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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      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?
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      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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