled and slammed into the ground, not moving. What the hell? Had Smaug used the wind to mow her down?

      Elena nodded to Gary and jerked her head toward Yuna. Gritting his teeth, Gary complied. Yuna was already coming back around to consciousness, and he helped her over to the ice dome.

      “Save her,” Gary repeated, and he started to turn back to Elena and Smaug.

      "Stay here," Yuna said. "I can't heal. You have to if she's too far gone."

      “Don’t say that!” Gary snapped.

      Yuna placed her hands on the ice, and smoke wafted. Water gushed from the melting ice, and Gary turned his attention back to the fight.

      Elena ducked beneath a fiery blast and then jumped to the side to avoid a lightning strike. With her being metal, being hit by a bolt would be fatal.

      “Almost there,” Yuna muttered. “Here, Gary, pull her out. Hurry!”

      Nicoletta’s body seemed frozen. He jerked back, shocked by her coldness. She felt like death.

      Gary reached inside of her. Her heart was beating. She was breathing. All in all, she appeared fine.

      And that was when he reached her hands. Her fingers were frostbitten to the point of being ready to fall off.

      Worst of all, he had no fucking idea how to heal that.

      “Stay here,” he told Nicoletta.

      Without waiting to ensure she complied, he rushed over to Smaug and Elena in time to watch Smaug accept a slash to his arm. To counter, Smaug used a wind blast to knock her off her feet and then stomped on her leg. A loud snap rang out followed by a shriek.

      He had just broken Elena’s leg.

      Fuck. They had already been short Olivia. Now, Nicoletta was out of commission, and Elena was hurt, too.

      Yuna once more dueled Smaug, the two trading fiery blasts, wind bombs, watery spirals, and more. Gary would have loved to join in, but he dashed over to Elena.

      “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I’ll help you.”

      Elena gritted her teeth and nodded, exhaling through her nose.

      Gary placed his hands on either side of the break. He could bring the two halves together, but nothing he was doing could get them to fuse together. There were no veins, no muscles, no skin here. It was pure metal. How she could walk, he didn’t know.

      “Heat,” he muttered. “You need heat to have your leg reattached. Stay here.”

      Gary stood and then telekinetically flew Nicoletta over.

      “If you can, apply just enough heat to fuse her leg back together,” Gary said.

      “I’ll try,” Nicoletta said, but her fire sputtered, hardly powerful at all. Maybe that was a blessing. Too high heat might cause the metal to warp.

      Leaving the two wounded girls, Gary dashed over to where Smaug and Yuna were still fighting. It almost felt strange to run on his legs instead of flying, but his heart was pounding, his adrenaline high, and he was driven by anger and hatred. Smaug must pay for all the chaos and devastation and evil he had bestowed upon the world, both in real life and in the game.

      Just then, Gary felt the air around him breeze by. He glanced over to see Olivia there. No. That couldn't be. He blinked a few times and looked again. Sure enough, Olivia flew beside him.

      “Did you miss me?”

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “That’s a fine how do you do,” she said. “Unreal. Going after that rat bastard without me.”

      “But you, you’re…”

      “We’re in this together.”

      “But you’re too low of a level.”

      Olivia just flew ahead of him.

      And then disappeared.

      What the fuck? Was he seeing things, after all? Hallucinating? Could Smaug get into his head?

      “You should be happy,” Smaug was saying to Yuna as Gary finally neared within hearing range. The two had been fighting so fiercely that they had driven themselves a fair distance away from the others, a blessing.

      “Happy?”

      “That I haven’t stripped you all of your powers.”

      “I would like to see you try that again,” Yuna snapped.

      Gary blinked. He hadn’t heard Yuna so angry before, and he had to admit that he enjoyed hearing it geared toward Smaug.

      Smaug’s clothes were torn and dirty, covered in the entrails of the werewolf Gary had exploded. Gary tried to do the same thing with Smaug, but he couldn’t even get inside of him. It was as if Smaug was nothing more than an empty shell.

      Again, Gary tried to choke him, but that failed too.

      “Pathetic,” Smaug said.

      Gary grew furious. He slammed down a forcefield on Smaug, trying to bind him and prevent him from moving or talking or even breathing.

      But Smaug merely laughed.

      All of the earth Smaug and Yuna had used gave Gary ample material to work with. He flung rocks at Smaug, the short sword, everything and anything. Smaug evaded most as he continued to meet Yuna’s onslaught, her fire with his water, her water with his air, her air with his earth, and so on.

      Just then, a sleek, large bird slammed into the back of Smaug’s head. A diamond-shaped tail wrapped around his neck. The stench of fresh blood filled the air.

      Smaug brought up his hands, glowing, ready to burn the bird, but Yuna doused his fire before it could even appear. Suddenly, another stench seared Gary’s noise, that of dung. The bird had shit right on Smaug’s face.

      Wild with rage, Smaug threw the bird. Gary burst out laughing as the bird flew away.

      “You will die for this,” Smaug said.

      “Yeah, dying would be nice. Anything to get away from that smell.” Yuna waved her hand in front of her nose.

      Smaug held his hands before him and formed an orb of lightning, fire, and ice. Gary’s forcefield was enough to send it back toward Smaug, but the fucker pushed it back toward Gary. No, not Gary. Toward Nicoletta, Elena, and Olivia.

      Fuck.

      Gary had to use every bit of his telekinetic power to move the orb. He sent it high into orbit, and it exploded above them like fireworks.

      Already, Smaug was sending more out, one after the other. Yuna and Gary did their best to try to shove them back toward Smaug, but one got past Gary and exploded just behind him. His forcefield took the brunt of the blast, but he was hurting, badly. One hit Yuna but thankfully didn’t explode. Several hit the ground, causing the earth to quake.

      Then, Smaug changed things up and blasted them with a wind so fiercely that both Yuna and Gary were forced to the ground.

      “We’re going to die,” Yuna shouted.

      “No. You’re going to unleash the virus,” Gary said.

      “But—”

      “Go. I’ll do my best to keep him occupied.”

      “But—”

      “If you die, we all die,” he said firmly.

      Yuna nodded and flew off.

      “Ah, is the new girl nothing but a coward?” Smaug called.

      “She’s not the new girl,” Gary said firmly, flying back up toward him.

      “Oh, yeah? Is she the latest addition to your harem?” Smaug mocked.

      “She’s my friend,” Gary said.

      “Some friend runs off to save her hide when you’re getting your ass handed to you.” Smaug tsked with his tongue.

      “Yeah, well, at least I don’t smell like ass.”

      In response, Smaug slammed wind straight into Gary’s face. He took the blow, cartwheeling through the air. As he spun, he saw a flash of silver down below.

      The werewolves. Their fangs. While not as long as the sabre-toothed tigers’ fangs, werewolves’ fangs would still make a decent weapon.

      Gary telekinetically yanked out two fangs and sent them spiraling toward Smaug’s back. Immediately, he yanked out more and more. The first two connected with Smaug’s ass cheeks, and Gary sank toward the ground, moving closer toward the girls. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold Smaug back, especially as the next two pierced right next to the first.

      Smaug let out a fierce yell. He held out his hands and…

      …nothing. Smaug stopped moving outside of him breathing and his tongue wagging.

      “What the hell is this?” he asked. “Why can’t I move?”

      Just then, Yuna appeared beside Gary. She lowered Smaug to the ground with her wind.

      “I think we’re done here.”

      “Don’t?” Gary asked. “Are you crazy? We need to finish this, finish him!”

      “I thought we would only fight him in self-defense,” she said, furrowing her brow. “He cannot hurt us at all. We are saved.”

      “But—”

      “There is a dungeon we can put him in. Unless one of us feeds him, he will die anyhow. We can worry about that tomorrow, yes?”

      Gary nodded. This was amazing. The virus had worked. Smaug was rendered static.

      “Now who’s the worthless one?” Gary asked.

      “When I get out of here, I’m going to fuck up your life,” Smaug fumed. “I am going to rearrange your body so that your ass is on your head and you choke on your cock. You will rue the day—”

      "You will shut up, or else I will change my mind, and we will kill you," Yuna said mildly, and she led him away.

      Gary hurried over to the others. Elena was walking around without limping. Nicoletta’s fingers did not appear so badly off as they had originally. And Olivia was smirking.

      “Smaug?” Olivia asked.

      “We unleashed the virus. He’s contained.”

      “Finally, some good news,” Nicoletta said.

      “Amazing.” Elena grinned. “I thought we were goners for a long minute there.”

      “Me too,” Gary confessed before turning to Olivia. “You disappeared. Where did—you were the bird, weren’t you?”

      “Dude. A bird. Really?”

      “That wasn’t you? I could’ve sworn…”

      Olivia giggled. “Yes, yes, it was me. Who else would take a dump on Smaug’s head?”

      “That’s disgusting,” Elena said.

      “More like amazing,” Nicoletta countered.

      “And I wasn’t a bird, for your information, Gary,” Olivia said.

      “It’s not as if it was easy to see you,” he protested.

      “A little illumination, Nicoletta, if you would be so kind,” Olivia asked with a bow.

      Nicoletta obliged, and Olivia disappeared and became a creature with a body like a reptile but with a dragon’s head and wings. She waved her tail with the diamond-shaped tip at Gary before turning back into herself.

      “Well?” she demanded. “Do you know what I was?”

      “A baby dragon,” Nicoletta guessed.

      “No.”

      “Damn, that’s what I thought, too,” Gary said.

      “A dragon with two legs, not four. You can change into a wyvern,” Elena said.

      “You’re my new favorite,” Olivia said. “Hey, where is the dick Smaug?”

      “He is in a dungeon,” Yuna said, joining them. “Shall we go celebrate, or should we go collapse?”

      “Celebrate!” Olivia said.

      “Definitely,” Gary said, grinning. “We deserve it.”

      “Hear, hear,” Elena said.
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      As they walked back to town and the tavern, Gary caught up to Olivia.

      “How were you able to do that?” he asked. “What level are you? How did you get that new power?”

      “Oh, that’s simple. I called up the gaming company and demanded to speak to the guy who was talking to Gary all of the time.”

      “Haru.”

      “Yep. I couldn’t remember his name then or now. Anyhow, I threatened him with going wide about the entire thing with Smaug and you all being in the game. He didn’t take too kindly to that and even called security on me, but I showed him footage of our playing. I filmed some, and that included him being in the game once. I eavesdropped. Sorry.

      “It’s fine,” he assured her. “And he just caved and gave you your levels back?”

      Olivia scowled. “He didn’t even want to do that at first, but I made him and asked for another portion of my power to be unlocked and that I didn’t want to have to guess what it was. Boom. I was back and better than ever.”

      “You amaze me.”

      She winked at him. “Don’t I know it. I told you it wouldn’t be for long.”

      The tavern was busy. They claimed a table, but Olivia excused herself to go to the bathroom. After talking for a bit, Gary realized that no bar wench was coming over.

      “This is lame,” Nicoletta complained. “Elena, help me get everyone drinks.”

      “Sure.”

      They left, and Yuna shook her head. “I should go and see if I can make some headway on getting us home. With Smaug taken care of, I won’t have any more distractions.”

      “Are you sure we did the right thing by not killing him?” Gary asked.

      Yuna bristled. “He can now stand trial for the crimes he has committed. I think that is important, yes?”

      He nodded. “You did a great job out there.”

      “I tried. I wasn’t strong enough to kill him.”

      “None of us were, not even all of us together,” he assured her.

      “I know, except I was supposed to be.” She grimaced. “That was why I have so many powers.”

      “Why you’re a wizard.”

      “Yes.” She hesitated. “I am sorry.”

      “There’s nothing for you to apologize for.”

      Yuna smiled wanly, stood, and left.

      Nicoletta and Elena came back. When Nicoletta realized Yuna wouldn’t be coming back, she claimed her drink.

      “Ah,” she said after taking a long drink. “That really hit the spot.”

      “How are your fingers?”

      “Better somewhat.”

      “I’ll try and heal them again in the morning.”

      Nicoletta glanced out the window and laughed.

      Elena giggled, too. “How long do you plan on celebrating for?”

      “I don’t know.” Gary shrugged and drank half of his ale. “Until we’re back home?”

      “And then the celebration will begin anew!” Nicoletta dissolved into a fit of hysterics.

      Gary shook his head, amused. A few minutes later, he stood. “Have to use the restroom. I’ll be back.”

      They waved him off, and Gary stumbled out of the tavern. He should probably get something to eat. The alcohol was going to his head already.

      Once he finished his business, he decided to check on Olivia. She wasn't in the female bathroom, and his search eventually led him to the inn. A commotion behind one door had him hesitating and listening. Hearing Olivia's soft voice, he knocked on the door. When she didn't say anything, he cracked the door open. Still nothing, so he strolled in. The door shut behind him of its own accord as he gasped.

      Olivia was in bed, but she wasn’t alone, and she wasn’t wearing anything. She had her face buried between Yuna’s legs.

      “What is it going on?” Gary asked. “I mean, I can tell what you’re doing but…”

      Olivia slowly eased back and glanced at him. She wiped Yuna’s juices from her lips and chin. “Gary,” she said.

      “You weren’t supposed to have sex with anyone else,” he said accusingly.

      He couldn’t help being hurt. Olivia had said over and over how much she loved him and Nicoletta and Elena. Why did she need anyone else? Weren’t they enough? Or was Olivia’s definition of love too broad and all-encompassing?

      “You all nearly died,” Olivia said defensively. “I am going to live and celebrate life and love, so, yes, I’m having sex with Yuna.”

      “Come here,” Yuna said, sitting up slightly. Her breasts, perky and lifted and perfectly round, begged to be touched, her nipples hard enough to cut glass. “Join us.”

      Olivia’s eyes lit up, and her hand went down to between her legs. “Yes, Gary, come here. You can finally have me. You’ve waited long enough.”

      “I…”

      Gary was so confused. He wasn’t at all surprised that Olivia was all for him having a threesome with her and Yuna, but he should say no. He shouldn’t want Yuna. He didn’t love her. But, fuck, he had wanted Olivia for ages, and he was attracted to Yuna despite himself. She was just so sexy despite her naivety, not that she seemed innocent at the moment.

      Olivia hurried off the bed and began to undress him, and Yuna helped. He couldn’t tell them no. He couldn’t talk. Hell, he could hardly breathe.

      The two sexy ladies brought him over to the bed, and Gary was already harder than he had ever been before. Olivia took him into her mouth and brought him almost to the point of coming before pulling away.

      “You can’t come yet,” she said with a wink.

      “Ride me,” he begged.

      “What about me?” Yuna asked, straddling his chest. She took his hands and placed them on her firm breasts. He yanked on her nipples and pulled her down to kiss her. She moaned against his lips, and he could feel Olivia’s hand sliding on his skin to touch between Yuna’s legs.

      All Gary wanted was to explode within one of them, both of them. He tried to reach a hand down to stroke his cock, but Olivia moved his hand aside and finally did lower herself onto his cock.

      “Fuck me,” Gary gasped as she rolled her hips, moving them like a figure eight, forcing him to hit against all of her walls.

      “Do you like that?” Olivia asked.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “Is it pleasurable?”

      “Yes!”

      “Then give some pleasure to Yuna.”

      The Japanese woman stared down at him. “You don’t have to—oh!”

      He pulled her forward so she was sitting on his face, and he ate her out, licking her folds, tasting her sweetness. The harder and faster Olivia rode him, the deeper and faster he ate out Yuna. It took him longer to come than he expected, and he shuddered with his release. Olivia had already come twice on his cock by that point. She rolled away, flat on her back, and Yuna laid beside her, kissing her.

      Gary was still rock hard, and he was still thirsty, so he buried his face between Olivia’s legs, eating her out, enjoying the taste of their mixed juices. He rubbed his cock against the bed and then shifted to pleasure himself.

      A hand brushed his away, and Yuna gripped him, stroking him from his base to his tip, all along his length.

      “I want your cock,” she whispered. “Please?”

      “Lie down,” he ordered.

      Yuna reclined, spreading her legs wide, and he slid inside of her tight, wet hole. Oh, good, did this feel good. Not necessarily right, but it still felt amazing.

      “You two can’t forget about me,” Olivia said. She sat on Yuna’s mouth, facing Gary, and he grabbed her boobs and shoved his tongue into her mouth as he pounded into Yuna’s pussy. His ball tingled, and the moment Yuna orgasmed, squeezing his cock so tightly that he almost was forced out, he came, too. Even so, he kept on thrusting. He was hard yet, and he wanted to see if he could come a third time.

      As it turned out, he could. He actually came a total of seven times that night.

      When Gary woke, he had one hand on Yuna’s boob and the other between Olivia’s legs. Olivia was gyrating against him.

      He stared at her, half-panicking for a second, worried she might be in the game, but she wasn’t. Another cause for a celebration.

      Gary sat up, eased Olivia onto all fours and took her from behind.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she said.

      “It really is.”

      Yuna stirred and eased herself beneath Olivia, the girls kissing, Gary’s hand reaching around Olivia so he could finger Yuna. He wanted them all to be pleasured. Whoever was in his bed, he wanted them to have a good time.

      "Oh, fuck, Olivia!" he cried as he came again. His balls were beginning to ache, but he was still hard yet. He was always hard around his girls.

      Just then, the door slammed open. Gary glanced over mid-thrust to see Nicoletta and Elena. Nicoletta’s jaw dropped, and Elena’s eyes looked ready to pop out of their sockets.

      Olivia twisted her neck to look over. “Come on over, girls. Gary’s got a magic cock. I swear he’s a wizard, after all.” She giggled.

      “And his fingers,” Yuna groaned.

      “The fuck is this?” Nicoletta demanded.

      “Gary…” Elena sounded so disapproving that Gary’s cock finally went limp.

      Fuck. Why the hell did Gary have to keep screwing things up?

      Because I keep fucking all the girls.

      He pulled out of Olivia and sat on the edge of the bed. “I can explain,” he said.

      “Save it,” Nicoletta snapped. “How the hell are we supposed to get home if the supposed genius is getting fucked out of her mind instead of actually working?”

      “At the moment, he was fucking Olivia actually,” Yuna said.

      “I wasn’t fucking her,” Gary muttered.

      “No? Because that’s sure as hell what it looked like,” Elena said.

      “I was making love to her,” he protested.

      “Gary and his magic cock. Has to be buried in a pussy. Any pussy would do.” Nicoletta threw up her hands and stomped out of the room.

      Elena shook her head. “Do you love Yuna, too?” she whispered.

      “Ah… No. Not like I love you and Olivia and Nicoletta.”

      “Then why?” Elena whispered.

      Gary had no answer, and after a moment, she left too.

      “You don’t love me?” Yuna asked. “I thought… From the start, we connected, yes?”

      “No.” Gary swallowed hard. “I hope I never lead you on, but…”

      “Don’t go, Yuna,” Olivia said, but Yuna dressed and fled the room without another word.

      “Are you angry with me, too?” he asked her after a moment.

      “No. Of course not. I don’t regret last night at all, and if you do, you’re a dick.”

      “But I didn’t love Yuna. I don’t love her.”

      “So?”

      “So, I want to be in a committed relationship with you, Nicoletta, and Elena.”

      “You done fucked that up,” she said.

      Gary groaned and flopped onto the bed. “Don’t I know it.”

      Gary Johnson. Dragon Hunter. Vampire Hunter. Shifter Hunter. Grade-A Jackass and Fucker of One Too Many Women.

      How was he going to make this up to Nicoletta and Elena? Would they ever forgive him?

      Yes, Smaug was handled and dealt with, so Gary’s body was safe, but his heart and his cock might be in for a world of disappointment.

      “Fuck,” he whispered.

      Olivia giggled. “You can say that again.”

      “Fuck,” he repeated. “Fuck me.”

      “I don’t mind if I do,” Olivia said.

      She proceeded to run her wet pussy against his cock until he grew hard and then rode him for a half hour until he came. As wonderful as this felt, Gary didn’t nearly have the same level of satisfaction as he had last night.

      What the fuck was he going to do? How could he make this right?
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      Thank you for reading Superheroes Online 1-3! I hope you enjoyed the story. I had a lot of fun writing it. I mean, superheroes and dragons. What more can you want? Well, obviously sexy superheroes…

      If you did enjoy the boxed set, I would really appreciate a review. Even a sentence or two would be enough. If you do, Nicoletta will light your fire, Elena will warm your bed, and Olivia is open for anything. The more reviews I have, the faster I’ll work on the next book.

      Thanks again, and I hope you’ll read Elf Hunter.
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      Dante
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