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      Gary Johnson had truly gone and fucked things up this time. It hadn’t been enough for him that three women loved him and that they loved each other too. A harem. He had a damn harem.

      With Elena Pompilii, a superhero with half of her body metal and capable of shooting out metal shards.

      With Nicoletta Rodriquez, a superhero with the ability to create fire and scorching blasts and blazing walls. He had known Nicoletta in the real world before he and she and Elena all got sucked into the game Superheroes Online.

      With Olivia Schwartz, a superhero who could fly but who also loved Yuna Aki, the genius developer who had also entered the game so that she could help them get out and back to their lives.

      Gary had hoped that once they got back, that he could continue to be with Elena, Nicoletta, and Olivia. Somehow. It wasn’t as if he had a job waiting for him. Hell, he had lost his apartment too.

      Life hadn’t exactly been kind to Gary, not since his parents had been killed.

      Why? Why hadn’t he told Olivia and Yuna no? He had walked in on Olivia giving Yuna oral, and they had asked him to join them. Why did he have to be weak and think with the wrong head?

      But he hadn’t. He had a threesome with them even though he had felt guilty. Yes, he had been attracted to Yuna from the start. The Japanese woman was strikingly beautiful and exotic. But he hadn’t loved her. Not like the others.

      Still, when he woke up with the two of them naked in his bed, he did what any red-blooded male would do. He fucked them. Well, he considered what he and Olivia were doing as making love, but Yuna was fucking. Nothing more than that.

      And as luck would have it, the worst possible kind of luck, Elena and Nicoletta had walked in.

      Now, Gary was in bed with Olivia, who had just collapsed beside him after riding him for a full thirty minutes.

      After five minutes of silence while he was lost in his thoughts and figured Olivia might have fallen asleep, she pushed up to support her head with her hand, elbow on the bed. "You're overthinking this, aren't you?"

      “No,” he lied.

      “You are. I can see the wheels spinning, plus I can smell it. Burnt rubber.” She wrinkled her nose and wafted her other hand in front of her.

      “Not funny,” he muttered.

      “What’s your deal?” she demanded. She brushed her curly brown hair back and narrowed her green eyes at him. “You had waited long enough to have me. I wanted you. Yuna wanted you. You clearly wanted both of us.”

      “I shouldn’t have wanted Yuna,” he groaned.

      “But you did. Gary, I’ve been with a lot of men and a lot of women. You can’t be that hard or her that wet unless you want the other person or people desperately.”

      “But I shouldn’t—”

      “Why not?” Olivia demanded.

      “Two reasons. Nicoletta and Elena.”

      Olivia shrugged. “They’ll get over it. They came around. You never thought they would willingly be with each other and you, and you had a nice harem going.”

      “I did. I fucked that up.”

      “All you have to do is accept Yuna in.”

      "What? No. I don't want her. Not like that."

      “Oh, yeah?” Her gaze wandered down his naked body and settled on his hard cock.

      He flushed. “Always hard around my girls,” he muttered.

      “Yuna’s your girl too,” she pointed out.

      “No. She isn’t.”

      “She could be.”

      “I don’t love her,” he said stubbornly.

      “What if I do?” Olivia challenged, lifting her chin.

      “You can’t,” he protested.

      “You can’t tell me who I can and can’t love,” she said in a huff. “And you can’t tell me who I can or can’t share my body with. If I want to have a threesome with Elena and Nicoletta, you’d have no problem with that.”

      His cock jumped at the thought. “I—”

      “Let me guess. You wouldn’t want us to without you.”

      “I’d at least like to film it.”

      Olivia sat up and gestured wildly with her hands. Her boobs swayed, bouncing with the movement, and he licked his lips, wanting to suck them, wanting to kiss her to shut her up, wanting to shove his almost too-hard cock deep inside of her. His balls ached, but he didn’t care. He might not even have any more semen to spill inside of her, but he was willing to try.

      “Film it.” She smirked. “So you can jerk off? I’m sure you imagine all of us and jerk off a lot already.”

      “I wouldn’t have to if you all would make yourselves available to me,” he joked with a wink.

      But Olivia wasn’t in her typical teasing mood. Her frown deepened. “You mean to tell me you haven’t daydreamed about Yuna. Not once,” she said accusingly.

      “Nope,” he said honestly.

      Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. After a moment, she nodded. “You dreamed about her, though, haven’t you?”

      “I—”

      “Don’t lie.”

      “Wasn’t going to.” He sat up and glared at her. “I had. So? Doesn’t mean anything.”

      “Dreams can sometimes show us our subconscious urges—”

      “I have no urge to go to school naked,” he argued. “No one does.”

      "I would argue that people want to be free of the restrictions of society. Why should we have to cover our bodies with clothes?" She grabbed her boobs and let them flop slightly as she then touched between her legs. Olivia's pussy was dripping wet from his juices, his saliva, and Yuna's saliva too.

      “I’m not a nudist wannabe,” he said.

      “If us girls all wanted to be naked around you, though…”

      “Just around me, so that’s not quite what you mean.”

      “It’s a start.” She shrugged. “A gateway. Nudist colonists are filled with people who embrace their bodies. It doesn’t have to be sexual. Our bodies are our temples—”

      “I want to worship yours.”

      Olivia grinned, but she shook her head. I’m not sure we should right now.”

      He gaped at her. “Why not?” he asked, confused. Olivia had always seemed like the one most into sex, all of it, with anyone and everyone, multiples too, clearly.

      And that was becoming an issue for Gary. He didn’t want to share her. With Nicoletta and Elena, yes, that was fine, but no one else. Not Yuna. No other guy. No one else.

      Possessive? No. It was because Gary wanted a committed relationship with those in his harem. He wasn’t going to run off and just have sex with a random NPC. No way. No how. But would Olivia? Why did he have to feel like he couldn’t trust her? He hated that he felt as if she might cheat on him.

      Which made him feel even worse about all of this because he had cheated on Elena and Nicoletta.

      “You regret it,” Olivia said.

      “Don’t change the subject,” he said.

      “You asked me why I don’t want to have sex right now, and I’m talking about when we had sex with Yuna. Still talking about sex. Not changing the subject.” She crossed her arms, which pushed her boobs up higher.

      He blinked and tried to look her in the eyes. “Ah…”

      She sighed. “You regret it,” she repeated, sounding annoyed.

      “This just now with you? Not at all.”

      Her eyes darkened. “You know I meant with Yuna. Both times with her.”

      Gary could feel his cheeks turn red. He was hot from his embarrassment. “I do,” he admitted. “I shouldn’t have. We shouldn’t have.”

      “Again, you can’t tell me who I can and can’t have sex with.”

      “I don’t want anything to happen,” Gary said.

      “You want to shove your dick into any available hole but not face the consequences of that act. That’s not how the world works. Come on, Gary. You aren’t naïve.”

      “No. I knew… I thought… I hoped…”

      “What? That Nicoletta and Elena wouldn’t find out? Like Yuna wouldn’t have told them.”

      “She might not have,” he said stubbornly. Damn it, Olivia was right.

      “Sure.”

      Gary glowered at his superhero costume which lay all over the place on the floor. “I guess I should get dressed and find them and try to work this out.”

      He moved to get up, but Olivia touched his wrist. “Stay. Nicoletta’s liable to blast your face off.”

      “Yours too,” he protested.

      Olivia winked. “I’ll just fly out of the way. Can’t touch this.” She ran her hand down her boobs to between her legs and fingered herself. Gary reached down and slowly stroked his cock. He didn’t want to come. He didn’t deserve to. But he watched her, giving himself some slight pleasure. Her eyes closed, and she tweaked a nipple, and then she jerked, her eyes flying open as she gasped. Liquid trailed down her legs.

      She had squirted. God damn it, that was so fucking hot.

      Olivia hopped over, let him suck her juices off her fingers, and then dressed and rushed out the door. Gary lay back on the bed, stroking himself again, a little harder. Damn it. Olivia had gotten him all worked up again.

      No. He should go and find the other girls. It wasn’t right that Olivia was going to have to face them alone.

      Just the thought of how disappointed, angry, and upset the other two must be was enough for Gary’s cock to finally go limp. He reached for his clothes when his door opened and shut.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he stared at the newcomer. Yuna.

      “I don’t think—” he started, but she pressed a finger to her lips, marched over, and grabbed his cock, stroking him from up and down, rubbing her thumb over his slick head, already wet with pre-cum from watching Olivia finger herself. Although he didn’t want to, his cock didn’t get the memo and hardened from her hard, firm strokes.

      “You know you want me,” she murmured, pressing against him, rubbing her boobs against his arm. Her other hand reached down and tickled his balls.

      He gasped and jerked back, but her grip on his cock tightened, and she stroked him harder. Why the hell did his body have to respond to her?

      “Let me ride,” she whispered. She leaned close and licked his ear before murmuring, “Give me your cock. Let me make you come over and over again like you did last night. So many times. I want to swallow your come again.”

      Gary shook his head and backed away, holding her by her shoulders so she couldn’t follow, her hand finally dropping away from his cock. “I won’t sleep with you again,” he said firmly.

      Yuna pouted. Damn. From the first time he saw her, he thought she had DSL, dick-sucking lips, and she really did. He couldn’t help thinking about when she had sucked him. She hadn’t been as experienced with it as Olivia, but he had come in her mouth like she’d said. In fact, although it had been the fourth time he had come that night, the amount had been more for her than when Olivia had swallowed.

      The Japanese beauty said nothing as he dressed, and he only faced her again once he had his entire superhero attire back on.

      “I have a confession,” Yuna said, her gaze dropped. He couldn’t tell if she was looking at his groin or his black boots.

      “What is it?” he asked, uncertain whether or not he wanted to hear this.

      “I… I came into the game for more than one reason. To help us all get out of course and…”

      “Spill it,” he growled, “or don’t. I don’t care.”

      She winced, and he felt bad. He shouldn't be a dick to her. It wasn't her fault he hadn't been able to control himself. At least he hadn't given into her again.

      “You know we were watching you, trying to help you…” Yuna looked up at his eyes for only a second and then dropped her gaze again. By her blush, he suspected she was looking at his groin, not that he was hard at the moment.

      “You watched me have sex with the girls,” he said.

      “Yes, and when you masturbated and when you fought… Gary, you’re amazing. You’re so strong and powerful, and I…” Yuna hesitated. She took a deep breath and then blurted, “I fell in love with you while watching the film.”

      Gary was so shocked he couldn’t say anything. He merely gaped at her, jaw dropped.

      Yuna shrugged and lifted her hands helplessly. “I don’t mind sharing you with the others. I don’t… I promise that everything will work out.”

      Before Gary could stop her, Yuna was on her knees, unzipping him, and yanking out his cock. She stroked only a handful of times to get him hard, and he should’ve pushed her way, should’ve stopped her, but she hadn’t even sucked him long before he came into her mouth, shooting a ton deep into her throat. She swallowed all of it and continued to suck him for a few minutes.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.
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      Gary's johnson was still hard, and if Yuna kept going, he might be able to come again. She didn't show any signs of stopping even though he had to figure her jaw was getting sore. His cock was a full eight inches, and he was thick too. Even Olivia had said last night that his was one of the thickest she had ever had, and that thicker was better than length if a girl were honest.

      He eased back so her teeth wouldn’t scrape him and immediately turned around, zipped, and rushed out of there. Gary didn’t wait to see if she stayed in his room or if she left. All he was worried about was finding the other girls.

      Like he should’ve done right away. Why hadn’t he left the room with Olivia? He should’ve gotten dressed when she had. Not that Nicoletta and Elena would have wanted to see him with Olivia at the moment but better Olivia than Yuna.

      They weren’t in their rooms. Nicoletta’s and Elena’s both looked as if they hadn’t been there for some time, and he wondered what they might have been up to last night. He figured they had gotten drunk themselves.

      Yes, he’d had way too much to drink last night. He had been drunk the first time he’d had a threesome, the one with Nicoletta and Elena. Gary had been so incredibly happy about that. After the time with Yuna, though, he felt so dirty. He needed to make things right.

      “That’s the last time you touch me, Yuna,” he muttered to himself as he made his way to check on Olivia’s door. It was locked, and no one answered when he knocked.

      Swiftly, he headed to the tavern, looking to see if they were at the bar, drowning their sorrows, but no dice there, either. If Gary had to roll on how things were doing with the girls if Olivia had found them, he would be certain the number would not be in her favor.

      With no other place to check but outside, Gary left the tavern behind. He took to the air so he could spy them easier, but after examining the entire town from above, he had to admit to himself that they weren’t there.

      Hmm. Outside the limits, obviously. Not good. Not good at all. If Nicoletta let her anger get the better of her, she really would send a fiery blast at Olivia, more than one most likely.

      Elena, though… It killed him to recall the timid question she had for him when she had seen him with Olivia and Yuna.

      “Do you love Yuna too?” she had whispered, looking ready to cry.

      He hadn’t been about to lie, so he told her the truth. “Ah… No. Not like I love you and Olivia and Nicoletta.”

      Whoever said that the truth would set you free was a fucking liar. The truth had only served to hurt Elena that much more.

      “Then why?” she had whispered.

      She knew how to kill him, how to rip out his heart. Whereas Nicoletta's anger and rage were understandable and expected, Elena's quiet hurting plagued him that much more.

      Elena hadn’t seemed willing to share Gary, not for the longest time. Nicoletta hadn’t either, although she had once kissed Olivia in front of him to tease him, so he had hoped she might come on board. It had taken a long while, but everything had been going so well. Now that Smaug was rendered basically a statue in the game, they had everything they could possibly want. No more murderous human trying to kill them.

      Gary, Elena, and Nicoletta weren’t the only humans in the game. Smaug, known as Samuel August in real life, had managed to find a way into the game. He had killed in real life, and he had been a jackass of a player. If gamers killed each other, the one killed lost ten levels. Smaug reduced some players all the way back to level one.

      Gary had entered the game purely accidentally. Somehow, getting struck by lightning had caused it to happen. A developer of the game, Haru Sato, eventually realized Gary was in the game and had been trying to get him back out. He’d been the one to alert Gary about Smaug in the first place and fashioned special potions to heal Gary since the ones meant for players hadn’t worked on him.

      Haru had been the one to send Elena and then Nicoletta into the game because he claimed it was supposed to help him and the other developers study how to get in so that they could get Gary and his friends back out. Since that hadn’t worked, Haru had sent Yuna in. He thought she might have better luck on the inside.

      Instead, she hadn’t been able to help them return home because of Smaug. He had been a real thorn in their sides. Now, though, the hope was that Yuna would have no more distractions.

      Aside from me and my cock.

      For a solid hour, Gary flew around, trying to find any sign or hint of any of the girls, but he ended up empty-handed. Although he spied a few animals prowling around that he was sure where shifters, he didn't bother to land and fight them. He wasn't in the mood to play.

      With nothing else to do, Gary returned to the spot where they had vanquished Smaug, only the villain wasn’t there. Hmm. Where could he be? Yuna must’ve done something with him, so Gary reluctantly headed back to the inn. He would check for the girls again and then find Yuna so she could take him to see Smaug. For some bizarre reason, Gary was curious about the guy. He wanted to know if Smaug truly wanted to spend the rest of his life here.

      Of course he did. If he had stayed in the real world, he would’ve gone to prison. The police had enough evidence to try him for his mother’s murder. Or maybe they had already tried him. Gary couldn’t remember every detail Haru had told him. Regardless, Smaug had entered the game to avoid jail time.

      What could cause a man to kill his mother? Clearly, Smaug was a genius to be able to enter the game at will. Haru had made several new issues of the game to try to keep Gary and his girls safe from Smaug, but their arch-nemesis had been able to switch over each time. Worse, a little while ago, Smaug had tampered with Gary and the girls' superhero abilities. Why he hadn't been able to strip them completely and why that eventually wore off, Gary wasn't sure. He wasn't a genius like Smaug or Yuna.

      The rooms remained empty or locked. None of the girls had returned, much to Gary’s disappointment. He was swinging and missing all day long.

      Never should’ve gotten out of bed this morning. Then again, who had been in his bed this morning had caused a lot of his current problems.

      It was only then that Gary remembered that Yuna had flown Smaug away from the battle. Damn. His memory was terrible right now. Too much on the brain. Too worried about everything and everyone.

      Warily, Gary went to Yuna’s room. He hoped she was there and not waiting for him in his room. After hesitating a moment, he knocked on her door. No answer. He debated and then tried the knob. The door swung open.

      Thankfully, Yuna was there, and, bonus, she was dressed, but she was lying in her bed, fingering herself, eyes closed, and she came a second later, screaming out his name.

      Fuck.

      Gary backpedaled a step, but her eyes opened, and she sat up with a smile. The Japanese woman definitely seemed to have gotten over her shyness. She sure as hell wasn’t as innocent as she had appeared to be in the beginning.

      “Um, you’re busy.” He retreated a few paces toward the door. “I’ll come back later.”

      “I like when you come,” she said as she sat up. She was blushing, but she didn’t seem as embarrassed as Gary was.

      “Yeah, bye.”

      “Gary, wait.”

      He winced and halted. “Yeah?”

      “Why did you stop by?” she asked. She held up her hands. “Please, don’t act like you have to be nervous around me. We can talk still. Just because you now know how to make me come doesn’t mean—”

      “I won’t ever again, and you won’t touch me,” he said firmly.

      “Oh.” She blinked a few times, glancing straight ahead before looking at him again. “Is that why you came, er, stopped by?”

      “No. Actually, I wanted to ask you about Smaug.”

      “What about Samuel August?” she asked.

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. It always seemed weird to him that both programmers, Yuna and Haru, insisted on calling the guy by his human name instead of his gamer name. Then again, they called him Gary and not Shifter Hunter.

      He hated that he felt uncomfortable talking to Yuna in her room, but her scent was all over the place, probably all over him too. Her and Olivia. Maybe he should try to find a place to wash up. He didn’t think it would be a good idea to find and talk to the other girls still smelling of sex.

      “Where is he?” Gary asked. “Smaug.”

      Yuna furrowed her eyebrows in confusion. “Why? Do you wish to talk to him? That isn’t possible. The virus has rendered him immobile. He can’t move.”

      “Wait, he was able to talk when the virus first hit,” Gary said.

      “Well, yes. At first, he was able to talk, but the virus is still working on him. He can’t talk anymore. He can’t even blink. His eyes are closed. Don’t worry. His eyes won’t dry.”

      “He can breathe?” Gary asked.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” she assured him. “He’s basically in a coma. He can’t talk or think or anything. He’s breathing and perfectly healthy, but that’s it.”

      “So you won’t take me to him.”

      “There’s no point.”

      Gary ground his teeth. He didn’t like hearing any of this, although it was a good thing that the guy was basically in a coma. That way, Smaug had no chance of hurting any of them again. They would be safe from him until Yuna was able to get them out of here.

      Which meant Yuna needed to get to work. It wasn’t as if Gary had anything he wanted to say to Smaug except to maybe mock him for losing, which wasn’t mature anyhow.

      “All right. You’re gonna get us out of here, right?”

      Yuna nodded. “Of course, Gary. Anything for you.”

      He winced. “Not for me. For us. I mean, all of us in the game. Not just you and me. That’s what I was saying.”

      Damn it. He sounded like a stupid kid with a crush.

      “Yes. We will all go home, and then we can see how bored we are with everyday life without our powers.”

      Gary nodded and left without saying goodbye. Somehow, the idea of not having his telekinesis powers anymore freaked him out. He preferred to have them. Back in the real world, Gary had been a trash collector. He definitely didn’t want to go back to that. Haru had said maybe they could get jobs with the gaming company, but Gary was not happy about that idea.

      Well, he would worry about that when the time came, hopefully in a few days. Gary couldn’t help but be excited. Excited and terrified.
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      Gary made it almost to his room when he grew frustrated. The more he thought about it, the more he felt as if Yuna had tried to convince him against wanting to see Smaug anymore. Why? Was she hiding him? If so, why? Gary didn’t know if he was reading into things or if there legit was something up.

      For now, since Smaug wasn’t a possibility, and he wasn’t about to spend extra time with Yuna, Gary opted to try to find the girls again. Their rooms remained empty, and he left the town, this time on foot. Maybe he would be able to see bent grass or other signs of where they had gone.

      No luck. Instead, a boar tore after on him, clearly a shifter. Gary took his sleeveless coat and waved it as if he were a matador. At the last moment, before the boar could gore him, Gary jumped into the air, flying over its head and twisting around to sit on its back.

      With his telekinesis, Gary tried to compress the air around the boar’s throat. The beast struggled and tried to throw him, but Gary held on tight, using his telekinesis to maintain his position on its back. The tighter the air, the more frantic the shifter moved, and suddenly, the boar collapsed.

      Dead.

      He had done it.

      Gary grinned as experience points flooded him. He was almost to the next level. He wasn’t too concerned about his level or skill points right now, considering they had already beaten the boss of Shifter Hunter and also Smaug, but still, it was a sense of achievement each time he did level up. There was nothing out here that would be a threat to them.

      He had just climbed off the back of the beast when more shifters rushed him. A unicorn, a massive snake, and three lionesses were all ready to attack him.

      Gary thought about flying away, but why? He enjoyed fighting. At times, yes, the game had worn on him. Being stuck here hadn’t always been entertaining. But now that he could just have fun with it, he was ready to see what exactly he could do with his powers.

      The lionesses had impressive speed, and they bore down on him, ready to attack, breaking apart to come at him from three sides. He brought up a semi-circle of a shield inches from them, and they bounced off it. The one who had leaped at him from the front had hit the hardest and seemed dazed, but the other two rushed around the shield.

      Gary lifted his hands, loving the blue twin circles that signaled his power, and yanked the earth up to cause the first lioness to be on a huge tower of stone above Gary. That didn’t stop the lioness from jumping, and the second one nipped at his heels, ready to tackle, but he flew into the air.

      With a laugh, Gary telekinetically tied the two lionesses’ tails together. By that time, the unicorn and the snake were there. The snake then disappeared from view, maybe burying itself into the ground, but the lioness jumped up and nearly slashed Gary’s boot. As the lioness fell back , Gary directed the unicorn into place beneath the big cat so the horn gored the lioness. The unicorn wailed, grinding its razors of teeth overcrowding its mouth, and the lioness’s blood splattered all over the unicorn’s sleek, white coat.

      The unicorn struggled to remove the lioness, but Gary ignored them, trying to locate the snake. Where the hell had it gone?

      Just then Gary felt a slight tug on its boot. The snake had slithered up the earth tower and jumped onto Gary. He kicked the snake down and forced it to bite the unicorn. Immediately, the unicorn foamed at the mouth and then collapsed, dead, pinning the snake, crushing it. The snake’s tongue rolled out, wiggling, but then it, too, stilled, also dead.

      Only the last two lionesses were alive yet, but they didn’t seem to be that eager to fight Gary anymore. They rushed away, fighting over which way to go, bouncing off each other, but soon, they were out of sight.

      Gary chuckled. Wasn’t that fun? He hadn’t been sure that he would like the game when he had first started to play. After all, who wanted to play a superhero game when you weren’t even given a superpower from the start? But Gary had then been transported into it. He had no choice but to play the game to survive.

      And survive he had. He had done all he could. No way in hell would he die here in the game.

      Dying in the game. Elena’s mother had died shortly after Elena had entered the game. Nicoletta’s cousin and Gary’s co-worker and good friend Jorge had gotten engaged. Life was going on in the real world while they were playing.

      Gary began to feel bad as he touched his feet to the ground. Elena had wanted to open a bakery, but that was on hold until she could get back. Plus, she hadn't had a chance to truly grieve her mother yet.

      As for Nicoletta, she was worried about Jorge. He wasn’t the kind of guy to fall head over heels for a girl, and he had proposed after being with the girl for only a few months. That was unheard of. Granted, Jorge was a player, so he knew what he wanted in a girl and what he didn’t, but still. Gary was worried too. Nicoletta was in college yet. Now was summer, but she still needed to figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life.

      And Olivia, she was all done with college now. She needed to find a job. She had studied to be a psychologist, and she and Gary had some interesting conversations before. She had a way of getting inside his mind that was scary but also enlightening. Honestly, he wished he could do the same to her. She thought he needed a harem basically because of his parents dying when he had been young. He wondered if she had no filter when it came to sex because of the abuse she had suffered when she had been young. Did telling that jackass “no” then make her feel like she was in control now by never saying it again? Did she always try to get with anyone and everyone?

      It wasn’t that Gary was trying to judge her. He wasn’t. He wanted to understand her. Big difference. Damn it, he wanted his harem to work, and that was clearly going to take some time. If he somehow hadn’t managed to screw everything up beyond repair.

      Yuna. Damn it. He hadn’t wanted to be attracted to her, but attraction was one thing. Everyone looked. It was human nature. But for him to have sex with her and then to let her give him oral after the whole blow up…

      “Need to start thinking with the other head,” he mumbled.

      He passed by a tree, and something heavy dropped to the ground behind him. Gary whirled around, bringing up his arm and constructing a telekinesis shield just in time. A bear’s paw slammed against his barrier so hard that his teeth were set on edge. He could feel how much the shield had weakened from just that one blow.

      Swiftly, he took to the air, but he should’ve looked up first. Another bear had been in the tree, and it jumped right into his arms, ready to slice into him with its massive claws and to try to bite his head off. Gary yanked an arm free and shoved the bear off him with his powers.

      Wow, that had been fun. Not. His chest and lungs felt as if he wasn’t breathing. Was this how an asthmatic felt all the time? That was terrible.

      He coughed some, trying desperately to recover his breath, and then eyed the bears beneath him. Four of them. No, wait. A smaller one, a cub appeared from behind the back of the one that had first jumped down.

      Great. A momma bear and her harem, maybe? Whatever the case, Gary was about to teach them that they couldn’t defend themselves against him.

      Gary lowered himself just out of reach. One tried to jump and swat at his boots, but Gary caused the bear to spin around and slice the other bear’s face. The injured one let out a roar, but instead of focusing on the attacker, the bear went down on all fours. The one that had jumped climbed onto its back and jumped again, high enough to have grabbed Gary if he hadn’t moved out of the way.

      He was toying with them, but he wanted this to end. Finding the girls was paramount, so he telekinetically ripped off a branch from the tree. With his powers, he whittled the branch down to a fine point on either end and zoomed it from one bear to the other, going from one ear through the brain and out the other ear and so on through all of the four-legged shifted beasts until they all collapsed dead.

      Once again, he went back to stand on the ground. Turning, in the near distance, he spied strange snakes with crests on their heads. Sometimes, the gaming aspects of the game glitched and hadn't always shown up for him, especially when he had first merged into the game, but now, the bestiary revealed them to be a seriously venomous snake.

      It had been a little while since Gary had used a weapon for hand-to-hand combat, not that the snakes had hands. He waited until they approached, stomped on the head of one as his dagger cut straight down through another’s head. Sticky, green blood appeared on his blade as he shoved the dagger inside the mouth of a third. The tongue of the one he stepped on tried to reach him, the body wiggling, but Gary ignored it. Three more snakes to worry about, and a sudden gust of wind gave him an idea. Using his telekinesis, he tied up all of the snakes together, including the one he’d been standing on, twisting them into a ball. Then, he used his power to spin the snake-ball away as if it were a tumbleweed. Technically, he hadn’t killed them, but he wasn’t worried about the experience points. Clearly, the virus was working, especially if it were making things worse for Smaug. Gary was all up for that.

      Just then, he spied a figure watching him. How long had it been there? Had it watched him fight? The figure made no move to walk toward him, and he took a few steps that way to get a better look at the person.

      A female. She must be an NPC, but why would she have watched the fight? Maybe she had a quest for him. The sight of her out in the open made him think of the wizard he had met back in Vampire Hunter.

      The more he watched her, the more he took her in. She was tall, stately, wearing an elegant dress. She stood impossibly still, and she kinda reminded him of a vampire. Only the vampires in the game had all be hideously ugly creatures, and this female looked like a beautiful statue.

      Gary wanted no parts in quests, so he decided to ignore her. She wasn’t the female he was looking for.
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      He continued walking for a bit and then hesitated. This wasn’t getting him any closer to finding the girls. The longer he took to find them, the worse things were going to be for him. Their anger was only going to grow. Nicoletta especially wasn’t going to be able to release all of her pent-up anger and frustration until after she was able to let Gary hear an earful. He definitely deserved a tirade against him. Maybe he should let her singe him too. Whatever it took to repent.

      Gary took back to the skies, flying around, doing his best to locate the girls. Unfortunately, it seemed as if he was a magnet for the shifters as huge hawks, roughly five times the size of normal ones, bore down on him. By the time he was able to kill them all, eagles had come. They were even more vicious, and one was the first to land a serious blow on him, slicing his cheek. Blood trickled down, but he used a shield to make sure none stained his costume as he telekinetically ripped off the eagle's wing. Now that was a cool use of his powers. Granted, bird bones were hollow, and the muscles weren't nearly as thick as a human's or another animal's, but still. Maybe he could grow in his powers to do that to Smaug.

      Not that he would ever have to face Smaug again on the battlefield. That thought made him smile, and he next yanked off a talon to drive into the eagle's heart and then did the same to the other four. The eagles all dropped to the ground, three of them landing on their backs, bloodied feet from the ripped talon pointing toward the sky.

      Man, he was working up a sweat and an appetite. He had burned a shit ton of calories with all of his bedroom acrobatics, and all of this fighting wasn’t helping any. Gary was starving. Maybe he should head back to town and grab a bite. It was possible the girls had returned.

      Opting to fly back from a different side to see if the girls had headed in another direction, Gary thought he spied someone flying in the air with black wings. A blast of fire followed, although the flames remained on the ground. Olivia and Nicoletta maybe? At least the Hispanic wasn’t attacking the flyer.

      But that meant his girls were fighting an opponent.

      Hoping he wasn't wrong and that they truly were his girls, Gary zoomed over to help and halted abruptly when he realized not only were his girls all there and working to take down a single enemy, but that enemy was none other than the NPC he had seen earlier, the stately breathtaking statue.

      Now Gary felt like a dumbass for thinking she was an NPC. Whoever the hell she was, she was one fierce fighter. She pirouetted out of the way of Nicoletta’s fiery blasts, moving smoothly as if she were dancing. Olivia was clearly trying to lift her into the air, maybe to pin her and get her to stop moving, but the foe, whatever the hell she was, was clearly giving the girls a hell of a time.

      Elena tried to move in, always a strong fighter, ready to punch the foe with her metal fist, but the strange enemy merely glided out of the way.

      “Can’t you find a way to stop her from moving?” Nicoletta snapped.

      “I’ve been trying,” Olivia protested.

      “Just grab her,” Nicoletta shouted to Elena.

      “She’s too slippery.” Elena tried again and nearly fell.

      The foe smirked, only one corner of her lips rising upward. She was toying with them and enjoying it.

      Olivia noticed Gary first. Her expression was one of pure exasperation. It didn’t help that she seemed to be exhausted too.

      “About time you got your lazy ass here,” she grumbled.

      The others glanced up at him. Gary didn’t think smiling would help the situation any, and he landed halfway between Elena and Nicoletta, the latter shifting away to increase the distance between them. He winced.

      “What is she?” he asked.

      “If she’s a shifter, she hasn’t taken on any animal form yet,” Elena said, staring at the woman, whose long, flowing blond hair covered her ears and her arms. Her dress had all kinds of layers and lace and gemstones.

      “Hell, she looks like a queen,” he muttered.

      “Want to fuck her too?” Nicoletta griped.

      “No. Do you?”

      The question was out of his mouth before he could think better of it. Shit. She wasn’t going to take that well.

      “Sorry. I’m not a male whore. I can say no.”

      Gary grimaced and refocused his attention on their enemy who was just standing there like a statue again, not moving maybe because they had stopped actively attacking her.

      “Has she attacked any?” Gary asked, growing even more confused about the foe. What was the point of her being a bad guy if she didn’t even fight them?

      “Not since she first ambushed us,” Olivia said, coming to land in front of him. “You have blood on you.”

      He grimaced and lifted the blood away telekinetically. Hmm. That made cleaning blood so easy. Kinda scary.

      “I’m fine,” he said. “Don’t worry.”

      “We weren’t worried,” Elena said softly.

      Gary grew so frustrated by the inability to truly talk to them and try to work things out that he had to find an outlet for his anger. He held out his hand and sent a telekinetic wall around their foe.

      “Now blast her,” Gary told Nicoletta.

      She crossed her arms and tapped her foot. “What if I don’t feel like it?”

      He wanted to throw up his hands, but he didn’t dare.

      “I’ll do it,” Elena said, and she threw out some metal shards. Gary made sure that his shield that held the woman in place would allow the shards through, but the shards bounced off. Even more surprising was that the foe placed her hand on his shield, which shattered.

      Gary fell down to one knee. Somehow, her breaking through his shield impacted him, hurting him. He felt as if air was pressing in all around him, and he couldn’t move.

      What the hell?

      The woman strolled up to him and kicked Gary in the face. He couldn’t block the blow, and blood gushed from his nose.

      Damn it! Why couldn’t he move?

      “She’s keeping me in place,” Gary said through gritted teeth. At least he could breathe and talk yet, blink too, but that was the extent of his movements.

      “Even she doesn’t appreciate you,” Elena said.

      He would’ve winced if he could have. A comment like that he would’ve expected from Nicoletta, not Elena.

      “Maybe we should just go,” Nicoletta said.

      Was that an undercurrent of worry in her voice? Why? So far, the foe hadn’t done much, but it was only now that Gary noticed that Nicoletta and Elena looked just as exhausted as Olivia. He had assumed the feisty, potentially sex-addicted Olivia had been fatigued from her nighttime and early morning activities, but maybe the females had put up more of a fight initially.

      “And leave me?” Gary asked.

      Nicoletta smirked. “Would serve you right.”

      “Go ahead.”

      She blinked and glanced away.

      “We won’t leave you,” Olivia said.

      “I would,” Nicoletta said bluntly.

      Elena clearly debated and then walked over. She tried to touch Gary, but her hand stopped an inch from his arm. “Something’s blocking me from touching you.”

      Not giving up, the half-metal superhero squatted and tried to pick Gary up but couldn’t.

      “What she has to pin you in place is too heavy,” she said, sounding shocked. She rubbed her biceps.

      “It’s the weight of his guilt,” Nicoletta said.

      “Maybe it is,” Gary said. “I told you to leave me.”

      “And I said we wouldn’t.” Olivia took to the sky, but she couldn’t use her powers to make him fly. Why would she? Gary couldn’t use his telekinesis to fly either.

      “Just go,” Gary said.

      Nicoletta and Elena exchanged a glance. After a moment of silent communication, Nicoletta rolled her eyes. “We can’t, I guess.”

      “Love you too.”

      She snorted. “That’s the thing. Not so sure you do.”

      Now that hurt more than anything else she could’ve said.

      “That’s not fair,” he protested.

      During their exchange, their foe had resumed her statue-like position, but now, she darted forward, did a crazy cool flip while having one leg on the ground and zipping the other leg up and over to land a kick square against Elena’s face. Elena didn’t act as if it hurt even though her cheek was cut, and she reached out to attack the foe, but the woman had already danced away.

      Nicoletta sent a fiery blast, but the foe merely sidestepped it, heading straight for Olivia, and grabbed her by the black wings attached to her arms. Nicoletta sent another blast of fire, and the foe used Olivia as a human shield. As much as Olivia tried to fly and get free, she couldn’t. The blast headed straight for her. Nicoletta couldn’t call back the fire, and Gary wasn’t able to smother the flames. His powers had been neutralized.

      Just before the fire reached her, Elena plowed into the foe from behind. Olivia transformed into a sleek black bird, her arms first, her legs, then the rest of her. With a loud caw, she swooped down toward their foe, who had already shrugged Elena away as if she were nothing.

      Gary tried to ignore the fight for a moment and concentrated on the walls around him. There didn’t seem to be a weakness that he could tell… but there was no wall beneath him. His feet.

      “Elena,” he called in a low whisper.

      She was a bit busy, though, trying to go after the foe who was now attacking and twirling and doing all kinds of flips and crazy martial art moves on them, rendering their powers unusable because they didn’t have time to use them against her. Elena couldn’t lay her hands on the foe, which made her metal fists and powerful kicks worthless, and the one time she tried to use metal shards again, the foe had plucked it out of mid-air, spun, and nearly skewered Nicoletta with them. Only because Nicoletta grabbed it and applied fire directly to it as such a high heat that it melted in their foe’s hands did the metal shard become useless for them all.

      “Elena,” Gary said again, not wanting to draw attention to the enemy. If she realized the weakness, she would seal that up and then, Gary might be screwed unless they could kill her.

      Unless killing her didn’t stop the spell… Had she spelled him? Could she use his power against him? He wasn’t sure.

      Wait a second. She wasn’t a gamer, was she? None had been invited to Shifter War. This had solely been constructed for them. Granted, that had been the case for Vampire War, or so Haru had told Gary. Lying bastard. Gary was willing to bet that the prick wasn’t even trying anymore on his end to get Gary and them all free, leaving it all up to Yuna instead.

      “Elena,” he tried one more time.

      She glanced at him and then away as if debating with herself. Then, she slid backward, toward him, nonchalantly moving away from their foe.

      “What is it?” she asked without looking at him, her tone low and guarded.

      “The ground. I’m not imprisoned underneath my feet.”

      “So? What do you expect me to do?”

      “If you could try to move the metal in the earth—”

      “You want me to save you. Can’t you do that?” she asked.

      “I tried. She’s blocking me, but I’m sure this will work. Please.”

      She slumped her shoulders. He hated that she stood in front of him with her back to him. That he couldn’t see her facial expression killed him.

      “I know I don’t deserve—”

      “I don’t want to hear it,” she said.

      Elena flicked her wrist, and a metal shard burst out of her hand at the perfect angle to strike the force field around him. Gary could almost see the box of the force field be lifted up and over him as Elena used the metal shard as a lever.

      “You better go and kill her,” Elena said.

      Gary rushed forward, intending to do that, but he stopped a moment later, glancing around wildly.

      “Where did she go?” he asked, confused.
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      Nicoletta pursed her lips. “She took off the moment you were freed.”

      “Where to?” Gary launched into the air, but he saw no sign of her.

      “She was there one moment and gone the next,” Olivia said.

      He frowned. “You said she took off,” he said to Nicoletta.

      The Hispanic frowned as she nodded, clearly not pleased to have to clarify. “She took off running and then disappeared.”

      “Well, that wasn’t fun,” Elena said, brushing her metallic hands together, the clapping sound produced rather obnoxiously loud.

      “Of course not.” Nicoletta crossed her arms.

      Olivia shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “Of course you don’t. You probably thought her hot and wanted to bone her.”

      “You know, some video game characters are hot,” Olivia said. “You can try to deny it all you want, but you know it’s true.”

      “Ugh.” Nicoletta threw up her hands. “I don’t want to consider that.”

      “There’s Lara Croft,” Olivia said.

      “You and your females,” Elena said, shaking her head.

      “What?” Olivia asked innocently. “You and Nicoletta—”

      “It’s, ah…” Poor Elena looked lost.

      “Let’s head back to town and get something to eat,” Gary suggested.

      “I’m not hungry,” Nicoletta said stubbornly.

      “Then you can rest.”

      “Not tired. I wasn’t up half the night having sex with people I shouldn’t have.”

      He couldn’t deny her anger. She had every reason to be upset. “Will you at least hear me out?” he murmured as they began to walk back toward town.

      “I don’t want to,” Nicoletta said honestly.

      “I can respect that. Just let me know when you are.”

      “We should listen,” Elena said.

      “I know.” Nicoletta blew out an exasperated breath.

      “I want to hear what he has to say,” Olivia added, jogging slightly to catch up to the girls who were motoring it and had bypassed her and Gary.

      “You?” Nicoletta asked scornfully.

      “Yes, me. It’s one thing to fuck someone, you know? A once-and-done type deal. It’s another to lead someone on. He—”

      “I did not lead Yuna on,” Gary protested. He took to the air and landed, facing the women, forcing them to stop.

      Olivia had her hands on her hips. "Do you regret having sex with Yuna and me?"

      “With you, no. With Yuna—”

      “You son of a bitch,” Olivia said, her face growing red with fury.

      “Don’t talk about my mother like that,” he said.

      “Like, just because you lost your parents at a young age doesn’t give you a pass. You have to man up and accept the consequences of your actions.”

      “You don’t have to tell me what to do,” Gary snapped. “I am trying to accept the consequences. I slept with Yuna. It was wrong. I shouldn’t have, and I do regret it. I wasn’t man enough to walk away. I should’ve turned around and left when I found you fucking her.”

      Nicoletta and Elena side-eyed Olivia and subtly moved away from her.

      “Damn it.” Gary ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t mean to say it like that.”

      “No?” Olivia asked coolly. “I’m sure you meant every word. Go ahead, Gary. Say it. Those two already have.” She jerked her head toward the other superheroes.

      Gary shook his head. He wasn’t gonna go there because it wasn’t true.

      “I’m a slut. I’m a whore. I’ll give my body to anyone and everyone. That’s what you think, right? Admit it.”

      “That’s not what I think,” he said firmly.

      “Bullshit. I saw the look on your face when you found us. You were sick to your stomach.”

      “I thought we were in a relationship,” he said, almost pleading. “You, me, Elena, and Nicoletta. The four of us. No one else.”

      "Then why did you sleep with Yuna?" Nicoletta demanded. She didn't sound quite so angry at the moment. Either that was a good sign or a potentially extremely dangerous one.

      "Because I was weak," he said. "I'll admit that I haven't had sex with a ton of women before you all. I wasn't a virgin, but… Look, not many women wanted to be with me. A kid trying to get by. One step away from being homeless. A guy barely able to keep food on the table, a table he didn't have. I was a trash collector, and I only just was getting my life together before the shit hit the fan, the lightning bolt hit me, and boom! Here I am. This is not how I wanted my life to go, but I'm also thankful. Even if I screwed things up beyond repair, and I will take full responsibility if it does—"

      “Not just you who cheated on us,” Nicoletta said, scowling at Olivia.

      “We were just supposed to be the four of us,” Elena whispered.

      Olivia, uncharacteristically, held her tongue.

      “I will take full responsibility,” Gary repeated, “if everything falls apart. I don’t want that. I will do anything I can to make things right. I—”

      "You slept with us all and then with someone else," Elena said slowly. "You got us on board with loving you and sharing you, and now you've introduced another woman into the fold."

      “Technically, she did,” Nicoletta said darkly. “Do you even have feelings for Yuna, or was she just another hole?”

      “Two holes,” Olivia said.

      “Not helping,” he grumbled to the flier.

      She shrugged. “I think you’re being a dick,” she said. “Why should I help?”

      “You can help by not fucking everyone in sight,” Nicoletta snapped.

      “You might want to get laid,” Olivia said coolly. “You’re a little uptight. Want me to loosen up some of the knots in your shoulders?”

      “I am just fine, and I don’t need your help!”

      Gary wanted to rub his head, but he refrained. His head was beginning to ache. “I shouldn’t have slept with Yuna,” he said, trying desperately to figure out the magic words to make everything better.

      “Stop sleeping with women you don’t love,” Nicoletta said. “Easy. Problem solved.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Stop making so many women fall for you,” Elena said.

      He gaped at her, and so did the other two women.

      Elena grimaced. “You can’t tell me you didn’t notice all of the sideways glances Yuna gave Gary all the time. She loves him even if he doesn’t love her.”

      “That just makes everything so perfect,” Nicoletta said with a groan.

      Olivia eyed Gary suspiciously. “Does she love you?”

      “Ah…”

      All of the women were staring at him, and he sighed, not wanting to admit this but not willing to lie to them.

      “Afterward, she did confess to loving me. That’s some of the reason why she came into the game.”

      “Wonderful. That’s fucking fantastic.” Nicoletta threw her hands into the air.

      “Is that why we’re still in the game?” Elena asked. “Because she isn’t the huge mega genius Haru made her out to be?”

      “Or because she’s too busy sucking cock,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary flushed with embarrassment and shame.

      “And taking it from behind and riding it and laying there and taking it,” Olivia said.

      Gary and the girls glowered at her.

      Olivia shrugged. “What? It’s the truth. Gary fucked her nice and good and hard. He seemed to have enjoyed it at the time. We did not force ourselves onto him. We invited him to join us, and he willingly did. All night long. In the morning. That he’s remorseful now is a load of crap.”

      “You act like people can’t have regrets,” Gary protested. “You of all people should know that!”

      “Oh, yeah, because I received apologies after I was the one raped. Because I was believed. Because I wasn’t thrown out of my house. Yeah, none of that happened. People who can’t accept what they’ve gone, who they truly are, they’re cowards. They’re spineless dickwads, and I don’t have any respect for them. So you can take your apologies and your claims that you never meant to hurt anyone because it’s a crock of shit. You enjoyed yourself, Gary. You can’t claim otherwise. You can’t stand there and say that you wished you hadn’t.”

      “No, I can. I do wish I hadn’t slept with her even if that meant I still wouldn’t have slept with you. Do you know how it made me feel—”

      “I know. You thought that since I was denying you my pussy, no one else should have it. But why? You don’t own me or my body. I can fuck who I want. You can’t stop me.”

      "You don't know what it's like to tell someone no, do you?" Gary demanded. "You give in to your urges because that's easier than trying to set up boundaries because you're afraid—"

      “I am not!”

      “You’re afraid that someone won’t listen, that he or she won’t respect you enough to stop, to stay within your comfort zone. You’ve made it so that your comfort zone is to accept anything and everything. That way, no one can ever hurt you again.”

      “You aren’t a psychologist, a psychiatrist, any of that. You can try to figure me out, but you have no idea what I’ve been through, how far I’ve come.”

      “I would if you would tell me,” he begged.

      “I don’t want to. Go ahead. All of you. Judge me. Act like I’m the bad girl. Act like I can’t control myself. I’m the only one out of all of us who is honest. I know what I want. I’m unabashed about it. Always been.”

      With that, Olivia bent her knees as if ready to take to the skies.

      “I’m sorry for everything you’ve gone through,” Elena said softly.

      Olivia stilled.

      “But you have to admit that we all thought it was the four of us,” Elena said. “You and I and Nicoletta, we’ve talked about this.”

      “Before Yuna arrived, yes,” Olivia admitted.

      “What’s so great about Yuna?” Nicoletta asked. Gary was glad to hear her speak up again. Her silence always bothered him.

      “She’s got amazing fingers and tongue,” Olivia said, her eyes lighting up.

      “Better than mine?” Nicoletta asked.

      Gary could hardly believe this, and damn it all, he was getting hard just thinking about Nicoletta sucking and fingering Olivia.

      “You’re inexperienced,” Olivia said.

      “You know what they say,” Gary joked. “Practice makes perfect.”

      Nicoletta glowered at him.

      “Why weren’t we enough for you?” Elena asked Olivia.

      Fuck. Why did it seem like they might be more willing to overlook Olivia’s sin than his?

      “It’s not that you weren’t,” Olivia said. “I don’t know. I love love.”

      “You lust,” Nicoletta said, sounding a little disgusted. “I don’t think you know what love is.”

      Olivia swallowed hard. “I think you and your judging attitude is making you ugly,” she snapped.

      Clearly, Nicoletta had hit a nerve.

      “Maybe we should wait a few days to talk about all of this,” Gary suggested. “We’re all on edge. We’re all hurt.”

      “Olivia has no reason to be hurt,” Elena said. “She clearly thinks she can screw anyone, and we should be okay with it.

      “You shouldn’t be hurt either,” Nicoletta said. “You fucked two women at the same time. Every guys’ dream come true.”

      He grimaced. “Seeing Olivia with Yuna did hurt, and if you think I’m lying about that, you’re wrong. I thought Olivia and us all were exclusive. I know that’s not how things are traditionally in the real world, but I thought… I hoped…”

      Nicoletta gaped at him. “You wanted us all to be with you in the real world too. You want your harem intact for the rest of your life. How? In one apartment? All of us with you? Yeah, okay.”

      Gary did his best not to glower at her, pissed off that she would so easily dismiss something he had desperately wanted. Was that truly how she felt? Or was she only saying that because she was upset? The latter he could understand, but the former…
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      "Besides, you might want to make sure you get checked once you get back to the real world," Nicoletta continued. "You know. For diseases."

      “Why you little—” Olivia started toward the Hispanic, but Elena grabbed her arm and yanked.

      “Maybe we should talk about something else,” Elena said firmly.

      “Like what?” Nicoletta asked, eyes narrowing.

      “Like that enemy we fought,” Gary asked. “She sure didn’t seem like a shifter.”

      Nicoletta wrinkled her nose and sniffed.

      Elena nodded. “No idea what she was.”

      “Who cares?” Nicoletta asked. “She’s gone. Whatever she is doesn’t matter.”

      “Maybe I should talk to Yuna about it,” Olivia said, easing herself out of Elena’s grip.

      Nicoletta's face turned dark with rage. "Yuna, Yuna, Yuna. You never cared about any of us, did you, Olivia? You just wanted to feel good. Hell, you made sure you didn't give into Gary, so he was that desperate to have you that he fucked a girl he didn't love just to have you."

      “Are you kidding me?” Olivia asked. She turned to Elena. “Is that what you think of me? That I purposely was playing head games with Gary?”

      “I don’t know.” Elena shrugged. “Why did you wait so long to make love to him?”

      Olivia threw up her hands. “I wanted to make sure you all were on board first!”

      “We were!” Elena said, growing testy herself. “You can’t act like we weren’t. You knew we were ready. Hell, all four of us were about to on the roof, remember?”

      “And it didn’t work out. Hmm.” Olivia tapped a finger to her cheek. “Maybe that should’ve been our first sign that things weren’t going to work out for us. You all are a bunch of babies. Unwilling to go against social norms. Not daring to take risks with your bodies, with your hearts.”

      “Not willing to take risks with our bodies, huh?” Elena looked ready to punch Olivia. “We’re the ones in the game. Want to try that again? You’re nothing but an avatar. You aren’t even really here!”

      “If you think we haven’t made sacrifices,” Nicoletta said, “then you don’t know what the definition is. Why don’t you go back home?”

      “Except I’m not home, am I, Nicoletta? I’m at your place, or am I no longer welcome there? Do you want me to leave with my tail between my legs? I’m not worried about it. I have my own place. I can survive without you all. I don’t need you—”

      “Do you have a boyfriend or girlfriend waiting for you back there?” Elena asked.

      “What do you want to bet that she got dumped and that’s why she agreed to spend the summer with me?” Nicoletta asked.

      “You can get off your high horse right now,” Olivia asked. “You know what? Fuck you and that horse. You act like you’re the shit, but all you are is an angry woman who never got past her issues.”

      “And what are those issues?” Nicoletta asked wryly, clearly not believing herself to have any or at least none that Olivia would know about.

      “Your hand. You burned it as a girl. You aren’t just afraid of fire. You’ve managed to just about overcome that, and I am impressed with that.”

      “Yay,” Nicoletta said sarcastically.

      “But you’re afraid of pain. All kinds. Any kinds. You feel burned by me. I get it—”

      “You don’t get to tell me how I feel,” Nicoletta. “As for being burned by me—”

      The Hispanic held up her hands and sent a blast of fire toward Olivia, who took flight and turned into an eagle. With a loud cry, she flew toward Nicoletta, who sent out more blasts of fire, trying to hit the bird, who dodged all of the flames.

      Elena sent out a few metal shards toward Nicoletta, much to Gary’s surprise, but she used them to create a shield for Nicoletta. Olivia the bird had to alter her course to not impale herself on the jagged, sharp edges.

      “This is not going to solve anything,” Gary said, but the girls were too busy fighting each other hard core. They weren’t trying to train each other. They were trying to kill each other. Big difference.

      When Elena nearly pierced Olivia’s wing with a metal shard she used as a javelin, Gary had enough. He had been screaming at them for fifteen minutes now, and his throat was raw. He hardly had any voice left, so what he did instead was surrounding each of the girls, and Olivia the bird, in a forcefield to prevent them from hurting each other.

      The moment the girls realized what Gary had done, they went to shout at him, but Nicoletta’s and Elena’s expressions both turned from furious to horrified. Gary turned around and caught a swift kick to the jaw.

      The foe from earlier was back, just as beautiful and vicious as ever.

      Gary freed his superhero team and then tried to lock their foe in a forcefield box as he had the girls, but she moved too fast, and he noticed that his twin blue circles that illuminated around his wrist and above his fingers whenever he used his powers dimmed when he tried to fight her. What the hell?

      Elena tried to send a few metal shards at the foe, but she merely waved her hand, and the metal shards turned into projections that served to force Elena straight back and trapped her against a tree.

      Gary rushed over to free her since his circle that showed off his powers remained dim. He had just yanked out the first metal shard when the foe did something unexpected and deadly.

      She funneled the fire blast from Nicoletta straight up into the air so that it slammed directly into Olivia the bird. Although the flier tried to move out of the way, the foe merely redirected the fire aligned with her.

      “Nicoletta!” Gary shouted. “Stop using your fire!”

      But Olivia kept getting hit by the flames. Nicoletta didn't even seem to care.

      Gary grimaced. He would have to do this himself. He yanked another one of the shards so one of Elena's arms was liberated. She'd be able to get herself entirely free now.

      With a wild yell to distract the foe, Gary raced toward their foe. Power minimized or not, he tried to telekinetically crush the beautiful enemy’s throat, but the moment he elicited any power, he felt as if he was choking himself. He gasped and sputtered, immediately stopped his attack, and he could breathe once more.

      How the hell were they supposed to attack her when she clearly had the upper hand? Was she another wizard?

      Maybe it was time to fight her hand to hand. She had so far made sure that Elena wasn’t able to, but maybe if Gary could get close enough, he could use a dagger. Something small. A jab to her kidneys and then around to her throat. Or maybe at the base of her neck. Through an ear. Their powers were actually hurt them here, considering she was using their abilities against them somehow.

      The stench of burning bird filled the air, and Gary yelled again. This time, he was so close to the enemy that she turned to look over her shoulder. Olivia jerked out of the way of the fire, but Nicoletta’s fire had just stopped. Now, she stopped. Seriously? When it might actually hit their foe?

      Gary went to tackle the foe, but she held up her hand, and he halted, unable to move at all. No forcefield this time. He just couldn’t move. How was she doing all of this? Gary had no idea.

      “Don’t use your fire,” Gary warned.

      The enemy smiled. “No? Why not? I like playing with fire.” She held up her hand, her palm on fire, the flames licking her fingers.

      Without warning, she thrust her hand out toward him, and a fiery whip launched toward Gary. He could only watch helplessly as it approached, ready to singe him with its powerful flames, eager to burn him.

      Suddenly, the eagle dropped down and clawed Gary, gripping him by his clothes and lifting him back and out of the way of the whip. The eagle flicked him backward and then disappeared as Gary landed on his ass.

      Olivia had left them? No way. She wouldn’t do that to them.

      Would she?

      “Maybe we should run away,” Elena said, racing over to help Gary to his feet. About time she’d freed herself. “We’re not getting anywhere, and she’s not actually hurting us. It’s pathetic.”

      “Pathetic, am I?” Their foe reached out toward Elena, and suddenly, the metallic superhero was flung backward.

      Gary slid over to Nicoletta and handed her his dagger. “No powers,” he muttered.

      “How was she able to fling Elena like that?” Nicoletta asked.

      “No idea.” Gary grimaced and withdrew a short sword. “Maybe she can harness our powers and use them against us.”

      “So she used Olivia’s?”

      “Or even mine.”

      Nicoletta scowled. “This doesn’t mean we’re on good terms.”

      “I know.”

      “You really disappointed me.”

      “I know, but is now the—” Gary had to duck and evade. The exquisite enemy had come over. In Matrix-style moves, she flipped and kicked and knocked Gary’s weapon away in seconds and then disarmed Nicoletta too and held the dagger to the Hispanic’s throat.

      “Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you,” their enemy whispered loudly.

      Gary tried to dash forward in time, ready to knock the dagger aside. He never should have armed her! But he seemed to be moving in slow motion.

      Nicoletta grabbed onto the woman’s arms and went to set her on fire, no, not her, the dagger. Their enemy had no choice but to drop it, and Nicoletta wiggled free.

      “Too close,” she gasped. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Gary and Nicoletta rushed toward Elena, but the enemy was closing in on them. The woman leaped into the air and smashed her fist into the ground, causing the earth to quake. They all struggled to remain on their feet.

      “She’s growing more powerful, isn’t she?” Elena asked.

      “I don’t know,” Gary said grimly, “but I do know when to lick our wounds. I think it’s time we go.”

      But she would not allow them to. She fought and sliced and cut them. Her nails were sharp and pointed long enough to cause a scratch on the side of his face. Again and again, she knocked the breath out of them, and Gary was downright exhausted from all of this fighting.

      But he wouldn’t give up, couldn’t give up.

      Just then, a tiny bird the size of Gary’s finger breezed past him and flew straight into the enemy’s face, nearly gouging out the woman’s eye. With a shriek, the strange enemy brushed the bird away and raced a few steps back before disappearing.

      What the hell was that all about?
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      Gary trudged behind the women. They were all weary, and thankfully, no roaming monsters headed their way.

      Right before they entered the town, Olivia rushed ahead a few steps and turned around to glower at Nicoletta.

      “Just this once, I forgive you,” she said.

      Nicoletta glanced over at Elena on her right and Gary on her left. “Wait. You’re talking to me?”

      “Yeah, you. You were willing to kill me!”

      “I was trying to attack the chick. Not my fault I couldn’t get the fire through.”

      “The moment you had an opening, you stopped using your fire!” Olivia’s hands were on her hip, and her expression told everyone she was livid and meant business.

      “Not strong enough,” Olivia taunted.

      “My fire is plenty hot. Want another taste?”

      “Come on,” Gary started.

      But—surprise, surprise—they ignored him.

      “You just can’t stand that I had sex with Gary and another woman,” Olivia said.

      Nicoletta smirked. “I did with him and Elena.”

      “Yeah, well, Yuna has better boobs than you do.”

      “At least I’m actually here in the game. At least when Gary shoves his dick in me, it’s actually in me. I don’t have to touch myself to be pleasured. You can say you had sex with Gary, but it’s not one-hundred percent true, now, is it?”

      “I see you don’t deny about the boobs,” Olivia said. She patted her own impressive rack.

      “You’re gonna hang your hat on that?”

      “Better that than my being upset that you tried to kill me.”

      “Again, you aren’t in the game. Just an avatar. Hasn’t it been a while since you logged out? Maybe you need a Snickers.”

      “I am not hungry!” Olivia smirked. “The only ‘H’ word I ever am is horny.”

      "Definitely not ever happy," Nicoletta muttered.

      “No, that’s you,” Olivia snapped. “You’re always so angry all the time.”

      "Whatever." Nicoletta waved her hand. "Maybe you should try to do some of that psycho-babble on yourself. Figure out why you have no self-esteem and need to have anything and everything shoved up your holes or in someone else's."

      “I don’t need you to judge me,” Olivia said, nose in the air.

      “Judging would insinuate that I care enough to judge.”

      Hurt flashed in Olivia’s eyes.

      Gary had enough. “Ladies, come on now. Nicoletta, I think you do owe Olivia an apology.”

      “Like you should talk.” Nicoletta threw her hands in the air.

      “I have apologized.”

      “Words mean nothing. Actions do.”

      “And your action was to try to kill me!” Olivia fumed.

      “You can’t die!”

      “You want me to stop playing?” Olivia asked. “I swear, if I didn’t think you were hurt so badly because you do care, I would think you hate me.”

      “I…”

      “You don’t hate her,” Elena said.

      “I do too,” Nicoletta grumbled, but the fire had gone out of her.

      “She’s right. We’re hurt, and none of us are at our best. We need some food and some rest—”

      “No sleeping with anyone,” Gary interjected.

      Elena blinked at him blankly. Nicoletta grimaced, and even Olivia looked a little put out.

      “Why can’t Elena sleep with me?” Nicoletta asked.

      “If you have an itch, let Elena scratch it,” Olivia said.

      Elena flushed. “I… I’m still a little… ah…”

      Nicoletta grinned. “I didn’t mean to put you on the spot.”

      “I know.” Elena’s face turned a bright red that almost matched her hair.

      “Maybe all of this has been my fault,” Gary said. “Most likely.”

      “Yes,” the women all said.

      He sighed. “Yes. We should have laid out more ground rules. I never intended… but I did so…” He blew out a breath. “I’d give anything to take it back.”

      “Only have sex with women who love you,” Elena said.

      “Nah, remember, Yuna loves him or else is well on her way there,” Olivia said. “I assume you don’t want to include Yuna in this.”

      “Do you?” Nicoletta asked. “I’m being serious.”

      “Do you love her?” Olivia asked.

      “No. I hardly know her. Wondering how I well I know any of you actually, especially you, Gary.”

      He hung his head. “I deserve that. Look… I don’t know what to say. I think being here, in the game, has changed me, and I don’t know if it’s for the best. Every day here is such a challenge just to survive, and I can’t just have my life be danger and threats and hatred and anger. I… I’ve lost so much, and I feel like this game has taken so much from me too, but it’s also given me all of you, and I’ll never forgive myself if I screwed things up beyond repair. I do love you all. I’m human. I’m not a real superhero, superpowers or not. I messed up. I was wrong.”

      He opened his mouth to confess about Yuna sucking him, but he couldn’t. What if that was the straw that broke their camels’ backs? At least for now, they were listening to him.

      But what if Yuna told them? Yuna clearly was into both him and Olivia. What if she wanted in on the harem? She might tell the girls, and it would be better for them to hear it from him than from her.

      "Um…" He swallowed hard, wishing the girls weren't so quiet. Maybe subconsciously, Nicoletta and Elena had moved closer toward Olivia and away from him. "I have another confession to make."

      “Do we look like nuns to you?” Olivia asked, tapping her foot, hands on hips, looking sexy as hell with her black wings rustling. In that position, she almost looked like a dark angel.

      “No.”

      "Do you like to cosplay?" she asked. "Because—"

      “Do you ever stop talking?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Maybe if you would ask nicely. In fact, if you asked nicely, I might be willing to do just about anything for you,” Olivia said. “Just about anything. I do have some limits, small though they may be.”

      “Will you let him confess already? He looks like he’s ready to shit himself,” Elena said.

      Gary blinked a few times. “Ah, no. Not ready to… yeah. So, um, after you all left me… Yuna came back and…”

      “You fucked her again,” Elena said flatly.

      "She gave me oral," he said, seeing no easier way to say it, not wanting to delay the truth any longer.

      “God, you really have no self-control, do you?” Nicoletta asked.

      Elena grimaced. She didn’t look angry. More frustrated maybe.

      “Unreal,” the redhead said. She opened and closed a metal fist. “I thought for sure that you were different. Right from the start, you seemed to respect women. That’s why I was drawn to you in the first place. But then you loved me and the others, and I eventually came around to accept that. Love is love, right? Another form of respect. But this, this is lust. This is a complete lack of respect. This goes against everything I thought you stood for.”

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. “I told you. The game has changed me.”

      “That’s a bullshit excuse, and you know it,” Nicoletta said.

      “Can you say it hasn’t changed you?” he challenged. “You’re quicker to stand up for yourself. You’re stronger, more determined. You’re willing to go after what you want, and you’re more sure about what you want. All good things in my book.”

      Nicoletta frowned and rubbed the back of her neck. Clearly, she didn’t like his logic, but she couldn’t exactly argue with him.

      A silence settled over them. Gary tried and failed to come up with an explanation or a counter to Elena’s points, but he couldn’t. Did she regret being with him? He couldn’t blame her for being upset with him. Every point she had made was valid.

      “I get being upset with me,” Olivia murmured, finally breaking her silence. “I can understand you think it’s no big deal to try to kill that she-witch even if it means making me lose levels. The thing is I’ve already done that. I’ve had to kill hella tough monsters by myself. I died trying to level up to be able to help you all fight Smaug. No way was I gonna let you all down. I just… Regardless of how we feel for each other or don’t feel anymore… We’re still a team, right? Or has that fallen by the wayside? I might not be in the game with you all, but this isn’t a game for me, either.”

      “I think we jumped into this too fast, too hard,” Elena said. “We need to back it up. Make sure we’re all even friends before we decide if we’re more than that.”

      Olivia grimaced. “I know exactly how that will go. You three will all make up, and I’ll be left in the dust.”

      Nicoletta covered her face with her hands. “I’m sorry,” she said, her words muffled. She dropped her arms to her side. “I just wanted to nab her, you know? She was so damn tough, and she was clearly holding back. I was afraid that, if she really unleashed her power, we would all die. I was trying to blast through her ability to funnel the fire, but I also wasn’t willing to use my heaviest blast because I didn’t want you to die. You didn’t, did you?”

      “No, but not for lack of trying,” Olivia grumbled. “I get wanting to kill her, but seriously, change the gameplay. You clearly saw that wasn’t working and—”

      “And I’m pissed. Yes, it was wrong, and it won’t happen again, but… I’m ashamed to say some of it was wanting to get back at you.

      Olivia nodded. “Good. Honesty. We’ll never get anywhere if we aren’t honest.”

      Elena cleared her throat. “I agree. Honesty is key.”

      “Which is why I had to tell you about Yuna,” Gary interjected.

      The trio glared at him, and he suppressed a sigh. Online doghouse here I come.

      They turned to town and ordered food. Gary was surprised Olivia was hanging out yet, but he wasn’t going to question her about it. For all he knew, she had logged out last night or even allowed her avatar to sleep in bed with him as she slept at Nicoletta’s.

      There wasn’t any conversation to be had, but the silence felt more profound as a certain someone walked over to them. Elena, sitting next to Gary, stiffened. Nicoletta bristled, and even Olivia seemed a little cautious.

      “How is everyone?” Yuna asked.

      Elena stood. “I’m out.” She rushed away.

      “Was it something I said?” Yuna asked, confused.

      “More like something you did.” Nicoletta got up and fled.

      Even Olivia didn’t seem too keen as Yuna sat beside her. Yuna began to eat, and when she mentioned being thirsty, Olivia just shook her head.

      “I bet you are,” she grumbled, and she left too.

      “What did I do?” Yuna asked innocently.

      The sweet little Japanese woman had returned, all naive and wide-eyed. Gary had been fooled before, but he wasn't now. Yuna had known about her feelings before entering the game. She had a secret, hidden agenda. What else did she intend? What was worse was that she didn't seem to realize that she had caused everyone distress, even Olivia who normally was up for anything.

      Worst of all, everything seemed to be crumbling apart. Not just his harem but his relationship and friendship with the girls. He’d be damned if he lost them, totally and completely lost.
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      The only reason why Gary remained sitting there was because he hadn’t finished his food yet. He was starving. Between all of the exercise both sexually and physically in the battle, he needed carbs. And sleep. Without anyone else around. Well, if Nicoletta or Elena decided to join him after forgiving him, then he would be open to inviting them to his bed.

      “So, you don’t know what I did?” Yuna asked.

      Did she really not know? Well, he wasn’t gonna be the one to tell her.

      Maybe he should eat the rest of his food in his room.

      He glanced up, considering that, and caught a glimpse of Yuna’s pout. She stared at her food, not eating, visibly upset.

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. While he wasn’t about to lead her on, he didn’t see the issue in talking to her, so long as the conversation stayed away from cocks, sucking, sex, boobs, nipples, and all of that.

      “So,” he said, drawing out the word, “we found an interesting enemy earlier. She definitely didn’t seem like a shifter. Not sure what she is because she didn’t seem to be like anything else we’ve ever faced before.”

      “I don’t know,” Yuna said, wrinkling her tiny nose. “I can’t say for sure without seeing her, and if you guys just hang around town, you shouldn’t have to worry about her. Why bother to leave? We have everything we could want right here.”

      She smiled both sweetly and coyly at him, looking at him through lowered lashes. Her hand went to between her boobs, and she rubbed there, maybe subconsciously, maybe on purpose.

      “Food, drink, beds…”

      “For getting some shuteye,” Gary said firmly, hating that she was bringing the topic to extremely dangerous ground.

      “And—”

      “And that enemy almost seemed to have magic,” Gary added. “A mage? But she wasn’t a gamer, not as far as I could tell.”

      “I’m serious. Don’t worry about her.”

      Gary just shook his head, unwilling to let this go and growing frustrated that Yuna wasn’t concerned and was blowing off his worry. “Nothing we could do against her. She was able to use our powers against us. She’s not something to just ignore. That… creature was definitely holding back. If the foe had actually meant to kill us—”

      "Clearly, she didn't. You're fine. Everyone is fine." Yuna shook her head, smiling faintly. "I do not understand what the matter is. You helped to stop Smaug. So there might be a new enemy. We're still here in Shifter War. There will not be another war for us. The next place we go will be home."

      “Are you sure about that?” Gary asked, crossing his arms and glowering at her. “How’s the progress coming along?”

      “I am making progress,” Yuna said, but she glanced away and rubbed the back of her neck.

      “What is it?” Gary growled, growing angrier by the second.

      “I am certain that before, Smaug was actively working against me, slowing me down. Now…”

      “Now what is?” he demanded.

      She sighed and blinked her eyes. Honestly, she almost looked too perfect to be real. If her eyes were bigger, her tiny nose even smaller, and her boobs even bigger, she would look like she were anime.

      “Well?” he prompted when she maintained her silence.

      “The virus,” she said and bit her lower lip.

      “What about it?”

      “You see, it’s hindering me a little bit. Not by much. I’m sure I’ll be able to figure everything out in no time. I just need to find a workaround. That’s all. Shouldn’t take me more than a day or two.”

      “So, why aren’t you working?”

      “Because I needed fuel. I’m a little tired from…” She bit her lip and looked up at him through lowered lashes again.

      He gritted his teeth. “The virus was supposed to help.”

      “It has. Case in point Smaug. But I told you before unleashing it that it would be unpredictable. It’s merely a slight complication.”

      Gary nodded, trying to hide his disappointment. Yuna’s feelings for him aside, he shouldn’t be ungrateful. She was probably the strongest out of them all, and she had been the one to succeed in trapping Smaug. As terrible as it was, a part of Gary still wanted to kill Smaug, and that only reinforced how much being in the game had changed him. Defending himself again the man was one thing. Self-defense was perfectly acceptable, but to go after him now, when he was helpless, would be wrong. Yes, Smaug had been horrible and vindictive, but Gary shouldn’t be judge, jury, and executioner, no matter how much he wanted to be.

      “At least the virus is doing some good,” Gary said. “So long as Smaug remains immobile, I guess everything is good.”

      “It is. It really is.” Yuna beamed. “Well, I should get back to work. If you want to check in on me later, you can feel free. I sometimes have a habit of getting so wrapped up in work that I forget to eat or sleep.”

      “That’s not healthy.”

      “I know, but when you have a deadline, or when lives are at stake, what’s most important?” She smiled wanly and stood. “Thank you for not running off and ignoring me like the others. I don’t understand what I did that upset them so much.”

      “You, ah, we…” He lowered his gaze to the table and shook his head.

      “But they love you and share their bodies with you. I love you, so why can’t I share mine?” she asked.

      “That’s not how it works,” he muttered.

      “Why not?” she demanded.

      Gary refused to answer, and with a curt nod and pursed lips, Yuna whirled around and marched away.

      Damn. This wasn’t going to be easy. All of the women were going to hate him at this rate.

      An NPC came by to clear away the dishes, but Gary remained sitting there, all alone, lost in his thoughts. Most of the time, their enemies didn’t talk. Granted, the animals definitely couldn’t. Actually, the megavillains and the supervillains had. The majority of the vampires hadn’t except for the main big bad. A lot of the shifters had, so maybe Gary’s attempt to reason out the mysterious enemy was unfounded. Or maybe she was another one of the historical representations inside the game. One of the foes they had faced had been a man who had been thought a wolfman back when he had lived and killed children.

      But why hadn’t she shifted? Then again, she hadn’t exactly needed to. She had never lost the upper hand against them.

      It was only because they didn’t know how to defeat her. After all, with the help of the virus, they had captured their worst enemy. They could handle this foe too, or maybe they wouldn’t need to. When Yuna finally got them back home, they could return to their boring, mundane lives. Right now, Gary could go for a little bit of boredom.

      Or so he thought. Gary returned to his room with every intention of sleeping, only he tossed and turned, unable to rest. Eventually, he gave up and left the inn and the town entirely.

      Between Yuna’s careless disregard, his worries, and his anger and frustration, Gary was far too confused. This enemy was like none they had ever faced before, and he wanted to learn why right now.

      Considering that the enemy didn’t always seem willing to attack them, given the times when she did not fight and merely held perfectly still as if waiting for them fight her, Gary hoped he might be able to see her and determine what exactly she was.

      Yes, curiosity killed the cat, but Gary sure as hell wasn’t a cat.

      Even Gary had to admit that his going after her by himself might not be the smartest idea, but he wasn’t planning on actually fighting her. This wasn’t about being a superhero. More a spy. Espionage. Should be easy, right?

      Gary should’ve known better.

      It didn’t take too long for him to find the enemy. She stood by a tree, alone on a hill, her back to him. The long skirt of her dress billowed in the breeze and made her look like she belonged on a romance cover. He shifted to the right, wanting to get a glimpse of her face. In profile, she was breathtakingly, hauntingly beautiful. In some ways, she seemed like a Hollywood vampire, her skin porcelain and pale but not vampire white.

      Abruptly, her gaze met his, and he stood rooted in place. Crap. Now what? Maybe if he played it cool, she wouldn't attack.

      No such luck.

      She glided over, her long, golden hair fanning out behind her. She looked regal, majestic.

      “You have come,” she said. “Why? Do you wish to die?”

      “No,” he said, but he couldn’t say more as she slammed her hand against his chest. Her palm turned a peculiar blue shade, and he gasped at the sudden iciness that leeched through his costume.

      Although he did not relish the idea of striking a woman, he slapped her hand aside and then slid backward, wary, uncertain if he should use his powers. Did she have the same abilities as he did? Did she channel his power?

      “What are you?” he asked.

      “Your daydreams and nightmares combined.”

      With a wink and a blown kiss, she launched into an onslaught of punches, kicks, blows, and strikes. Every time Gary parried a blow, five more landed, and he finally managed to spin around behind her. Immediately he shanked his arm around her neck, reaching toward his shoulder to close the distance between them and make the choke as deep and tight as he could.

      Before he could squeeze enough to truly hurt her, he gaped at the sight of her exposed ears.

      Her delicately pointed ears.

      “You’re an elf,” he said, dazed.
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      Gary blinked several times. The pointed ear remained in front of him. It might as well of been a blinking neon sign that read, “Hello. Elf here.”

      “How can there be an elf in the game?” Gary asked, but his damn curiosity made his grip loosen, or else she was just that good because she yanked on his arm three times to get it completely free from around her neck, spun around, and placed him in her choke.

      Nope. Gary grabbed her arm with both hands, lifted his neck as high as he could, turned and bowed swiftly. She fell with a thud, rolled away, and stood, eyeing him as she circled him.

      He crouched and made a “come here” motion with his hand. “Let’s go.”

      “You do wish to die.”

      “You haven’t come close yet.”

      “Only because I haven’t tried yet, yes? And you know this to be true.”

      He bristled. He’d told Yuna something similar.

      “You don’t scare me.”

      “No?” She smirked. “A beautiful woman in charge of her power, her sexuality, her abilities. I could bring you to your knees.”

      “And crush me like a bug? I don’t—”

      “Or crush your heart.”

      Gary barked a bitter laugh. “You don’t know me.”

      She tilted her head to the side, and her luscious hair fell over her shoulder, which she brushed away in a—Gary would admit it—provocative manner. “No?” she cooed, her hand rubbing between her boobs as she bit her lower lip.

      “No,” he said flatly. “I’m not into—”

      “You’re into anything with a skirt.” And she proceeded to lift hers.

      What the hell kind of a game was this? Gary closed his eyes and turned away, but he couldn’t forget the image of her perfectly shaved pussy.

      “From your dreams,” she murmured, stepping closer, her hand coming toward his groin.

      Quicker than lightning, Gary whipped out his dagger and placed it underneath her chin, his free arm holding her in place.

      “Nightmares,” he gritted through clenched teeth.

      She merely smiled, not fazed at all by the blade ready to slice her throat open. In fact, he went to kill her, but she somehow managed to not only step out of his hold, but she also grabbed his dagger out of his hand so fluidly that he didn’t feel her touch at all.

      He gaped at her as she balanced the tip of his dagger on one finger while meeting his gaze.

      "Do I mesmerize you?" she asked with a smirk.

      “I want to kill you, so I’m thinking that’s a no.”

      She giggled. “But you aren’t trying hard, yes?” She brushed a hand across his shoulder and around to his back as she walked around him as if he were a pole. “You have such power within you. I can sense it, feel it! Yet, you hold back. Why? Because I am a woman?”

      A muscle in his jaw ticked. This was a dangerous game he was playing.

      “For being a mini boss or whatever you are—what are you anyhow?”

      “You already know,” she said sweetly as she began to flip the dagger back and forth between her hands, her gaze never leaving his face and never looking down at the blade.

      “An elf,” he muttered. “So what powers do you have? Or there more of you?”

      “Why? Do you want an elf harem?”

      He bristled. Something wasn’t right. The developers weren’t that sick and twisted that they would alter the game to reflect his life, would they? That would be crossing a line that Gary didn’t think Haru would cross. Then again, Gary hadn’t seen the developer much since Yuna had come on board. At least they weren’t in a new issue of the game, but having elves in the game…

      “Are there more of you?” he asked again.

      The woman’s smile deepened. “You do want an elf harem.”

      “No. I want to know how many of you I’ll have to kill.”

      Her eyes narrowed, but her lips merely quirked into a smug smirk. “Oh, dear me. My, my. You wish to kill me, but you can’t. You know you can’t.”

      He swallowed hard. Despite his bravado, he wasn’t sure he could kill her, and if others showed up, he would be the one to die.

      Yet, she was holding back. Why? To distract him? From what? Why engage them at all unless there was a purpose? Everything about games was to drive the player toward the end of the game, to the final big bad. They should’ve already killed the big bad for Shifter War, but now, there were elves. Because of the virus? Was Yuna behind this?

      Would Yuna want him to have an elf harem?

      Confused and disturbed, Gary held out his hand. “My dagger, please.”

      The elf rubbed her chin and then her bosom, clearly in an attempt to arouse him. Damn, this was screwed up. She reminded him of the siren that had tried to seduce and kill him. Gary hadn’t fallen for the siren’s spell, and he wasn’t about to fall for the elf, either. Maybe Yuna had created the elf to tempt him as a test, but still, why would she bother to do that? She hadn’t seemed to mind sharing him, just like Olivia. More so than that, Yuna needed to be working on getting them out of here.

      “Your dagger would make an excellent addition to my weapons,” the elf said.

      In a flash, she lifted her skirts to reveal her long, lean legs and her shaved pussy. This time, all kinds of weapons were strapped to her, making her appear both beautiful and dangerous.

      There was no denying that she was hot. The graphics in this game were sick, but Gary wasn’t taken in.

      “Those all the daggers and knives you would’ve stolen if there had been more male players in the game?” he asked.

      She maintained her smirk.

      “You want to be fucked?” Gary asked. “I can find a stick or a sword to shove up your cunt.”

      The elf howled with laughter. “I would like you to try that. In fact…”

      She reached over her head and removed a long sword. With a flourish, she brought it down in front of her, tossed it in the air, grabbed it by the blade without cutting herself, and handed him the weapon hilt toward him.

      “Go ahead. Fuck me with my own sword.” She winked. “I dare you.”

      Gary bent his knees, bouncing slightly, not wanting to use up too much energy but wanting to be light on his feet. He feigned to the left and went right, but she spun out of the way.

      “Here,” she said with a laugh as she ripped off her skirt. “So you can see better.”

      Her hand crept down her massive boobs, down her flat stomach, and touched herself.

      Seriously. So messed up.

      With a yell, Gary darted forward and then pulled back, watching her reaction, only she didn’t react. Huh. It was as if she had anticipated that he wanted to observe her, so she gave him nothing.

      He slashed, bringing the sword down hard, aiming to strike her near her collarbone, but she brought up a short sword just in time. The clang of metal on metal rang out, and she glowered at him.

      “That’s not my pussy,” she growled.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, struggling to block her furious onslaught of jabs and strikes and blows. “Not sorry.”

      “I will teach you to be sorry.”

      With hardly any effort on her part, she flew at him, fighting fiercely like an Amazon or a Valkyrie. It was all Gary could do to remain on his feet and unblemished.

      A stinging pain sliced through his bicep. She had drawn blood. The wound might have been superficial, but it stung, and blood dripped down his arm.

      On instinct, he called forth his telekinesis but then hesitated. Would it be a good idea to use it?

      She altered her aim slightly. Instead of his head and chest area, she attacked closer to his groin.

      “You want to chop off my dick?” he asked as he jumped back and slashed low to block another one of her strikes.

      “Yes. If you won’t fuck me, I’ll use your dick as a dildo.” The elf grinned.

      She wasn’t sweating at all, but Gary was, and he worried sweat would drip into his eyes and blind him. He couldn’t afford that.

      In fact, he couldn’t afford to be fighting her, not alone.

      I’m an idiot.

      Was learning she was an elf worth his possibly dying?

      Not that dying was on Gary’s to-do list. Not today, not ever.

      Suddenly, he jumped back a few steps and threw down the sword. “You want to fuck? Let’s fuck.”

      He reached for his belt.

      “Allow me,” the elf said, gliding forward.

      She did not lower the dagger, he noticed, and he waited as she drew nearer and nearer.

      Gary gambled, and he hoped he wouldn’t lose. He telekinetically yanked on his dagger, pulling it toward him and then releasing its hold immediately. The elf must’ve tried to do the opposite of his power because she was jerked back and then forward so harshly that he was able to get a solid elbow to the back of her head. She went down slightly, and his dagger dropped to the ground. As much as he wanted to call it to his side, he was afraid she would add juice and have it impale him, so Gary just took off to the sky, flying upward as fast as he could before heading back toward town.

      The elf didn’t stop him, didn’t follow, not that Gary necessarily felt good about that. He felt like a coward for fleeing, a wimp for being bested by an elf, and a moron for going by himself. Then again, if any of his team had been there for that, it might not have gone over well, unless the one to tag along would’ve been Olivia.

      The moment he arrived, Yuna was leaving the tavern. She didn’t look the happiest to see him, but he approached anyhow.

      “Hey, do you have a minute?” he asked.

      “You might want to take a potion and heal yourself and get a new superhero outfit,” she said, sounding bored.

      He blinked a few times, confused. Not that he wanted her to hang all over him, but her abrupt change in personality was a bit of a shock.

      “Will a potion work?” he asked.

      “You won’t know until you try,” she said. “If you’ll excuse me, I have work to do. Have to get you back home to your trash collector job. Wait, you don’t have that anymore, do you? Think they’ll invite you back? Considering you can’t explain your absence. Well, you could, but we would deny it, of course, and then you’ll look like a lunatic, and you’re clearly unreliable, yes? Because of just upping and disappearing? Oh, and where would you live? You have no apartment. I think Jorge or Nicoletta’s family will keep hers for her, but you don’t have a family, yes?”

      He gritted his teeth and opted not to say anything. She didn’t even nod to him as she blew on by. Gary couldn’t help but watch as she walked away, her hips purposely swaying. No way that wasn’t done on purpose. Unreal.

      Why was she refusing to talk to him? Was it just because she was busy? Was she frustrated that she hadn’t been able to get them back yet? Or was she being standoffish because he had been so cool about the whole love thing? Regardless, he wasn’t going to worry about her right now. He had to figure out the elf thing.

      Because the thing was, Gary was too restless to just stay here in town and do nothing. They were in a game. Might as well play it.

      Or maybe he was using the elf as an excuse to stay away from the women he loved but who might hate him in return.

      Head down, trying not to be too hard on himself, Gary sought out Olivia, Nicoletta, and Elena.

      He couldn’t find the first, but the other two were at the tavern, untouched food in front of them. Gary noticed they were drinking water instead of ale or mead.

      “I found the elf,” he said, standing, unsure if they would want him to sit.

      “Why?” Nicoletta asked and then shook her head as his words finally sank in. “Wait. What?”

      “That female is an elf?” Elena asked.

      “Yes. I think she might be an elf mage or else she can use the power of those around her. Then again, she had used ice, and I don’t so—”

      “You fought her by yourself?” Nicoletta asked. “Smart.”

      “He survived,” Elena pointed out.

      “He got injured,” Nicoletta countered.

      “I’m fine,” Gary said. “Where’s Olivia? She should know.”

      Elena and Nicoletta exchanged a long, silent glance.

      Gary’s stomach tightened, and he sat without waiting for an invitation. “She logged off.”

      Nicoletta nodded glumly. “Yeah, she did.”

      “She said she might not bother to come back,” Elena added.

      “Seriously? Damn it.” Gary slammed his fist onto the table.

      He needed Olivia. From the start, she had understood him and his desires for all of the women and hadn't thought him greedy and selfish for loving and wanting them all instead of settling and choosing just one. Olivia had shared his love for all of the others. While he completely understood how badly she must be hurting and space might be what she needed, he hoped she would return.

      If she didn’t, Gary wasn’t sure he would ever be able to convince her to take them back even if they were able to return to the real world.
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      “It gets worse,” Nicoletta muttered. “She’s going to move out of my place against my wishes. I don’t want anyone to know I’m not there.”

      “Doesn’t Jorge?” Gary asked.

      “I’m talking about my neighbors,” she explained. “She’ll come back, won’t she?”

      “She did before,” Elena said. “I think she will.”

      “I don’t know,” Nicoletta said. “I was terrible to her. I did apologize in private, but it didn’t go over well.”

      “Why?” Gary asked and then shook his head. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      Nicoletta shrugged. “She doesn’t believe that I ever loved her. Thought I was just experimenting. That I was never truly willing to be in your harem. That I won’t ever be comfortable with it.”

      “That’s up to you to decide,” Elena protested. “She’s projecting her hurt. She doesn’t want you to be happy while she’s miserable.”

      “You should give free shrink advice when you sell your baked goods,” Gary joked.

      Elena glanced away. “If Yuna’s ever able to get us out of here.”

      “Why hasn’t she yet?” Nicoletta asked.

      “It hasn’t taken her all that long,” Gary argued. He grimaced.

      “You’re just as anxious to return home as we are,” Nicoletta said.

      He nodded. “Not denying that. Not at all.”

      “I wish we could help her,” Elena said.

      “Not me.” Nicoletta shook her head and brushed her hair back. “I don’t want to spend any more time with her than I have to.”

      “You hate her that much?” Gary frowned and rubbed his chin. He hadn’t intended to ruin their friendships with the Japanese woman.

      “I don’t trust her,” Nicoletta said flatly. “Why are there elves in Shifter War? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No.” Elena tapped her metal fingers on the table. “Is it a coincidence that they appeared after the virus?”

      “She had mentioned that she might not be able to control the virus,” Gary pointed out.

      “Well, we don’t have to worry about that, hopefully,” Elena said. “We just need to do whatever we can to survive long enough for us to go home.”

      “Which means no more hunting that elf,” Nicoletta said, stabbing her finger into Gary’s shoulder, his good one at least and not the one that was wounded.

      “Elf Hunter is a better title than Shifter Hunter,” he protested.

      “You don’t have to kill an elf to have that title,” Elena said. “You hunted her down, didn’t you?”

      “Boom. Elf Hunter.” He winked at her. “I like the way you think.”

      “I don’t like that you went by yourself,” Elena said flatly. “I would’ve gone with you. Argument and hurt feelings aside, you can die in the game.”

      “So can you,” he said. “I had only meant to observe.”

      “You hear that?” Nicoletta smirked at Elena and rolled her eyes. “He just wanted to ‘observe’ the hot elf.” She made air quotes.

      Elena shrugged. “He can observe all he wants. None of us are going to look like her. She’s too perfect. Only ever gonna meet someone like her in a game.”

      “I don’t want her,” Gary said.

      But they were talking about him, over him, and he ordered some food but ate it alone back in his room. First thing in the morning, he would do his best to make sure that he would set himself and the ladies on the right path back toward being friends and then something more. No way was he willing to lose everything because he had been thinking with the wrong head.

      For hours that night, he tossed and turned, unable to sleep. Finally, he sat up.

      “Haru, old buddy, old pal. Why don’t you come? I’d love to have a nice little chat with you.”

      Gary waited, hoping the programmer would come, but the minutes ticked on by.

      “Haru, look, I know I’ve been an ass at times, but I really need you to come here. We need to talk.”

      Again, the programmer didn’t show up. Most of the time, Gary was able to get him to, but right now, the Japanese man didn’t seem to want to make an appearance.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been an ass to you at times. Just frustrated. Not frustrated right now though.”

      A lie. Somewhat. Gary was more frustrated with himself than with Haru, but he wanted the guy to come here. Gary would rather talk to him and try to squeeze answers out of him than Yuna.

      “Look, can you just tell me about the elves? Why are they here? Who created them? Why? Are you changing this landscape to be a new issue of the game or what? I don’t understand why. Seems counterproductive to getting us out of here. Or did we breeze through Shifter War too quickly? Yuna did help us, remember. If you want to eventually, down the road, make Shifter War an issue available to regular gamers, you know, after we’re back in the real world, it would make a good game. Having Loki in it will appease gamers, I think. I can’t believe I flirted with him, but it worked so… Yeah. Ready to chat with you instead of myself. Any minute now. Any minute…”

      But Haru never came. Eventually, Gary gave up, lay back down, and fell asleep. When he woke up, he felt like he was half-dead, he dragged himself down to get breakfast. Seeing Elena and Nicoletta made him smile even though his heart squeezed at the lack of Olivia.

      He sat beside Elena. Before a bar wench could come over, Yuna approached. She made no move to sit.

      “I’ve been working hard,” she assured them. “Yes, very hard. It is not easy. Before, Smaug fought me without my realizing it. Before we came for him, he must have grown paranoid because he set up traps that I am trying to avoid.”

      Could the elves be one of those traps? Gary opened his mouth to ask, but the Japanese woman continued to speak.

      “I wish I had a timeline for you, and I hope I will soon. In a day or so.” She glanced around. “Where is Olivia?” she asked, smiling faintly. “I dreamt about…” Yuna glanced at Gary and then away, her cheeks coloring slightly.

      Gary cleared his throat but opted to say nothing. The girls didn’t respond, either.

      “Well, I will return to work, yes?” Yuna nodded, almost bowing, and hurried away.

      Once she left the tavern, Gary stood. “I don’t know if I trust her,” he said.

      “You’re going to follow her?” Elena asked.

      “Should one of us go with?” Nicoletta asked. “I’ll go.”

      Elena shook her head. “The more who go, the more likely she’ll realize.”

      “Fine. So I’ll go,” Nicoletta repeated, standing.

      “What if she flies?” Elena asked, shaking her head.

      “Bother.” Nicoletta plopped back down. “Gary looks like he can’t fly a straight line.”

      “Ha, ha. I’m fine,” Gary asked.

      “You sure that doesn’t mean the same thing when a woman says it?”

      “I’m sure.” Gary smiled wanly. “I’ll be back soon.”

      “Just don’t—”

      “I won’t,” he promised.

      Nicoletta narrowed her eyes. “You don’t know what I was going to say.”

      He opened his mouth, considered her words, and then nodded, shrugging. “Guess not,” he admitted.

      “Don’t be too long,” she said softly.

      He grinned, but she scowled.

      “Don’t read into that,” she snapped.

      He winked. “I’m illiterate.”

      She burst out laughing and shook her head. “You are not.”

      “Maybe I can read, but I did miss reading the warning signs. I thought she might have a crush on me, but I never intended… Fall in love with me. What the hell. You can’t love someone you don’t know, and watching videos of me with you all… How can she even believe she loves me?”

      “I suggest you go and follow her,” Elena suggested.

      “And maybe not worry so much about her,” Nicoletta advised. “If you don’t love her, how she feels shouldn’t matter.”

      “It only matters if it makes you all upset,” he said, “and it clearly does. I don’t blame you.”

      “You can’t be blamed for her loving you,” Elena said softly.

      “Only for fucking her,” Nicoletta said bluntly. She muttered something in Spanish.

      Gary waved to them and left, unsure if there were anything he could say that would make them less furious with him. He had started to maybe make headway, but then he had to go and mention that Yuna loved him. Why? When would he learn to keep his big trap shut?

      He rushed out of the tavern and took to the sky. It didn’t take him long to locate Yuna. She was flying herself, and he trailed her, careful to hang near the clouds so he could attempt to hide in one if she looked backward. She never did, though, and she landed in the hills. This must be a second base for her, and she entered a door that two bushes concealed.

      Gary landed and waited for as long as he could, maybe twenty minutes, before descending into the base. The stairs were carved from the soil itself but gave way to a metal base down around the corner. He stood on the last step and peeked through the opening into the room. She had brought a ton of equipment here, and she was sitting in a chair, typing away at the computer. Every few minutes, she would pause and sigh, or pause and brush her hair back in exasperation, or pause and grimace. Clearly, she was working hard and facing obstacles that she hadn’t anticipated. Even while in a coma, Smaug still created problems for them. The rat bastard.

      As he watched, he took in Yuna's high cheekbones and her collarbone peeking at the edge of the wide neckline of her superhero attire. She had lost some weight since she had entered the game. Yuna wasn't eating.

      Feeling bad for spying and terrible that he had doubted her, Gary left the bunker, returned to the tavern, bought some food, and returned to the bunker. At the base of the stairs, he laid down the plate. She should be able to find it but not know who it was from.

      As much as he had ruined a great thing because of Yuna, he had to blame himself. It wasn’t Yuna’s fault he hadn’t turned her down. He should’ve been a man.

      Right now, he was being a friend to her by giving her food. If Nicoletta, Elena, and Olivia couldn't accept him being friends with Yuna, well, that meant there were other issues to be worked out. If that were the case, he would work through them. That was how much he loved them. He would do anything for them.

      But he hoped he could still be friends with Yuna at the same time. Yes, Gary was a bit of a people pleaser, maybe because of him having been in foster homes until he had run away, but he had thought the Japanese woman a friend before he had slept with her. While they couldn’t forget what had transpired between them, maybe they could work their way back to being friends only.

      And hopefully, that would happen once they returned to the real world because he wanted that to be sooner rather than later.
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      After watching Yuna work for another few moments, Gary departed the bunker. Thankfully, the door moved silently.

      He took to the sky and raced back toward town, not wanting to run into the female elf. Something silver glittered down below, and he paused, hovering in the air, and realized he was staring at Elena. She stood in the field, talking to someone. A tall man, Gary realized as he approached them, a tall, handsome man who looked enough like the stately, regal woman that Gary suspected him to be an elf.

      “I can help you,” the man was saying as Gary landed in a tree, toward the top, where he could observe and eavesdrop. He would be there if Elena needed him, but for now, the two merely seemed to be talking.

      “I told you already. I don’t need your help.”

      “Why not?” the male elf asked. He had dark as midnight hair puffed back in a perfect pompadour. His teeth were a dazzlingly white. Compared to the female, his skin was tanned, which made his teeth almost seem to sparkle. He was dressed in a silk suit that had a vague medieval feel to it.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “Why do humans and elves have to be enemies? No. No, no.” The elf had a slight accent, not quite French, but almost. He seized Elena’s metal hand and rubbed his fingers over her knuckles. “Such raw strength you have,” he murmured.

      “Strength enough to punch your lights out if I wanted to,” Elena said dryly.

      “Now, now, why would you want to do that?” He proceeded to start massaging her hand.

      Gary gritted his teeth, ready to jump down and force the elf to stop, but Elena didn’t ask him to, so Gary refrained and kept his distance. Inwardly, he seethed with anger, furious at his own betrayal, hoping she wouldn’t fall for the damn elf and betray him in return.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “Why not? How can I earn it?” He placed her hand on his chest and stared deeply into her eyes.

      Gary had to lean forward to be able to observe her facial expression better. She was rolling her eyes.

      “I don’t want you to earn it,” she said.

      “But why?” the elf pleaded. “I can—”

      “Help me. So you already said. Not interested.”

      “But you have not even learned what I can help you with.” The elf trailed his fingers over her palm and up her arms and over to her chest, laying a hand on her left boob.

      Gary felt almost like a lion, wanting to roar and rip off the elf’s head with his teeth. It didn’t matter that lionesses were the hunters and not lions. He’d hunt and kill that damn elf for touching her.

      After a fraction of a second delay, Elena jerked backward. “You touch me again, and you—”

      “You are allergic to metal here, aren’t you?” the elf asked. Much to Gary’s and Elena’s shared fury, the elf ran his hands from her shoulders down her breasts and lower, to her stomach and her—the elf wisely stopped before touching between her legs.

      Still, Gary was shocked she hadn’t ripped his arms out of his socket or ripped them clear off for that matter.

      Elena crossed her arms. "Touch me again, and it will be the last thing you will do."

      “I would die a happy elf.”

      “You’re a game character. You can’t want to die.”

      “I can want,” he said in a tone that had Gary bristling again. It was taking everything in him to not jump down and reveal himself, to not deck the elf and do his damnedest to kill it. Gary had a feeling that killing the male would be as difficult as the female, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t willing to try.

      “Yeah, well, you can want all you want, but that won’t change anything,” Elena said firmly. “So, run along. Find a female elf. Screw her. Maybe after she’s laid, she’ll leave us alone.”

      The male elf threw back his head and laughed. “Or you could just kill her as you want to. You do want to kill her, don’t you?”

      Elena stiffened but said nothing.

      “Because you could be stronger, and you know it. Out of all of your friends, you are the only one who could stand the chance of killing her, but you need more than what you have now. You need more metal. Your entire body.”

      “That’s not possible,” Elena said. “I—my torso does act like I’m allergic to metal.”

      “Ah.” The elf held up a finger. “That does not have to be the case.”

      “You can fix that, fix me,” Elena said incredulously.

      Don’t buy it! He’s gonna harm you in some fashion. He’s pulling the wool over your eyes!

      Gary was convinced this was a trap. It wasn’t just that he hated the elf. All elves. First, that damn female trying to seduce him and now this male getting handsy with Elena… Gary hated the entire elven race, and he was ready to hunt and kill every last one of them.

      “I can. I will.”

      “Why?”

      “For you. Anything for you.”

      “How?” she asked.

      Was she considering it?

      “If you will come with me…”

      Don’t go! He’s luring you away!

      “I’m not going anywhere with you unless and until you tell me how you can make my skin not allergic to metal,” she said firmly.

      “It is so much more than just merely not making you allergic,” he said smoothly. “You need to have your torso metallic too, to match your arms and legs.”

      “How?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “It is a long and involved process.”

      “It includes what exactly?”

      The elf smiled. “We have a long walk ahead of us. Let us go, and I can explain on the way.”

      “Explain here and now, and I’ll consider going with you.”

      His smile only grew. “Who knew that being argumentative could be so attractive?”

      She furrowed her brows. “Are you kidding me?” she asked. She gaped at him. “You… You aren’t a gamer, right?”

      “I can be anything you want me to be.”

      Elena reached out and touched the tip of his ear. Then, she pinched it. He wiggled and squirmed slightly.

      “You’re an elf,” she said firmly. “You’re a part of the game. You aren’t a gamer. You can’t find anything attractive.”

      “I—”

      “You aren’t aware, are you?” she asked.

      Gary gasped and clapped his hands over his mouth. He hadn’t considered that. But what exactly would that entail? Game characters couldn’t be aware of the world around them. They couldn’t have feelings. They could only say what they had been programmed to say.

      Or so Gary had thought.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Do you find Nicoletta attractive too?” Elena continued. “Or just me? What about female elves? Do you want to screw them?”

      “I don’t screw,” the elf said as if personally threatened. “I make love.”

      “Oh, yeah? To who or what? Because I’m telling you right now, you aren’t making love to me. I want nothing to do with dicks, not yours, not anyone else’s.”

      Gary grimaced. She didn’t want anything to do with his cock. While he couldn’t blame her, he wasn’t the happiest about it, either.

      “I just want to know what I can do to help you,” the elf said as if pleading.

      “How?” she muttered. She was probably growing sick of having to ask him this.

      “All I would need is for you to trust me.”

      “I’m kinda not trusting guys right about now. You’re outta luck, and don’t you dare think about sending a female elf to try and seduce me instead. Not in the mood. If you can help, explain how. Otherwise, I think you just want to lure me away to rape me or kill me or—”

      "Rape? No, no, no. Anything between us would be consensual, yes?"

      “You already touched my boobs twice without consent,” she said dryly.

      “You never told me no.”

      “I—whatever. Touch me again, I’ll break your fingers, maybe your hand. Try something more, and I just might rip off your arms.”

      Gary grinned. That was his Elena. Fierce and argumentative. She did like to stand up for herself and her rights, and he loved that about her. Damn. It wasn’t fun to sit on a tree branch while hard. He sure hoped woodpeckers didn’t come along because his wood was impressive right now.

      “I can make all of your dreams come true,” the elf continued.

      “You don’t know anything about me or my dreams,” Elena protested. She sounded so damn frustrated that Gary wasn’t surprised when she turned around and started to march away.

      “You are wrong,” the elf said, gliding along to move in front of her and block her. “You wish to know how I can alleviate your condition? Simple, although you will not like the answer.”

      “If you say sex, I’m gonna rip off your junk, ram it down your throat so far that you’ll end up shitting it out the new ass hole I’m gonna make for you.”

      “As pleasant as that sounds,” the elf said calmly whereas Gary was shuddering in revulsion, “I was not going to say that. Allow me to assure you, this has nothing to do with you at all, not your torso at least. Although I do wish you would consider allowing me to pleasure you once I have given you the metallic body that you long for.”

      “You better get on with telling me because I’m ready to stop this conversation.”

      “Magic,” he said simply. “I will use my magic to strip away that curse that renders you incapable of having the metal spread to your chest.”

      Curse?” She snorted. “More like code. The programmers wanted to give those with metal a weakness.”

      “Code?” the elf asked, furrowing his brows in confusion. “Programmers? I do not understand.”

      Elena sighed. “Sure, you don’t. Look, I’m sure you’re powerful, but I don’t buy that your magic can do what you say.”

      She turned to leave, but paused, a foot suspended in the air as she had lifted her leg to walk.

      “Oh, but my magic can do so many things.” The elf grinned as he flicked his fingers and stripped off her silver gloves that matched the hue of her metallic skin.

      Elena visibly fought against his magical hold on her, and the elf shifted the cutout on the front of her superhero attire that revealed a portion of her underboob and her flat stomach so her dark nipples were exposed.

      Gary had enough. He stood and readied to jump down, but Elena leaned forward to kiss the elf, only the scent of blood filled the air, and the elf pulled away with a shriek. Blood dripped from his no-longer-perfect lips, and Elena readjusted her clothes and yanked her gloves off the ground. With a perfect clapping sound, she slapped him with her gloves.

      “You pull that shit with me again, and I will make good on my threat,” she vowed.

      With that, she turned and marched away.

      Once Gary was sure Elena was out of earshot, he leaped down. He hovered a few inches above the ground.

      The elf turned to him, dazed. Gary could hardly believe his eyes, but the elf was hard. Not that Gary was trying to look, but it was there, bulging against his tight pants.

      “You better leave her alone,” Gary warned. “Or else you won’t just have Elena to answer to.”

      The elf smirked. “Ah, yes, the grand Gary who can’t keep his dick in his pants. Do you want a box? Perhaps if you present it to your ladies, they will be more willing to ride it again. You are having a bit of a dry spell right now, aren’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t say—you know what? I’m not going to talk to you about my dick. You stay away from Elena and Nicoletta and Olivia and Yuna.”

      “You couldn’t hurt me if you tried.”

      “Believe me. I can do just about anything I set my mind to.”

      “Except sleep with the lovely Elena. Her hair could not be redder, and it matches her cheeks when she hears about—”

      Gary couldn’t help himself. He went to punch the guy, but the elf held up a hand, and Gary’s fist met an invisible brick wall. Not caring if the elf had telekinesis too, Gary smashed through the wall with his power, and his fist headed straight for the guy’s jaw, only at the last second, Gary’s fist swung around and clocked himself right in the jaw, classic Fight Club style.

      The elf clearly tried to get Gary to punch himself again, but Gary tried to outsmart him by using his telekinesis to have the elf fly. Of course, that made Gary fly instead, and he zoomed away. It wasn’t until he had flown far enough away that he couldn’t see the elf anymore that he was able to not feel the pull of the elf trying to control him.

      Damn, those elves were powerful, sneaky bastards. Gary might be willing to stay in the safety of the town, after all.
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      As soon as Gary returned to town, he sought out Elena.

      “Why did you go out?” he asked.

      “Why?” she demanded, almost sounded as hot as Nicoletta. “I’m allowed to go out.”

      “I didn’t mean—I’m not trying to pick a fight.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You saw what happened.”

      “Some of it.”

      She reached toward his face, toward his right cheek where he had hit himself, but she withdrew her hand before she touched him. “You engaged him?”

      “He laid his hands on you.”

      “If I wanted to lay him out, I would’ve.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      Elena hesitated and glanced away.

      “Please,” he begged. “Talk to me.”

      “What is there to say?” she asked. “I mean, maybe… I… I don’t know…”

      “You don’t have to explain yourself to me,” he said, frustrated, “but I would like to understand.”

      “Jealous?” she asked.

      He swallowed hard and nodded.

      “A bitter pill to swallow, isn’t it?”

      “You didn’t know I was there, though, so that wasn’t why you allowed it.”

      “Or didn’t I?” She smirked.

      He furrowed his brows, confused. “You never once looked up.”

      “No, but I saw your approach.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      Gary winced and hung his head, averting her accusing gaze.

      Elena sighed. “I’ve gotten used to… I don’t know. Look, just forget it ever happened, okay? That’s what I’m going to do.”

      “Does that mean you’ll stay in the town?”

      She looked at him as if he had suddenly sprouted eight heads. “No. Why would I do that?”

      “To be safe.”

      “I can protect myself,” she informed him, “and if you must know, I went out to look for some shifters to fight. I don’t want to lose any of my skills. I’m bored. I want to fight.”

      He rubbed the back of his head. “Now that I think about it, I don’t recall seeing a lot of shifters on my flight back here.”

      She shrugged. “It’s not because I killed them all because I only saw one. A freakin’ gopher. Are you kidding me? All I had to do was stomp on its head, and it died. Hardly any experience points. Wasn’t worth the blood and guts on the bottom of my boots.”

      Elena readjusted one of her gloves, and he hated that she had been stripped partially, that the elf had exposed her to him. His fury was nearly enough to make him want to turn around and find that bastard and make good on Elena’s threat for her.

      “I didn’t see how you two started to talk, but did he fight you at all? Be violent toward you at all? Aside from the…”

      “No, he didn’t fight me at all, and even when I threatened violence, he didn’t attack me. Yeah, the whole clothes thing, but…” She wouldn’t look at him.

      Gary wanted to hug her so badly, but he wasn’t sure how she would react.

      “Can I hug you?” he whispered.

      Her gaze met his, shock shining in her eyes. Her lips began to curl, but then, she shook her head.

      “No.”

      He swallowed back his disappointment.

      “But I appreciate you asking.” She did reach out and squeeze his shoulder before walking away.

      Gary felt a little bereft at her departure, and he looked for Olivia. She still hadn’t returned and possibly never would, so he next sought out Nicoletta. She wasn’t there either, but thankfully, the bar wench was helpful and said that he had just missed Pyra, Nicoletta’s superhero name.

      Once again, Gary went outside and took to the skies. Nicoletta wasn’t anywhere in town that he could see, so he widened his scope to beyond its borders.

      It took him almost an hour to find her. She had just finished killing a pack of hyenas, some of which had reverted to their human forms to fight her when a form emerged from behind a tree and clapped.

      “Nicely done,” a man said with a deep voice. His hair was so blond it was nearly white, and his attire was straight out of any fantasy movie. He carried himself in such a way that he demanded respect and adoration. Although his hair covered his ears, Gary was more than willing to bet that the guy was an elf.

      Nicoletta whirled around, hands ready as if prepared to blast him. The elf paused mid-clap and held up his hands defenselessly.

      “I mean you no harm,” he said smoothly. “I merely wish to look up such a talented superhero.”

      She brushed her hair back. “Who are you?”

      “Who I am doesn’t matter, but you, you are the rising the sun.” He took a few steps toward her.

      "Come too close, and you'll burn," Nicoletta said in a tone Gary hadn't heard often.

      Her flirtatious tone.

      Gary gritted his teeth. He did not understand why the hell there were elves in the game, and why the hell weren’t the males fighting? Why were they only flirting? Granted, the female was a flirt too, but she also fought. These male elves just seemed horny.

      “If you’ll rub salve onto my burns, perhaps it might be worth it,” the male elf said.

      This male was every bit as arrogant and self-centered as the that had gotten fresh with Elena. Gary wanted to end this now, but he wasn’t about to cut in on this. If he knew Nicoletta, and he did, she would not appreciate him sweeping in and saving the day. She was not a damsel in distress in need of a rescue.

      “Too bad I don’t have any salve,” Nicoletta said.

      “I can produce some,” he murmured, and Gary shuddered.

      "I run too hot for that," Nicoletta said, brushing her hair back over her shoulder. Damn, did she look sexy doing that.

      Gary wasn’t the only one appreciating her. The elf straightened, smiling faintly, and beckoned her forward.

      “If you would allow me, I would make you the Queen of Embers,” he said.

      “Hmm. I don’t want to be queen.”

      “Ah, of course not. Clever girl.”

      “I am not a girl.”

      The elf gave her a long-lasting once over. “No, you most certainly are not. You, my dear, are an empress. The Empress of Embers.”

      “Am I now?” Nicoletta asked coyly. “I don’t even know your name. You don’t even know my name.”

      “What are names but merely labels? You are the fiercest, fiery fight the world has ever seen.”

      “And you are?”

      “Merely a humble servant who wishes to love and adore you.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Yes.” To prove his point, the elf collapsed to his knees in supplication before her.

      She walked over and pushed her foot against his shoulder to force him back onto his ass, hands on the ground behind him, making him resemble a crab.

      “Do you love and appreciate girls made of metal, too?” Nicoletta demanded.

      “What?” The elf’s eyes widened. “N-No!”

      Gary chuckled to himself. This elf was different from the one who had accosted Elena, but he wasn’t going to share that fact with Nicoletta.

      “Oh, good. I’m tired of sharing cocks,” Nicoletta said.

      Gary scowled and then shrugged. She hadn’t been sharing cocks, just one. His.

      Then again, she had flirted with several other gamers while fighting with Gary back in Vampire War, but, no. She hadn’t cheated on him even if they hadn’t been one hundred percent together at the time. He knew and trusted Nicoletta.

      The issue was that they didn’t trust him.

      And maybe he wasn’t sure if he could trust Olivia.

      The elf visibly brightened. “You can have me right here, right now. All of me. My cock included.”

      In his eagerness, he reached out toward Nicoletta, maybe to give her a hug, but she did a lot more than just hold up her hand as if to ward him off. No, she blasted him with fire, trapping him within a fiery prison now. Damn. She really was a fierce fighter.

      From within the flames, Gary spotted movement, and he swore that the elf waved his hand, and suddenly, the fiery walls parted to allow him to escape.

      Nicoletta muttered a curse, and before Gary could decide if he should join the battle, she opened her mouth and blew out a ball of fire from her mouth. The flames directly hit the elf, but he did not burn. The fire touched him, but he remained unfazed, unscathed.

      Now that she had initiated the fight, the elf began to attack her savagely. He ruthlessly tore after her, fighting with his fists and punches, his legs and kicks, with fire, ice, and other magical powers.

      All of this time, Gary had been hovering in the air, and he only now descended behind the dueling couple.

      “I’m here if you need me,” he called to Nicoletta, who nodded without turning around to face him.

      Since she didn’t ask him to join the battle, he observed, ready and eager to jump in if the situation demanded him.

      Nicoletta threw two fireballs on either side of the elf and then darted straight forward and went to punch him. The elf easily blocked her blow and slammed a hand to her chest. The move was punishing, not sexual in nature, and she flew backward, stunned. Before she could recover, the elf was gearing up to throw icicle spears at her. She used her fire to melt them all, and the longest one of all, almost a javelin, only melted to nothing inches from penetrating her chest.

      Gary was itching to enter the fray, but he didn’t want to risk Nicoletta’s wrath. She was clearly furious, judging by how severe her own attack was against the elf. Gary wasn’t about to get in the middle of that. Her mouth opened, and fire so hot Gary could feel it escaped. The elf did not burn at all.

      As the elf banished away that fire, Nicoletta threw a dagger and used a ball of fire to propel the dagger unerringly toward the elf, who tried to sidestep the now burning dagger. The blade sliced his cheek. Eyes wide, the elf plucked the burning dagger out of the air, almost bowed to her, and promptly disappeared.

      Nicoletta wiped the sweat from her brow, turned to Gary, and then opened her mouth in shock. A jagged piece of ice punctured her shoulder from behind her.

      The elf had returned and was trying to kill her.

      Gary didn’t care if it resulted in his being trapped. He called forth his telekinesis and did his best to hold the elf in place. Nicoletta didn’t even turn around as she shoved her hand against the elf’s face and smoldered it. The scent of burning flesh lasted only a moment before the elf disappeared.

      Breathless, Gary raced over to Nicoletta. She swayed on her feet but waved him off. The fiery Hispanic glanced around uneasily. Seconds and then two minutes passed by without the elf reappearing, and she breathed easier.

      “That was stupid of me,” she muttered.

      “Taking on an elf by yourself. I do think you hadn’t thought it the smartest move when I did it,” he said.

      She smirked. “Guess we really do have to make our own mistakes instead of learning from the mistakes of others.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” He smiled wanly. “But I wish you didn’t have to be hurt.

      Her hand hovered near the icicle, melting it away. A slight hole remained in her skin, and she applied more heat. At first, the scent of burning flesh again filled the air, and tears formed in her eyes, but then, her expression shifted from one in pain to bliss. When she lowered her hand, her wound was gone, all closed up without a scar.

      “Healing fire,” he murmured. “May I?”

      She nodded, and he touched his fingers through the hole to the now-perfect skin.

      “You’re amazing.”

      “Amazingly stupid,” she grumbled.

      “No. Amazingly amazing.”

      Nicoletta smiled wryly. “I am so buying you a thesaurus for Christmas.”

      He grinned. “I know what I want to get you.”

      “Oh, yeah? Any hints?”

      “Think leather. And lace.”

      She slapped his shoulder, which jarred his injury, and he winced.

      “You never healed yourself?” she asked.

      “I’ve been busy,” he muttered.

      “Want me to?”

      He stared at her. “You would do that for me? I can try to use my power to heal me.”

      “Let me. I need the experience. I… When I healed myself just now, I overdid it at first and burned myself.”

      “That couldn’t have been pleasant,” he murmured, hating that her power was her biggest fear.

      “Ya think?” She giggled, and he grinned, pleased she had recovered enough from her hate of fire to be able to laugh about it. “I can’t promise I won’t burn you, but I will be able to heal the burn too.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “You’re sure you’re ready?” she asked.

      “On the count of three. One, two, son of a fucking bitch, that hurts!” He gasped against the pain of the burn, the heat, the stench. No wonder Nicoletta had been scarred emotionally from being burned while young.

      “Sorry,” she muttered. “Trying… that better?”

      The heat shifted, changing, and the pain vanished, replaced by a warm, pleasant sensation that caused his bicep to tingle at the point of his injury.

      Nicoletta held her hand directly over the wound, and when she had finished healing him, she kept her hand there.

      “We’re both stupid,” she murmured.

      “I don’t think you are, but I am.”

      “Don’t say it.”

      He winked. “I’m stupid in love with you.”
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      Nicoletta shook her head and started to stomp back toward town. He hurried to catch up to her.

      Gary cleared his throat. “I didn’t mean to—thank you.”

      She hardly glanced over, her posture and gait a little stiff. “Thank you for not jumping in. I was doing just fine by myself.”

      “You’re crazy strong, but those elves…”

      “They might be an issue.” She sighed and paused, turning to face him. “Gary…”

      “Yeah?” he asked, his heart pounding. He didn’t like how worried and upset she sounded. Was she going to end things with him permanently? She wouldn’t do that, right?

      Or maybe she would. Fidelity was so important in a relationship, and a harem was multiple relationships in one. He had ruined their trust in him, and now, his heart was being threatened by those whom he loved more than anything. Plus, he was being threatened physically by powerful elves that shouldn’t even be in the damn game.

      “I’m worried about Jorge,” she blurted out.

      Relief flooded Gary, but then, he had to admit that he felt much the same.

      “I know. Jorge’s like a brother to me. I can’t say I’ve ever seen him fall for a girl so fast before, but for him to be engaged to her after a few months…”

      “That’s more than crazy. It’s certifiable.” Nicoletta bit her lower lip. Damn, was that sexy. Gary had thought from the beginning that Yuna had dick-sucking lips, but Nicoletta did too. She also had the best ass out of the crew, and he wanted to give her a hug and maybe let a hand wander down to cup an ass cheek.

      Was it purely physical, his feelings for her and for the others? No. She was so damn passionate about everything. So was Elena, and Olivia… she had a way of knowing a person inside and out.

      They were all superhot, but he loved them not because of their looks. He loved them for being strong, capable women, for their ideals, for their drives and desires. Hell, two of them had entered the game for him. Gary sometimes still had a hard time believing that.

      "I wish I could talk to him," Gary said. "See where his head's at. I'm sure he'll go on and on about how he's been with so many women, so he knows what he wants, who he wants, but he's never been with any woman for a significant amount of time."

      “What about you, Gary? How many women have you been with?”

      “You mean how many women have I dated? Or how many have I slept with?”

      She just gave him a look that clearly suggested she meant the second question.

      He cleared his throat. “Five,” he muttered.

      Her eyes widened. “Just one outside of us?”

      He nodded. “I mean, let’s be real here. Back in Philly, I wasn’t exactly what one would call a catch. I didn’t have women falling all over me like Jorge did. I was the perfect wingman.”

      “Now look at you,” she murmured.

      Gary shrugged. “I never intended to fall in love with you all. It just kinda happened. I think it was meant to be, though. We can’t survive being in this game without loving each other, supporting each other, being a team in every way possible.”

      She nodded and then smirked. “Well, for two of us to enter the game…”

      “You had to love me. I never would’ve asked that of either of you.”

      “And that’s why we did it.” A shadow crossed Nicoletta’s face, and she glanced away.

      “What is it?” he asked. “I know that look. Something crossed your mind.”

      “It’s just… I’m afraid that Jorge is making a mistake, and I’m worried…”

      “Worried about what?” he prompted gently when she didn’t continue her thought. As much as he wanted to hug her, he wasn’t sure how she would handle an embrace right now, and he hated that. More than anything, he wanted to be there for his girls, and he had failed them. More than once.

      His guilt was killing him. Even if the girls were able to forgive him, could he forgive himself?

      “Just forget it,” Nicoletta said, moving to turn aside.

      He gently touched her elbow. “Please tell me. You can say anything to me. I won’t judge you.”

      “It’s not a matter of judging. It will hurt you.”

      “Go ahead. I can handle it. I deserve it,” he said.

      She swallowed hard and wouldn’t meet his gaze. “I’m worried that I made a mistake too,” she confessed in a whisper.

      “By loving me,” he murmured. Damn. She was right. He had expected something along these lines, but hearing it out loud stung more than he had anticipated.

      “No. Yes. I don’t know. By agreeing to the harem. I think… I don’t know. I’m just so frustrated, and I don’t know what the future holds. I want to go back home so badly. I really do, but what will I come home to? I’m in school yet, but I still don’t have a plan for the future. I don’t have a major. I’m just coasting along, floating on by, drifting along.”

      “We can try to help you figure out your future. You, Elena, and I, we can all sit down and talk—”

      “No Olivia?”

      “Is she back?” Gary asked eagerly. He hated that it had been some time since he’d seen the winged warrior. Olivia was fierce in her own right.

      “Not as far as I know, but she’ll be waiting for us in the real world.”

      “You sure about that?”

      Nicoletta nodded and then grimaced. “I do, but she’ll probably be waiting for Yuna too.”

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. He didn’t have anything to say to that.

      “I’m so frustrated about so many different things,” Nicoletta continued after a slight pause. “I know I’m lashing out lately, but I can’t seem to stop.”

      She looked so upset, but she wasn’t close to tears. Nicoletta might not be made of metal, but she was every bit as strong as Elena was.

      “Please,” he begged. “Tell me how I can help you. That’s all I want, to help you, to make everything better.”

      Nicoletta stared at his chest. Eventually, she lifted her gaze to his face. She looked like a tragic, beautiful statue.

      “Will you hold me?” she whispered.

      “Of course.”

      Gary spread out his arms, and she stepped into his embrace. She laid her head on his shoulder and closed her eyes. He inhaled deeply, relishing the feel of her body against him, of the security and love and peace he now felt.

      I’m home.

      They stood there, embracing without words, for some time until Gary gently lifted Nicoletta’s chin. He stared deeply into her eyes, and finding approval there, he kissed her.

      He would swear he only intended for one kiss, but she wrapped her arms around the back of his neck, crushing her lips against his. He parted her lips with his tongue, and she groaned against him. No space parted their bodies, and Gary rubbed his cock against her, wishing they had no clothes on. Their lips and tongues met and danced, teasing and licking, kissing and sucking.

      Her hands began to wander first, running down his chest and then up and down his back. He really fucking hated clothes at this point.

      He cupped her ass, wanting to have her, to merge with her, for them to be one.

      But he couldn’t. Not now. Not while everything was in flux.

      Hating himself, Gary broke off the kiss and stepped back. He felt more than a little dazed.

      “What’s wrong?” Nicoletta asked, confusion shining in her dark eyes.

      “We shouldn’t,” he said, pulling back another step.

      Her eyebrows lifted with surprise, and she smiled wide. Was she happy? This hadn’t been a test, had it? No. He could almost smell how aroused she had been and still was. And even if it had been a test, he had clearly passed.

      “You need to do that with Yuna,” she said. “Pulling back, staying away.”

      Gary held up a hand. “I won’t talk to her alone,” he promised.

      She appraised him. “I want to trust you, but I can’t, not yet, not entirely. I definitely don’t trust you alone with Yuna, on her end.”

      He reached out, grabbed her hand, and squeezed. “I understand completely. I don’t want you to have to worry about me. I don’t want you to not trust me. If you don’t want me to talk to Yuna at all—”

      “Gary, I’m not saying that,” she said, sounding frustrated. “I’m not going to police you.”

      “But I’m willing to. I’m willing to do anything to earn your trust back.”

      “You know what trust is, Gary? It’s believing someone’s love in you. You claim you love me, and I do believe you do, but I need to believe in that love again. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good.” She smiled, but it didn’t light up her eyes like it normally did.

      Nicoletta wasn’t healed yet. She had scars from the burn when she had been young, and he had scarred her too. Hopefully, one day, and one day soon, those scars would fade away to the point that they wouldn’t even exist anymore.

      “Let’s go head back and get something to drink,” Gary suggested.

      “Why?” She laughed. Damn, did he love the sound of her laugh. “You want to get me drunk?”

      “I never said what we would drink,” he said with a wink.

      “I’m not sucking your dick.”

      “No, but maybe I could drink you up.”

      “You aren’t going to eat me out, either.”

      “You’re no fun.”

      Nicoletta giggled. “Oh, I’m plenty of fun.”

      “You’re more than fun,” he said, turning more serious than playful. “You’re my everything.”

      She held still and then shook her head. “That’s just it. In a harem, I’m not. I can’t be your everything.”

      “You’re a part of my everything,” he clarified. “That better?”

      “Somewhat.”

      “You’re killing me.”

      “Good. You deserve to be killed.”

      “Ouch. Not kosher to joke about when you’re trapped in a game that’s literally life or death.”

      She tapped a finger to her cheek as they began to walk toward the town. “I guess that was in poor taste.”

      “You’d kill a skeleton with that joke,” he jested.

      Nicoletta just shook her head, but the corners of her lips curled upward slightly. “Don’t. That was terrible.”

      “Don’t give me that. You’re smiling!”

      “It’s called accommodating.”

      “You’re patronizing me? You wound me, Nicoletta.”

      She surprised him by touching his arm and halting again. “No. You wounded me. Please don’t do that again because I will not give you another chance after this one.”

      His heart skipped a beat. Warmth radiated from her, not because of her power but because of their connection.

      “You won’t need to,” he promised.

      “Good because if you do, I’ll chop off your cock, burn it, and shove it so far down your throat it’ll—”

      “Come out the new ass hole you’ve made for me?” he finished.

      She smirked and winked. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “You and Elena are spending too much time together,” he muttered.

      Nicoletta began to walk again, laughing loud and long. Shaking his head, Gary could only follow.

      Damn, did he love her. And Elena. And Olivia.

      In a way, though, he loved Yuna too. Not in the same way, of course. As a friend. She had given up so much to come here, had helped them face so many adversaries. He was friends with Yuna, and he hoped he could have his girls, his harem, and still be friends with her.

      If he had to pick between his harem and Yuna, though, he would pick Nicoletta, Elena, and Olivia every time.

      The biggest issue? Where exactly did Olivia's loyalties lie?
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      Gary sat down across from Nicoletta. She ordered food and drink for them, and he stifled a yawn. He was tired and needed to rest. Maybe after this meal.

      Their food hadn’t been served yet when Elena arrived. She sat next to Nicoletta, a fact that amused him.

      “Why are you smiling?” Elena asked, lifting her eyebrows.

      “Because of a threat I gave him,” Nicoletta said.

      “About his cock?”

      “And the new ass hole? Yes, although I said I would burn it first.”

      “Oh, man, that’s cold,” Elena joked, and the two of them burst out laughing.

      Gary grimaced, not amused, but then he laughed too. “You two are too much.”

      “We try,” Elena said.

      “I ran into a male elf,” Nicoletta said.

      “The same one as mine?”

      “A different one.”

      “Hmm. I wonder how many there are.”

      The bar wrench brought over their bread bowls, and Gary dug in.

      “At least two,” Nicoletta said. “What do you want to bet there’s two more?”

      “Just the one female?” Gary asked. “Or more?”

      “Did he flirt with you?” Elena asked Nicoletta.

      The Hispanic nodded and finished chewing a bite before adding, “Yep, just like we thought.”

      “You went out to purposely find an elf?” Gary asked. “After you gave me grief—”

      “Yes.” Nicoletta shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Not sorry,” he muttered.

      “You were there as backup,” she pointed out.

      “But if I hadn’t been—” he started.

      “You were unnecessary backup,” she insisted.

      “Maybe, maybe not. He did hurt you badly.”

      “Wait. He attacked you?” Elena asked.

      “Yes, but that might’ve been because I wanted to see how he would react if I flamed him.”

      “And?”

      “And he nearly killed her,” Gary said.

      “He would’ve if he wanted to,” Nicoletta admitted, rubbing her offended shoulder. “He staked me with an icicle right here. If he had pierced my heart…”

      “Do you think he wanted to keep you alive?” Elena asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You all think there’s one each for us,” Gary said, trying to piece everything together.

      Elena shrugged and ripped off a small piece of Nicoletta’s bread bowl. “Impossible for us to know for sure.”

      “Not impossible,” Gary corrected. “If anyone should know the answer, Yuna should.”

      “Go ask her,” Elena said.

      He shook his head. “We should all confront her. I’ve tried to talk to her about the elves already. She doesn’t seem worried about them, and I don’t care if that elf had the chance to kill Nicoletta and didn’t take it. Next time, he might. He teleported behind her, Elena. He could teleport anywhere. Maybe even into our bedroom at night.”

      Elena smirked. “If that’s your ploy to try to get us to share a room with you—”

      “He’s right. I thought the elf had teleported away, but he reappeared behind me and staked me that same second. I couldn’t react at all. I couldn’t avoid it.” Nicoletta slammed her fist onto the table.

      “Yuna has some questions to answer,” Elena said, patting Nicoletta’s hand.

      Gary grinned, pleased that the connection between the two girls seemed as strong as ever.

      Elena ended up ordering a bread bowl for herself because Nicoletta wouldn’t share any more of hers. Once they finished eating and drinking a pitcher of honey mead between them—Gary almost didn’t miss orange soda anymore—they headed to Yuna’s room. The Japanese programmer wasn’t there, so Gary led them to where he had followed Yuna before. Thankfully, they didn’t run into any more elves along the way. It did strike Gary as odd that they didn’t see any shifters on the ground as he flew them. They hadn’t killed off all of the shifters. That just couldn’t have been possible.

      Gary had Nicoletta go down the stairs first and then Elena too. He wanted to watch their backs. Well, their backsides because he didn’t think there would be a threat to them here.

      Yuna didn’t even glance over as they filed into the room and stood behind her. She didn’t even say anything, although she did stiffen slightly, the only indication that she realized she was no longer alone.

      “So, Yuna,” Nicoletta said in a tone that was just short of accusatory, “what can you tell us about elves?”

      “I don’t have anything to say about elves except that they are rather delicious, yes?” Yuna grinned.

      Gary shifted to see her profile more clearly. “That’s not what we’re talking about.”

      “Yes, some are hot,” Elena allowed. “I’m partial to Legolas.”

      “Legolas? His eyebrows could not have been darker. Threw off the white hair entirely,” Nicoletta said. “My favorite elf is Thranduil.”

      “As if his eyebrows weren’t dark, too!”

      “Yes, well, I’m sure Gary loves this conversation,” Yuna said as she typed. Gary glanced at the screen, but he couldn’t make heads or tails about it. Definitely didn’t help that she was typing in ones and zeroes instead of words.

      “Gary doesn’t mind,” Nicoletta cooed, grabbing his arm and batting her eyelashes. “Do you, Gar?”

      “No,” he said. “I think elves can be hot too.”

      Yuna sighed heavily and continued to type.

      “Are you just going to sit there and ignore us?” Elena asked. She pulled Yuna’s chair away from the desk her computer rested on.

      “Are you going to just be a brute your entire time here?” Yuna demanded. “So strong, yes. So masculine.”

      Elena stiffened. “I am not masculine.”

      “She’s really not,” Nicoletta said.

      “You were flat as a pancake before you had breast augmentation surgery,” Yuna said. “Not very feministic of you to get one because of wanting guys to not think you too masculine.”

      “You—how—you have no right to look into my background!” Elena fumed. Her face looked as red as Nicoletta’s hands did before her fire would appear.

      Yuna shrugged, shifted her chair forward, and began to type.

      Elena bumped hard against the back of the chair and stomped her way upstairs.

      “Should I go after her?” Gary mouthed to Nicoletta, who shook her head.

      “And you, Nicoletta,” Yuna added, “your grades were terrible this semester. Where are you going to go to school next year considering you got kicked out?”

      Gary did his best not to react, but he was both shocked and hurt. Why hadn’t Nicoletta told him this? Had it been because of the game and him? She had the perfect opportunity a few hours ago to tell him about her getting kicked out, and she hadn’t. Why not?

      “You really should keep your nose in your own damn business,” Nicoletta snapped.

      “I would except I am stuck here with all of you, and I would prefer to know who exactly I am in bed with.” Yuna glanced over at Gary and gave a sly smile and a wink.

      Nicoletta looked ready to punch her. In fact, her fingers curled into a fist. Gary tapped her fist and shook his head.

      She glowered at him and then Yuna before nodding to Gary and stomping away much the same as Elena had.

      Once they were alone, Gary changed the subject. “You don’t want to talk about the elves, fine. Talk to me about Smaug.”

      “I would rather not,” she said.

      “Why are you being so cagey? Where is he?” he demanded.

      Yuna fell silent, but she stopped typing, her hands in her lap. After a moment, she said, “I’m trying my best. Why do you insist on wasting my time?”
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      Gary grimaced. He did not want to waste Yuna’s time. Not at all. Getting home was more important than dealing with the elves. He couldn’t deny that.

      "If you will tell me where he is, I will get out of your hair," he pointed out.

      "So, if I don't tell you, you mean to say that you will stay in my hair, yes?"

      He shrugged.

      Yuna glanced over at him. Her eyes didn’t sparkle, and she did not smile. She hardly looked like the woman who had days ago been in his bed, willing to share him with another, nearly forcing herself onto him. She did not appear like a woman in love.

      No. If anything, she looked like a woman scorned.

      He gulped. She wasn’t creating the elves, was she? She wasn’t using them as a form of punishment, was she? Because it seemed to him that the elves were trying to break up the harem, something Yuna might want…

      But Yuna seemed to love Olivia as much as she loved him. Wouldn’t she be all for becoming another member of his harem? Not that it would ever happen, but she might still want it.

      Which made Gary think Yuna wasn’t the cause after all. Haru? As a prank? Wasn’t funny if that was the case.

      “I don’t see why you need to see him,” Yuna said.

      “I want to talk to him.”

      “He’s in a coma,” she said, sounding annoyed. “I told you this.”

      “Yes, but don’t you think that maybe isn’t smart? You should be talking to him, trying to pry out of him everything you can about the game and how he jumped issues especially when you had safeguards or whatever in place to stop him. You should ask him how to stop all of the traps he set for you. You should force him to help us escape back to the real world!”

      Gary said all of that in one long breath, and he gasped and sucked down air.

      Yuna’s eyes welled with tears. She covered her face and curled down over herself as she sat in the chair, her shoulders shaking with silent sobs.

      “What is it, Yuna?” he asked, concerned despite himself.

      She sat up but did not lower her hands, so her words were slightly muffled. "I… I was the one to put him in the coma, not the virus."

      “You did? Can you reverse it?” He wanted to ask why she had done this, but he didn’t think that would go over well.

      “I didn’t mean to. I just… I lost…” Yuna finally lowered her hands. She looked positively lost. “My control. It slipped. I was endeavoring my best to learn the answers to all of those questions and more and…”

      “And what, Yuna?” he asked, baffled, completely confused. He had no notion as to what she was going on about.

      "I tortured him," Yuna gasped out. "He wouldn't talk, so I hit him. I punched him. I yanked out teeth. I ripped out fingernails. I did such terrible things to him, but all he did was laugh! He never gave me any answers. Well, none except… I'm not a hero, Gary. I'm not a superhero. I gave myself extra powers. I'm a cheater. I don't deserve you. I have failed you and the others. The moment I think I make some headway, another trap is sprung. I don't know how much more of this I can take. I am so frustrated. I feel utterly worthless, Gary. I… If the only way you will go is to see him for yourself, then wait until nightfall. Fly toward the brightest star. Underneath, you will spy a plateau. There will be five houses in a circle. Ignore them for the forest behind them. In the clearing will be a large rock. Move it, and you will gain access to the secret underground torture…"

      Yuna covered her face again, sobbing louder than before. Gary hesitated, wanting to comfort her, but words failed him. What could he say? He never would’ve expected her to be capable of this, but he had to admit that he had done some questionable things while in the game. Just because they had mostly been geared to vampires or supervillains or terrible shifters didn’t make it any better. He was so desensitized to violence now, and he had tried to kill Smaug not once but several times.

      When he returned to the real world, who would Gary be? Would he be able to recognize himself in the mirror? Not that he owned a mirror. He had nothing to return to.

      Unless he could fix things with his girls, which he had every intention of doing, yes, but he was a monster too, just like Yuna.

      He opened his mouth and then hesitated. In a way, he had never felt closer to Yuna, but he felt no desire beyond wanting to comfort her as a friend. As much as he had been willing and ready those other times, he did not feel anything like that for her now. Even if she were to strip and beg him to take her, he wouldn’t. As much as he hated to see her like this, he wasn’t going to fuck her.

      His words, anything he might say, would most likely bring her no comfort. Still, he had to try.

      “I’m sorry you felt as if you had to do all of that,” he said. “You should’ve told me.”

      “So you would have stopped me?”

      “Or maybe I would have done it for you,” he muttered.

      “No, Gary. You are a good man.”

      “A good man doesn’t cheat.”

      She straightened and stared at him hard with her tear-stained cheeks. “Some would say that a man who has a harem cannot be a good man.

      He winced. “I have done many things here in this game to survive—” he started, but she shook her head and held up a hand.

      “Stop. Fighting to survive is one thing. What I did was beyond that. Smaug was strapped down. I was not in danger. He was, from me. Because of me. I…” She shook her head and glanced away, toward her keyboard.

      Gary wanted to ask when she had done all of this torture, but he had a good guess—after he hadn’t confessed he loved her in return. No wonder she had been treating him so differently lately.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      “Why? You did not force me to do such heinous things. Smaug belongs in jail, yes, but so do I.”

      “No. You don’t. Smaug had been hunting us—”

      “He wasn’t a threat.”

      “Clearly he is!” Gary argued. “Have you looked at yourself lately? You’re wearing yourself down to the bone to try to break through all of his traps. He’s playing mind games with you. You did nothing wrong.”

      “Oh, Gary, if you think that, you have gone off the deep end too.” Yuna smiled wanly. “Yes?”

      “No.”

      “You must admit—”

      “I don’t and won’t admit to something I don’t think is the truth,” he said firmly. “Yuna, maybe we’ve been asking too much of you. Take a break. Come back to town. Eat a little. Get some sleep. Don’t return when you first wake up. Eat some more. Shouldn’t towns have some kind of entertainment? Do you know how to sing? Maybe we can do karaoke.”

      “Karaoke?” She shuddered. “You do not want to hear me sing.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know a lot of music myself, but maybe the others do.”

      Yuna glanced away again. “They hate me.”

      “Maybe they can learn to forgive you.”

      She turned back, tears in her eyes once more. “I don’t deserve you,” she whispered.

      “I really wish you wouldn’t say that.”

      “Wouldn’t say it or wouldn’t think it?” she murmured.

      “Both. I’m a friend, Yuna.”

      “Are you?” she mumbled. “I feel all alone.”

      “Because you have isolated yourself here! That’s why you need to go to the town. Please. Hey, maybe we’ll even see an elf or two on the way.”

      “You and your elves,” she muttered.

      “Why don’t you seem to believe me about them?”

      “Because. Elves were only ever meant to be a joke among us programmers. We never intended to make Elf War.”

      “What other wars did you have planned?”

      “Only one more.”

      “Which is…”

      She grinned. “You will have to wait and buy it once we’re home and it’s available to purchase.”

      “Uh, don’t you think I should get any new issues of the game for free?”

      Yuna giggled, the sound as light and carefree as when she had first joined the game. “Yes, I suppose so, although I am doubting you will play the game again.”

      “Damn straight. No way in hell will I ever play it again. No offense.”

      “None taken.”

      They grinned at each other.

      Her words had him thinking Haru was the culprit of the elves in the game after all. Maybe he was bored and thought Yuna could handle freeing them by herself. Haru had made Shifter War to appease Elena since she hadn’t been the happiest about vampires. He seemed willing to make anything a new issue of the game.

      That guy is driven by money and greed.

      “It’s not dark yet for another hour,” Gary said. “I just ate before coming here, but I’ll sit with you if you come back.”

      Yuna glanced back at the screen, rubbed her eyes, and yawned. “I don’t think—”

      “You need to,” he insisted.

      “—I can say no,” she finished, shaking her head and giggling again. “You might wish to let me speak.”

      “Sorry.”

      “No. I am sorry I am not smart enough to have gotten us back home yet.”

      “Not your fault,” he said easily. “Smaug’s fault.”

      Yuna stood but did not walk toward him or the stairs to leave, awkwardly holding onto the chair. “You… You still wish to see…”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said. “After you.”

      Yuna approached, and he stiffened. “Thank you,” she murmured before walking ahead to leave.

      He breathed easier considering she hadn’t touched him, and he followed her out of there. They flew back to town. Twilight was just descending, and he eyed the sky as they landed. It was cloudy, but hopefully, he would have no problem locating Smaug.

      They found Nicoletta and Elena sitting close together, drinking. They exclaimed when they saw Gary but tempered back to a somber silence when they spied Yuna with him.

      “Go,” Yuna urged. “Be with them.”

      “No. Come on.”

      He and Yuna sat across from the other two. A few cups of mead and they were talking and laughing. The girls ignored Yuna, and Gary tried to include her into the conversation, but Yuna didn’t talk much.

      “Too tired, yes?” she said when he tried to press her to talk more.

      Of course she was tired, but he had hoped and thought she might be up for trying to make friends with the girls, well, to befriend them again. It was too early yet.

      Once she finished eating, Yuna excused herself, and Nicoletta eyed Gary.

      “What did she say?” the Hispanic asked eagerly.

      “You could have asked her yourself.”

      “I know, but she would be more forthcoming with her love than with me, and you know it.” Nicoletta took a long pull of her drink.

      Gary drummed his fingers against his empty glass. By now, it should be dark enough for him to locate the star, but he would wait a little bit yet to make sure the clouds had all moved on.

      “She didn’t say much at all,” he finally said, uncertain if ignoring her comment about Yuna loving him was smart or not.

      “Nothing useful?” Elena asked. “Aside from the fact that she likes to give out private information.”

      “For the record, I didn’t know your boobs were fake,” Nicoletta said.

      “I didn’t either,” Gary said. “I heard from some guys that you should be able to tell. Maybe I haven’t touched enough boobs.”

      “You’re unreal.” Nicoletta leaned across the table to slap him a little hard upside the head. The act caused her to spill Gary’s drink, and she shrieked.

      “Alcohol abuse!”

      And she leaned forward as if to lick it up.

      He gaped at her, but she merely leaned forward and winked at him. “I’m not that drunk, Gar!”

      “You have me worried,” he said.

      She waved her hand. “I’m fine.”

      He grinned. “In more ways than one.”

      Nicoletta wagged a finger at him. “You’re a smooth talker, smooth, smooth, smooth.”

      “Yeah, maybe you have had a bit much to drink,” Elena said.

      “Want me to help you to bed?” Gary asked.

      “I’ll be fine,” Nicoletta insisted. She stood and staggered a bit before catching her balance.

      He frowned and stood, holding his arm out to catch her if she should fall but not touching her at the moment. “I won’t try anything.”

      “I trust you,” she slurred, leaning toward him and then over toward Elena, who had also stood. “I don’t trust me.” Nicoletta pointed to herself.

      He grinned.

      “Don’t you go smiling at me.” She jabbed his chest. “You’re a bad boy.”

      “Aren’t bad boys the best kind.”

      “Only sometimes.”

      “Are you a good girl or a bad one?” Elena asked, wrapped her arm around Nicoletta’s waist.

      Just like that, Gary was harder than he had been in ages. His erection almost hurt he was that hard.

      “Naughty,” he said huskily. “She’s a naughty girl.”

      “Naughty girls should be spanked,” Nicoletta said. She eyed Gary. “Will you spank me?”

      He groaned. “Ask me when you’re sober.”

      Nicoletta winked.

      “Come on.” Elena guided her away.

      Gary trailed behind, supposedly to make sure they were all right, but once they were safely in Nicoletta’s room, he went to his, locked the door, and exposed himself. His hand rubbed up and down his shaft, and he stroked, thinking about Nicoletta letting Elena do whatever she wanted to her. He rubbed harder, imagining Nicoletta eating Elena out. He moved his hips to mime thrusting, dreaming about fingering the both of them at the same time, of giving one oral while the other rode him, and he came hard, shooting his load all over his hand.

      Unfortunately, he made a bigger mess than he originally thought, but he had an excuse to change out his superhero attire anyhow because of the rip at his bicep. He changed his clothes, left his room, and headed back toward Nicoletta’s room. The sound of giggles reached his ears and then moans.

      He hesitated, listening harder. More moans. Nicoletta’s. A few from Elena too. Gary wasn’t jealous. He didn’t mind that they were having fun without him. Listening to them pleasure each other had him hard all over again.

      Although he wasn’t sure if he would be able to come again or not, Gary began to stroke himself through his clothing. He was getting close but not quite there. Nicoletta was growing louder and louder. She was a screamer all right, and when she shouted his name, Gary lost his load for a second time. He made such a huge mess that he had to change his clothes again.

      I deserve major good boy points for not knocking and nosing my way into their bed.
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      Still thinking about the girls and wondering if Elena had used her fingers or mouth or tongue or something to pleasure Nicoletta, Gary made his way outside. The sky was entirely dark and without any clouds, and the brightest star wasn’t hard to find. It was a good distance away, and Gary was tired from all of the fighting and then the activity with his hand. His bicep was sore despite Nicoletta healing him, but he was sure that was from his handjob and not from the wound.

      In the darkness, Gary found himself nearly dozing as he flew. At one point, he even brushed the bottom of his feet against a tall tree. He had drifted that far down. That woke him up enough that he was fine and reached beneath the star at long last.

      The light of the stars was just strong enough for him to spy the five houses Yuna had said. Farther north was the forest, and he zoomed over it, trying to find the clearing. It was massive, the length and width of a football field.

      There was the boulder. With his telekinesis, he would be able to move it easily.

      But there was one problem, a gigantic one.

      The clearing wasn’t empty. Five elves were there, and they weren’t standing around. No, each one was sitting on some kind of grotesque-looking wolf. Some had tusks. They were hideous. Wargs. Elves on wargs.

      No way did Gary want to engage them. The elves alone would prove a challenge he might not survive, but those wargs looked positively vicious. They were drooling at the mouth as if salivating over wanting to hunt for a tasty morsel.

      Like me.

      He would be just a snack to the monstrous wargs.

      Gary turned right back around. No fear of him falling asleep now. Nope. Seeing that had made him wide awake.

      And curious. Why were there elves and wargs there? Was it merely a coincidence that they seemed to be guarding Smaug?

      Or maybe they weren’t guarding Smaug as if to protect him. Maybe they were there to ensure he did not flee. After all, he had gotten out of traps before. Samuel August was a genius.

      “Maybe that’s why Yuna wasn’t worried about the elves,” Gary mused out loud to himself. “Because they’re not meant to engage us but only keep Smaug in line.”

      But as enemies, they should be under complete control of the game, of what the programmer decreed. They shouldn’t become bored and try to find the superheroes to engage them.

      Well, Gary wasn’t going to worry about all of that for the moment. Instead, he was going to head back to his room. Maybe he’d check on the girls first and make sure they were sound asleep. Maybe this time, he would knock. Unless he heard snoring. Then he would leave them be. They needed to sleep as badly as he did.

      Just then, a loud caw rang out. Gary ducked but not far enough, and a massive raven clawed his face, banging into the top of his head.

      Dazed, Gary dropped down to the ground, daring the bird to chase him. The bird did, but so did five others.

      Gary pushed down on each beak before they even reached him. He was not about to allow himself to be killed by a bunch of measly, mangy ravens. Then again, the ravens were actually beautiful birds. As they tried to peck him, the light of the stars glittered off their wings, making them appear more blue than black.

      But he did not mistake beauty for what lay beneath. These birds were vicious, and they clearly wanted to attack and even maim or kill Gary.

      After he swatted a few away, Gary yanked on a wing, spun around, and released the raven. His aim was off, but his telekinesis righted the bird, and it plowed into four outer birds. All he knew was that these ravens meant business, and he didn’t want to have any more injuries today, at least not ones inflicted on himself. For the ravens, though, yes, all of them had to be at least severely beaten or else killed.

      It took Gary a little longer to dispatch them all then it normally would've since he was tired, but he descended to the ground amid the floaty, falling raven feathers. The bird had lost a ton in the battle.

      He was almost too tired to fly, so he opted to continue on foot for a little bit. If he ran into trouble, he could always take back to the skies.

      It was a beautiful night to fly, but Gary continued to walk. It felt more normal to fly, which alarmed him. When he returned home, he was going to have to readjust majorily, and not being able to fly was going to be devastating. He loved being in the air. It would be amazing to be back home with even just that ability. Think of all the money he would save on airfare! Not that he had ever flow before and not that he had the money to be able to afford to buy food anywhere.

      Hopefully, Yuna wouldn’t kill herself. She was trying so hard he was afraid she was going without sleep or eating, but he could feel it. He had to believe she would make a breakthrough soon, and then, live could go back to normal. Just how many traps had Smaug been able to set up? Of course, Gary supposed it could have been like a domino effect. If you triggered one, ten or more popped up. That would be terrible, but he supposed that was possible. Then again, Gary wasn’t the most knowledgeable when it came to computers and coding. Forget it. There was a reason why he didn’t have a job that was worthwhile. A trashman. No one grew up wanting to be a trash collector. Definitely not a glamorous job.

      He couldn’t help daydreaming a little, wondering what it would be like to readjust to life back to the real world. The company behind Superheroes Online had already offered them jobs and places to live. A house? Or just an apartment? Gary was going to push for a house. Why not? He wanted to share a place with the girls if he could convince them to.

      The harem here, well, it worked until Yuna came along. Before her, they were a well-oiled machine, able to handle any enemy out in the game and then any position in the bedroom. It had been perfect.

      But there was no game in the real world. There was nothing to tie them together except for their memories. Would that be enough?

      No. Not just their memories. Their love. He had to trust and believe that it would be enough for them to be able to rise above any obstacle. Yes, harems weren’t a thing in the real world, but their love could and should be enough to bind them forever, no matter where they were.

      At least, he hoped that would be the case.

      Dark forms emerged from the shadows ahead. Lionesses, five of them. They were the predators, the hunters. The male lions might be known as the king of beasts, but they were lazy. The females were the ones you had to watch out for.

      Just like with humans.

      The first lioness rushed toward Gary. He lifted a hand, his twin blue circles of power shining brightly and banishing the darkness away. The lioness halted and growled, unable to move closer.

      The other four raced toward him from various angles, and he allowed the fastest to close the distance before telekinetically grabbing her whiskers and twirling her around in a circle to knock back the others.

      The first lioness was smart. She raced around to the edge of his shield and plowed through the lionesses climbing to their feet. In seconds, she leaped into the air, fangs glistening, ready to bite his head off.

      Gary did not flinch and merely pushed her to the side. She landed with her face in the dirt, and he calmly picked up his foot and brought it down so swiftly and with enough force to snap her neck.

      The other lionesses eyed Gary warily. They weren’t so eager to face him now. They appraised him, calculating, and he could almost see how hard they were thinking and planning. He almost could believe them to be real lionesses from their actions rather than humans shifted to lionesses.

      He telekinetically crushed the throat of the largest lioness, not that she was large at all compared to the wargs. They were all sleek, graceful creatures. This one was just dead.

      The lionesses’ fangs were as long as the warg’s, but they were still strong and sharp enough to pierce through flesh and bone. When another tried to bite him, Gary merely moved another lioness in the way, and the attacker killed one of her sisters.

      Growing tired, Gary threw one of the lionesses up into the air, high, higher, all the way up until her body grew too heavy. She crashed back to the ground, covered in ice, a beautiful, dead, frozen lioness.

      The last lioness was not scared. She critically eyed Gary, and then, she convulsed and shuddered as if she were having a seizure. Before Gary’s eyes, she shifted and changed but not into a human. No. Her tawny-colored fur turned a dark brown, and she grew taller, her back arching as if she had a hunch. Now, she grew twin tusks on her lower set of teeth, and her face twisted and turned into something hideous and grotesque.

      The lioness had shifted all right, shifted to become a warg.

      What in the world? If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he never would have thought it possible.

      Although it freaked him out, Gary had no choice but to face the warg. If he had thought the lionesses intelligent, the warg was too, fierce and powerful as well.

      The warg somehow managed to evade his telekinesis. He could actually feel his power glide over the warg without being able to make any impact. The warg nearly bit into his leg as he tried to telekinetically stop the monstrous beast. The lioness had been half the size of the warg before him.

      Gary gripped a short sword. He didn’t care for this one, the handle awkward in his hand, but he had wanted to replace the dagger he had lost. He wasn’t about to go anywhere without some weapons on hand.

      Even if he couldn’t use his telekinesis against the warg, he could use the power on himself. In fact, he could just fly away, but he wanted to see how he could handle a warg one-on-one.

      The warg charged Gary. He lifted himself into the air and tried to land on its back, but the warg anticipated it and shifted backward. Gary almost landed his ass right on the warg’s tusks.

      Exit only.

      He floated even higher and released his short sword, allowing it to become a projectile.

      The warg just stared the short sword down and then opened its mouth.

      It fucking bit the blade and snapped it in half.

      What the fuck?

      Pissed now, Gary dove down, picked up the short sword, and then waited for the warg to make its move. The beast lumbered toward Gary, slower than before. Maybe it was growing tired, but when he tried to step forward and slice it with the jagged short sword’s tip, the warg jumped to the side despite its girth and nearly carved a chunk out of Gary.

      He did his best to avoid and evade, trying to watch and anticipate the warg’s movements. The beast had a better read on him, and whenever Gary tried to attack, the warg not only made him miss but nearly got Gary each time.

      Gary hesitated, waiting. The warg sniffed and then charged so swiftly that Gary had to jump and fly to avoid being caught. This time, he was able to land on the warg’s back, and he leaned forward to slice its neck.

      The warg, however, never stopped moving, turning a tight corner, and Gary nearly fell off the side, but he managed to cut the warg’s neck. It was rather superficial, unfortunately.

      The beast lowered its head, and Gary toppled to the ground. He rolled away and held up the bloodied blade. The warg had continued, ready to trample him, but Gary reached forward and shoved the jagged tip deep into the warg’s chest. He had to twist to get it to fit between the ribs, but then, the warg gasped, shuddered, and died, falling right on top of Gary, its weight crushing him.

      Now that the warg was dead, Gary used his telekinesis to shove the warg away. There. He was free.

      Feeling more than a little unnerved and in need of changing his attire again, this time because of blood, Gary sped home as fast as he could fly. He wasn’t tired anymore, and his thoughts wouldn’t quit.

      What the hell would cause a shifter to turn into a warg? Was it a one-time thing? Was that where all the shifters were, now wargs? Were all of the wargs servants to the elves? Did that mean there were more than five elves?

      Gary had no answers, not one, but he did have a guess.

      Had the shifters turned into wargs because of the virus?
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      It didn’t take Gary long to return to town. He did listen at Nicoletta’s door, and he heard the faint sound of even breathing. She and maybe Elena were asleep.

      Not wanting to disturb them, he went to his room and slept. Well, slept after tossing and turning for a good two hours. He was so tired that he didn’t wake for a whopping ten hours. The sun was bright and well on its way to its zenith when he made it to the tavern to get some breakfast.

      Neither Nicoletta nor Elena were there, but they might be soon for lunch… if they got up at a normal hour. If they had woken up a few times for some fun, they might need brunch.

      He smiled to himself, happy the two of them were on super good terms. Once he finished eating, he rushed back to the rooms. He knocked on Olivia’s door first, but there was no answer. His knuckles rapped against the door again, and when there was no response again, he opened the door.

      Olivia’s bed was a mess, and the place still looked lived in. It was as if she had intended to come back.

      Of course she did. She left because she was upset.

      Gary rubbed his chest. He was upset and worried. What if she never came back into the game? What if she wouldn’t try to contact them once they returned to the real world? At least Nicoletta knew how to get a hold of Olivia, but that didn’t mean that the flier wouldn’t ignore Nicoletta’s calls or maybe Olivia could have changed her number. She had been so upset that Gary couldn’t put it past her.

      Hadn’t he meant anything to her? He never meant to hurt her or any of them. Him and his dick. He never should have had sex with Yuna even though it would’ve meant not sleeping with Olivia yet. Why had she held out against him for so long? She had said that once the others were on board, they would, and granted, they almost all had together until Elena had been distracted by that damn sabretooth tiger. What the hell? Just remembering that made him feel inferior. Why would she have been willing to leave for the chance to kill a shifter? Seriously. Why had she been so distracted?

      Sex was powerful. It had a hold over people, gluing them together. Why would Olivia want to stay away? She had given herself over to Yuna before she had Gary, why?

      Was she afraid? Did she have strong enough feelings for Gary that it scared her? Maybe he was being ridiculous, but he missed her so much that he had to think and wonder and worry.

      “Damn it, Haru. Come here. Talk to me. I need you to do me a favor. Please?”’

      But the Japanese man didn't make an appearance, not that Gary expected he would. Because why would he? Haru had a tendency of coming at the worst possible times and hardly ever when Gary really needed him.

      Quiet footsteps sounded behind him. Gary stood still, hoping it was Olivia, but then a slightly cool hand touched his.

      “Elena,” he said and then turned around to see the silver-dressed superhero.

      “Hi, Gary,” she murmured. “How did you sleep?”

      “All right.”

      “Just all right?”

      “Yeah.” He smirked. “I had no one to sleep with.”

      Her cheeks matched her red hair. She was adorable when she was embarrassed.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Did you sleep well?”

      Her cheeks turned even redder. “Ah… we thought we might go out and scout some.”

      “You want to run into elves?” he asked, lifting his eyebrows. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

      “We can’t stay here.”

      “What’s wrong with waiting?”

      “Waiting for what? For Olivia? For Yuna to finally get us home? We can’t stop living.”

      “We aren’t living,” he argued. “We’re playing.”

      “Playing with our lives.”

      “Yes.” He swallowed hard. “I went out last night.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She put her hands on her hips. “To see Yuna?”

      “No. She told me where Smaug was. I wanted to see him.”

      “Why? That POS needs to be behind bars and waiting to be executed,” she said, a scowl twisting her lips.

      “Hell, I wish we could just kill him,” Gary admitted.

      “He has to pay for what he did. We can’t be judge, jury, and executioner.”

      “I know. That’s why Yuna used the virus to stop him.”

      “So, why did you want to see him?”

      “I don’t know. Personal vendetta maybe.”

      She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “Did you see him? Something happened, didn’t it?”

      “I went to the spot where he’s supposed to be—”

      “But he wasn’t there?”

      “Worse. Elves were there. Elves on wargs.”

      “Seriously? How in the world did this turn into Elf War?”

      “I don’t know, but maybe we should try to find an elf and kill them one by one because I’m done with them.”

      “And wargs? What’s up with that?”

      “I fought some lioness shifters last night. Five of them. The last one shifted.”

      “Aw, did you have to fight an evil female?” Elena laughed, noticed his expression, and grimaced. “Wait. Shifted into what?”

      “A warg.”

      “Seriously? What the hell? Is that where all the shifters have gone?”

      “I’m starting to wonder,” he said. “Where’s Nicoletta?”

      “Checking out the armory. She wants to buy some new weapons. She lost the one to an elf.”

      “Yeah, she’ll want to get extras. That warg ruined my short sword.” He whipped out the weapon.

      Elena smirked. “Better that it bit off your sword than your…”

      Gary let out a surprised laugh. “Are you trying to channel your inner Olivia?”

      “Maybe.” She grinned and then sighed. “Do you think she’ll come back?”

      “I hope so.”

      Elena looked around him to Olivia’s room. “She was always so full of life, so happy.”

      “She’s masking a lot of pain.”

      “She told you about a lot of it, didn’t she?”

      “She did.”

      Elena was silent a moment. “Do you think she has people back home?”

      “Depends on what you mean by people.”

      She just gave him a look.

      “Fuck buddies?” he guessed.

      She nodded.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised.”

      Elena nodded again, slower this time. “Do you think she can be faithful?”

      “I think she can be. Depends on if she wants to be or not.”

      “Why wouldn’t she want to?”

      “Because when you’re betrayed, when you’re hurt, you put up safeguards, right? I put up shields all the time when we’re fighting.”

      “Not just with you,” Elena pointed out. “For us too.”

      “Yes, but Olivia had no one. She had to be her shield, and how did she make her shield? By letting everyone in. That way, she didn’t get hurt, and no one else did either.”

      “But that’s not how it works,” Elena said.

      "And she found that out with us," he said. "She opened herself to us. I don't know if she's honest with everyone, but she had it all with us. She had it with you and Nicoletta and with me. She had us."

      “And we weren’t enough.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe she’s staying away because she knows we can be enough, and it scares her. Or she’s so pissed at me for being filled with regret and guilt about sleeping with her and Yuna that she can’t stand me.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Elena protested.

      “I can’t change what happened. I wish I could.”

      “It’s possible…” She shook her head. “It’s possible that if you were to turn them down, she might still have left.”

      “I know. I’ve thought of that. I wish I had done that, that I had been stronger.”

      “We all make mistakes,” Elena murmured.

      “Me more than most.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “I’m not a catch,” he warned her. “I’m a trashman, and I’m probably fired and homeless. Why would you want to be with me?”

      "Maybe because you have a heart? And a magic cock?" She grinned and winked before turning more serious. "Because you have drive and passion. Anything you want to do or be, you can make possible. You just have to trust in yourself."

      “I’ll try. Won’t be easy, though.”

      “I know. I understand. It takes a lot of courage and dedication to be willing to step up and try to make your dreams a reality.”

      “Your bakery,” he murmured.

      “My bakery.” She grinned and opened, closed, and flexed her hand several times. “This game has taken a lot from me, yes, but it gave me a lot too. My hand works when it hadn’t before. I can’t ask for more.”

      “No? What about me?”

      “You’re a bonus.”

      “Ah.” He grinned. “I wonder if Nicoletta feels the same way.”

      “If you’re right about the shifters turning into wargs, we should probably head to the armory ourselves and grab some weapons.”

      “You want some?” he asked, surprised, following her out of Olivia’s room into the hallway and eventually out of the building.

      “More so as backup for you all. If wargs can bite through the metal, you might want to have more weapons on hand for extras.”

      “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      They met up with Nicoletta and bought a ton of swords, axes, short swords, and daggers. Once they brought Nicoletta up to speed, she turned around and bought more weapons.

      “I don’t know if facing the elves is a good idea or not,” Gary warned.

      “You want to see Smaug. Why not go for them?” Nicoletta asked.

      He shook his head. “We’ll fly on by, but if there’s more than one elf there, we aren’t going to engage them, you hear me?”

      “You’re dictating orders now?” Nicoletta scowled.

      “It’s about being smart and surviving,” he said. “Not about me leading.”

      “He’s right. This might not be a good idea.”

      Nicoletta sighed. “Killing them one at a time might be easier… if we can actually kill one. Think it’s possible?”

      “If the shifters turning to wargs is because of the virus,” Elena started.

      "Do I think the elves' sudden appearance could be the same?" Gary shrugged and shook his head. "I don't know. I don't think so, but I guess it's possible."

      “Given how powerful the elves are, maybe we can’t kill them,” Elena suggested. “The virus might protect them. I mean, they have or at least can block our powers.”

      “No. We’re powerful enough. They will die. We can handle them. I’m sure of it.” Nicoletta clapped her hands. “Let’s roll.”

      “You were a cheerleader, weren’t you?” Gary asked.

      “How did you know?” Nicoletta glanced at Elena. “You weren’t, I take it.”

      “Nope. Cheerleading wasn’t my thing. I preferred field hockey.”

      “Nice.” Gary grinned.

      “I’m not going to field your hockey,” she said, rolling her eyes.

      He laughed. “Maybe later?”

      “You’re insatiable.” Elena shoved his shoulder.

      He staggered a step and then knocked his hip into Nicoletta. “How was your evening? You didn’t wake with a hangover, did you?”

      “No hangover. I drank enough water.”

      “Woke up throughout the night to have more?”

      She narrowed her eyes. “Are you fishing to see if I did anything last night?”

      "I'll just say one thing. The walls are kinda thin."

      Nicoletta’s eyes widened, and she slapped him hard. “You were listening?”

      He placed his hands over his ears. “When you’re screaming, everyone can hear. Doesn’t matter if you’re eavesdropping or not.”

      “You were eavesdropping. I know it!” She stood flush against him, jabbing his chest.

      Damn. He was hard, and she had to feel it. She didn’t move away, though, so that had to be a good sign.

      “Are we gonna go?” Elena asked.

      “Yes,” Gary said, eyeing Nicoletta. He wanted so badly to kiss her. Hell, he wanted so much more than just a kiss. He wanted to devour her, to make love to her all day and all night long.

      “Yes,” Nicoletta said. She placed her hands flat on his chest and pushed off. “Fly us.”

      Gary held out his hands. Elena took his immediately. Nicoletta hesitated, though, and he knew it was because she deciding whether or not to be upset. Then, she smirked at him and squeezed his hand hard. Damn, did he love her. After she squeezed again, he took to the skies. It took them longer to get there because he flew around any flying shifters, not wanting to waste time by fighting them.

      The five houses below were unimpressive in the light of day, but Gary wasn’t worried about them. He kept on flying for the clearing.

      “Oh, shit,” Elena muttered.

      The entire clearing was filled with wargs. Only five had elves riding them, but it was a terrifying sight.

      “Those ugly ass things are wargs?” Nicoletta asked. “We have to kill them to put them out of their misery.”

      “Not easy to kill,” he reminded her. “Let’s get out of here before they see us.”

      “So, what should we do now?” Elena asked. “Do we want to head back?”

      “We need to stay loose and train and see if we’re using our powers to the best of our abilities,” Nicoletta argued.

      “We have to be safe about it, though,” Gary said.

      Nicoletta grinned. “You don’t like to be safe, though, do you?”

      He flushed. “Not my fault there aren’t any condoms here,” he muttered.

      “I’m just teasing. Did you see his face?” Nicoletta crowed. “Oh, God, Gary, you’re so fun to tease.”

      “I’d rather you ride me.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek.

      “I’m sure you do.”

      “Not just me,” he murmured. “You want that, too.”

      “Maybe,” she whispered in his ear.

      His cock strained against his clothes. Damn it. If he didn’t find a way to release inside one of them in any of their holes, his balls were going to explode.
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      Gary glanced around. He had been flying for about a half hour now, but for the most part, there weren’t any shifters to be found, no wargs either. Were they all by Smaug’s spot?

      “Maybe we should go talk to Yuna about this,” he finally said.

      “We need to train,” Nicoletta insisted.

      “Train for what? Smaug is in a coma. We don’t strictly have to face the wargs or the elves.”

      “It’s just a feeling I have.” Nicoletta muttered something in Spanish. “A gut feeling. We need to be as strong as possible.”

      “If you two want to train, I can drop you off by the town. If you face anything too difficult, run. I doubt you’ll have that problem unless an elf or two shows up.”

      “Glad you’re so confident in our abilities.”

      “I have full faith in you,” he said honestly.

      “You’re gonna talk to Yuna? She hasn’t seemed to care about the elves or anything we have to tell her,” Nicoletta said.

      “She’s under a lot of stress,” Gary pointed out.

      “She’s a bitch,” Elena said.

      Gary blinked. “Wow. Tell us how you really feel.”

      Elena shrugged. “You can talk to her. I’m not going to be around so she can try to upset me.”

      “Why? Do you have more secrets?” Nicoletta asked eagerly.

      “You’re terrible!”

      “I am not! Excuse me for wanting to know everything about you.”

      “As if you’ve told me everything.”

      “Most everything.”

      “See?”

      Gary chuckled. “Don’t train against each other, okay? I don’t want Elena to have any burnt or scorched marks and no broken bones on Nicoletta.”

      “Yes, Dad.” Nicoletta rolled her eyes.

      He flew them all the way back to the town and then zoomed toward Yuna’s headquarters. She was working hard, and he had to wonder if she had been at it all night.

      “When did you last eat?” he asked.

      She jerked, startled.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “Don’t worry. I’m fine. Um, what did you say?”

      “When did you last eat?” he repeated.

      “I’m not sure.”

      He muttered a curse. “I should’ve grabbed you some food.”

      “Please. Don’t fret. We can eat once we get back.”

      “Are you making progress?”

      “Slowly.” She slapped the desk and turned to eye him. “I can do this. I will.”

      “I don’t doubt you.”

      “Did you come here to check on me?”

      “Yes.”

      “And why else? The elves again?”

      “It’s more than just the elves. They’re on wargs, and last night, I fought a shifter that turned into one.”

      “A warg?” Yuna shook her head. “Wargs are supposed to be in Monster War.” She winced and clamped her mouth shut.

      “Ah, Monster War. That the next issue, huh?”

      “Maybe,” she muttered. “You should leave.”

      “What about the wargs? Can you stop the shifters from turning into them? The wargs seem to be loyal to the elves.”

      “Interesting. I can try to tamper with the code of the game, but it might have unintended consequences. Also, is that the best use of my time? If you think so, I will. I would do anything for you. However…”

      “Are the wargs because of the virus?”

      She hesitated. “I would think so, yes.”

      “And the elves?”

      “I do not know,” she whispered. “I think Smaug may have something to do with them, but I have no way to confirm that.”

      “With them protecting where you put him, I think that’s a safe bet.”

      Yuna hung her head. “We must get out of here,” she muttered.

      “We will. You’ll get us there. I have faith in you.”

      “Faith, hope, and love,” she murmured.

      He winced.

      “Do you not know the Bible?” she asked, surprised.

      “I know a little,” he admitted. “Not much. Not really my thing.”

      “I think God has a reason for everything. We are here for a reason.”

      “And that reason is what exactly?”

      “We don’t know yet, and we might never. God will know, though.”

      “Of course he knows, and we don’t.” He grimaced.

      Yuna winced and jerked to her feet. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t even thinking. Please. Ignore me. I’m so insensitive.”

      “You’re fine,” he said.

      She wasn’t wrong in her assumption. For a long while, Gary had blamed God for taking his parents away from him, but then, he just stopped caring one way or the other. Life happened. Shit happened, sometimes good, sometimes bad. That was the way of the world.

      Or maybe that was the way of the real world. Here, Gary had thrived. He had been happy. He felt like he was king of the world.

      He almost felt like a god.

      Maybe that was why he had slept with Olivia and Yuna. Because he had wanted to have it all. It had been wrong to feel that way, but he had.

      Not anymore. Gary wasn’t even a true superhero. No way in hell was he a god.

      “Firewalls and protection in the game itself and out in the world of the game too. Unreal,” she muttered as if talking to herself.

      Gary rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry for upsetting you,” he said.

      She stared at him, confused. “You didn’t upset me at all.”

      “Interrupting,” he corrected himself. “I meant interrupting.”

      Yuna smiled wanly. “I needed a break. My eyes are killing me, and I have a headache.” She rubbed her temples. “Can you…”

      “Can I what?”

      “Rub?” she asked.

      Gary just shook his head.

      “Of course not,” she said with a sneer. “You won’t touch me again even though your lady friends won’t touch you, either.”

      He stiffened. “Yuna—”

      “Don’t. Don’t bother coming down here again. You used me, Gary.”

      “What? I did not!”

      “You fucked me. You got what you wanted. What did I do wrong? Are my boobs not big enough? At least mine are real. Do I not have a large enough ass? Did I not suck you long enough, hard enough, too hard? What did I do wrong?”

      “I…” Gary shook his head. “I’m not going to talk to you about this.”

      “Go ahead,” she called after him as he turned toward the stairs. “Run away. You’re nothing but a damn coward.”

      Fuming, Gary left. She really did know exactly what to say to needle each and every one of them. Only Olivia had been safe from Yuna’s wrath.

      Or had she? Maybe Olivia had left partially because of Yuna. He might never know if that was the truth, though.

      Once he left the hidden spot, he hesitated. They might not ever get back at this rate. Yuna was more likely to trip and fall for Smaug’s traps if she were tired because the fatigue would make her susceptible.

      Not that he could tell her this. She was liable to bite his head off. Who knew that she could be as vicious as those damn wargs?

      Given that the elves seemed to want to protect Smaug made Gary all the more suspicious about the rat bastard. Was he truly in a coma? Was he biding his time? What did he have planned? What was the purpose of all of those traps?

      To stall.

      Why? For what? What was end game for Smaug?

      All along, what had Smaug seemed to want.

      To be the only gamer. He had killed other gamers, drove them from the game.

      Why? Did he want to make this his own personal game?

      Maybe. Maybe the elves couldn’t be killed. Maybe the elves were his own personal army.

      Maybe Smaug had made it so that Gary and his girls couldn’t be in the game. That they would be killed. That they would die here and never return home.

      Well, Smaug, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but if that's your plan, it's gonna fail. You aren't the only genius in the world, and you're in a coma. You couldn't have game-planned everything.

      So far, though, Smaug had always seemed like he was one, two, five, even ten steps ahead of them. Maybe, just maybe, Smaug was too smart for them. Maybe they would be stuck here for the rest of his life.

      No. Gary refused to accept that. If being trapped in Superheroes Online had taught him anything, it was that Gary never backed down from a fight. He might flee for the time being to better prepare, but he always came back. He always came out on top.

      He was a superhero.

      I’m not Shifter Hunter anymore. I’m Elf Hunter, and one day, I might be Smaug Hunter.
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      Gary rushed back toward town. Nicoletta was creating taller fire walls than ever before, and he watched as she curved the fire to her will, enclosing the trap, forming a lid to the top of the box.

      He landed beside her. “I’m impressed.”

      She grinned, looking incredibly hot as sweat ran down her face.

      “Should I start calling you hot stuff?” he teased.

      “Go ahead,” she retorted. “Want to see where that lands you?”

      “Hot water is my guess.”

      “Bingo,” she purred.

      His heart soared. “Do you forgive me?”

      A cloud crossed over her features. “I’m almost there. Not quite yet, though.”

      He nodded glumly. “I understand. I just want to hold you.”

      She lifted one eyebrow and tilted her head. “Just to hold me. Nothing else.”

      "I never claimed 'nothing else,'" he said. "To hold you and kiss you. That's it."

      “That’s it?” she asked in disbelief.

      “It’s not just about the sex,” he said quietly. “As mind-blowing as it is, I love you. That’s more important.”

      “Hmm. You know the right things to say… You just need to have your actions prove those words.”

      “They will. From now on. I wish they always had.”

      “Me too.”

      They watched as a metal shard blew by so fast that it seemed to catch on fire itself before plowing through Nicoletta’s fiery trap, partially dimming her flames.

      “Hey!” Nicoletta cried.

      “Damn. I was hoping to produce enough wind from the speed of the throw to blow out your fire entirely.” Elena frowned. “I wonder if wind resistance was enough to slow it down that the fire didn’t completely go out.”

      “Isn’t wind resistance normally negligible?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Depends on what’s flying.”

      Gary nodded even though he had no clue what they were talking about. “There are a ton of wargs there. The elves too.”

      “You really want to fight them to reach Smug who is in a coma?” Nicoletta asked, sounding doubtful. “I know we’re all strong, but we’re down Olivia.”

      “I know, which is why I don’t think we should fight them,” Gary said.

      “What are you suggesting?” Elena asked.

      “We need a diversion. We need to lure them away.”

      “But why? Why is seeing Smaug so critical?” Nicoletta asked. “I’m not saying I won’t do my part. I just want to know why.”

      “Because Smaug needs to wake up and be forced to help Yuna get us all out of here.”

      “Smaug will never help,” Elena said.

      “He might be persuaded.”

      Nicoletta frowned. “How very mob-like of you.”

      Gary shrugged. “This isn’t America. There are no rules here—”

      “And that’s how you got in trouble with us,” Elena pointed out.

      He sighed. "I know, but we have to go home. Guys, Smaug's laid down so many traps for Yuna that she might never be able to figure out how to get us home without Smaug's help. Would you rather we stay here for the rest of our lives? Or do you want to open up your bakery? And do you want to figure out your calling in life?" he asked Elena and Nicoletta in turn.

      Nicoletta muttered something in Spanish.

      “Is that consent?” he asked.

      “That’s me asking for God to watch over my soul.”

      “I don’t know if God worries about what happens in video games,” Gary said dryly.

      "God worries about what happens to all of his creatures, even abominations like Smaug. We cannot lose ourselves. You've said that the game has changed you. It has. You're stronger. You're willing to stand up for yourself. You put others first. You love. You never allowed yourself to have many friends. Jorge told me. Here, you not only gained friends, but you also found love, and love found you. Don't lose that part of yourself. Don't let Smaug taint you."

      Gary gritted his teeth. “I don’t want to have to torture him.”

      “You’d rather kill him,” Elena said.

      “Not when he’s vulnerable.”

      Elena narrowed her eyes. "You want to force him to help and then provoke a fight before we go back, so you have an excuse to kill him."

      “We haven’t been able to kill him yet,” he protested. “What makes you think I’ll be able to now?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because he’s been in a coma!”

      “I just want to wake him up and take him to Yuna,” he said.

      Nicoletta and Elena exchanged a look. Elena nodded.

      “Fine,” Nicoletta said. “We’ll figure out a way to lure them away and give you an opening.”

      “Good. There’s ah, one other thing.”

      “Why do I think we’re not going to like this?” Elena asked.

      “Because you aren’t. I’m wondering if Smaug created the elves to be his protectors. If that’s the case…”

      “It’s possible he made his bodyguard unkillable,” Nicoletta finished.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. I don’t know, but I do not want you to fight them without me.”

      “No problem,” Elena said.

      “I thought you wanted the challenge of fighting them,” Nicoletta protested.

      “Not if they can’t die when I very much can.”

      Nicoletta wrinkled her nose. “Why would Smaug have the elves flirt with us?”

      “Because he doesn’t want me happy,” Gary said. “Just a guess. Didn’t he flirt with you way back in Dragon War?”

      “Maybe. I don’t remember. I don’t like thinking about him.”

      He didn’t blame her. Whenever he thought of Smaug, Gary always felt such a strong sense of anger and rage.

      “You two have a plan?” Gary asked.

      “I’ve been trying to see if I can use my fire to propel me from one place to another like I did with the dagger. So far, no luck.”

      “Hmm.” Elena conjured one of her metal shards. It was long and thin, almost like a javelin. “Climb onto my back.”

      “Hmm. Kinky.” Nicoletta winked and complied.

      “Hold on,” Elena warned.

      The silver-garbed redheaded superhero raced forward, shoved the tip of the javelin into the ground and leaped into the air. The javelin propelled her up and over in a decent arc that landed them about half a mile away.

      Gary flew over to them. “Not bad!”

      Elena flushed, clearly pleased. “With a longer metal piece, we should be able to go farther.”

      “Yes, but we can’t move too quickly,” Nicoletta warned. “They have to chase us.”

      “True. Yes. We can do this. Gary, fly us nearby. We’ll approach and then flee.”

      “Sounds good. Once you’ve drawn them all off—”

      “Wait,” Nicoletta said, interrupting him. “What if we can’t lure all of them away?”

      “Then Gary can’t risk trying to see Smaug.”

      Gary rubbed his chin. Damn it. There was a good chance not all of them would take the bait. If Nicoletta had a way to fly away with her fire… but she didn’t. Right now, they could really use Olivia. Fuck.

      “You have to promise that you won’t do anything stupid,” Nicoletta demanded.

      “Define stupid,” he said.

      She glowered at him.

      Elena pursed her lips. “Please, Gary. We’re not going to risk our lives. We’ not going to fight them, just lure them away.”

      “Yes… Fine. I’ll wait until they’re all lured away, and if they don’t all go, I won’t engage them. I won’t see Smaug.”

      His mind was already churning, though. Maybe if worse came to worst, he could shove the boulder aside and use his magic to fly the comatose Smaug out of there. Of course, if they were drawn to him and his presence, they would follow him, but if Gary could wake Smaug while they were high in the air…

      So many maybes in this plan. So many holes. So many things that could go wrong.

      But Gary had faith in his team, even if it was incomplete right now.

      Gary impulsively hugged the girls. “We’ll do this. We’ll get Smaug to help, and—”

      “What if we can’t?” Nicoletta asked, suddenly sounding depressed and distraught.

      “What? Can’t get Smaug?”

      She shook her head. “Get him to help,” she clarified. “What if he refuses to? Or what if he pretends to and his way to get us home kills us? Or changes us somehow? Messes with our minds? We can’t trust him.”

      “No, but we can trust Yuna.”

      “If she hasn’t been able to work past all of his traps—”

      “That’s just because there are so many. She’s every bit as smart as Smaug. Besides, we can have Smaug go through first.” He grinned. “He won’t want to go splat against some kind of spiked wall that will leave him full of holes and blood and guts falling.”

      “Ugh. That’s a disgusting visual.” Elena wrinkled her nose in disgust.

      Gary shrugged.

      “What if only one can go through safely?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Do you have a better way?” he asked.

      The Hispanic shook her head.

      “Then, we have no choice for right now. If we can come up with a way to not use Smaug, we will, but for right now, I just want to have him for safekeeping.”

      “Didn’t Yuna put him there for safekeeping in the first place?” Elena asked dryly.

      “Yes, but that was before some of his traps had been sprung. Now, he’s safe against us, instead of us being safe against him.”

      Nicoletta cracked her knuckles. “Let’s get to this.”

      She grabbed his hand and then brought up their hands to kiss the back of his. A shot of warmth went straight to his cock. He couldn’t help himself. Gary kissed her deeply. She moaned against his mouth, opening her lips, accepting his tongue. He wanted so much more, but he couldn’t forget Elena, and now, he was kissing her, the metal queen, and she sure knew how to make his rod as hard as could be.

      When he pulled away, he was dazed and horny as hell.

      “Fuck,” he muttered.

      The two ladies giggled. “Oh, yeah?” Nicoletta asked. “Still don’t want to have us?”

      He was tempted. So, so tempted.

      “Olivia’s not here,” he said. “Until things are back to rights with us all…”

      “What if she doesn’t come back?” Elena asked.

      “Then we’ll cross that bridge if we get there. I’m hoping we don’t.”

      “Maybe you should pray,” Nicoletta suggested.

      “Are you praying for Olivia?” he asked.

      She nodded. “I am. She needs guidance, and I think she needs us.”

      “And…”

      “And if she were to come back and apologize, yes, I do think we can get everything set back to rights so long as there’s no more cheating. She would have to be willing to be exclusive.”

      “To two women and a guy.” Elena grimaced. “You would think that should be enough for her.”

      “We’ll worry about Olivia when we next see her, whether that’s in the game or in the real world,” Gary said firmly.

      “Oh, yeah? You planning on busting down her door when we get back?” Nicoletta asked with a glint in her eyes.

      “Maybe. Now, let’s focus.”

      They took to the skies, flying swiftly. Gary tried not to be on edge, which actually wasn’t that hard to do at all. He trusted Nicoletta and Elena to handle their part, and he was more eager than anything. They were going to go home and soon. He could feel it.

      In the woods beyond the five houses but before the clearing, Gary touched down. He hugged each girl tightly, his fingers brushing against the exposed underboob of Elena and gripping Nicoletta’s ass. Both rubbed against him, and some pre-cum oozed out.

      “Ten minutes,” he murmured. “Give me ten minutes. After that, ditch them and make your way back to town. I’ll meet you there.”

      They nodded. Hand in hand, they rushed off.

      Gary waited until they disappeared from sight into the trees before jumping and flying. He zoomed over to the clearing and waited.

      He didn’t have to wait long. A burst of fire appeared, and Nicoletta and Elena engaged the wargs for only a few moments. The elves on their wargs all turned toward the commotion, and then Elena and Nicoletta ran off.

      The wargs howled and gave chase. So did one of the elves. Two more. And…

      The other two stayed behind.

      Gary muttered a curse. From up high, he tried to use his telekinesis to cause the wargs to move, to run away, to do anything at all, even just howl. As before, his telekinesis slid over the beasts, not affecting them at all. He knew better than to attempt to use his power on the elves. It would backfire somehow.

      Instead, he caused some of the trees nearby to collapse, causing them to uproot entirely and thudding them to the ground. He would create a diversion of his own.

      But the elves did not seem to care, and slowly, the other wargs returned, the ones without the elves.

      Gary’s heart began to pound, and he dashed away, trying to locate the other three elves, wanting to make sure Nicoletta and Elena hadn’t been drawn into a battle.

      The sight of red hair flying through the air caught his attention. Up and down, up and down, Elena and Nicoletta were racing away. Down below, the elves were chasing them.

      He swooped over and plucked them out of the air.

      “Didn’t work?” Nicoletta asked.

      He shook his head as he flew up high to enter a cloud so the elves couldn’t see them. A light mist washed over them.

      “Damn,” Elena said. “All that work for nothing.”

      “No XP?” he asked.

      “From running away? No,” she huffed.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “We are too,” Nicoletta said. “Maybe if I had sent a ball of fire over toward those other elves…”

      “It’s possible they never would have left him completely unprotected,” Gary said.

      “Yeah, but if I could’ve been able to project myself into the air and fly with my fire—”

      “There still might have been one left behind,” he informed her. “And I promised not to go in if there was only one.”

      “Damn,” Elena said again.

      Yep. That summed up how Gary felt. Why the hell couldn’t anything ever go right in this game?
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      Gary and the girls returned to the tavern to eat and then sleep, all in separate beds. When he woke, Gary had a new plan. He waited until they finished eating their breakfast to dive in.

      “Let’s try to take out one elf at a time. Generally speaking, they seem to approach us without a warg if we go out individually. I can lure out the female. You two can hide. Together, maybe we can kill her.”

      “How? She evades our attacks and can take all of my blows,” Elena said. “She can hit as hard as I can.”

      “We need to fight smart. We’ll need our weapons, but we can’t afford to turn them over to her.” He eyed Nicoletta. “You think you can make any blade catch on fire without touching it?”

      She waved her hand, and he pulled out one of his daggers. Nicoletta let out her hand, and a blast of fire burst out, seared through the air, and ignited the blade.

      He grinned, and she waved the fire away. Small amounts of fire, she could call back to herself like that. Large, widespread fire, not so much.

      “Now, can you do it without having a blast linger in the air like that?” he asked.

      She grimaced. "I don't know. I get what you want. You don't want me to give her the chance to subvert and redirect the fire like she did with Olivia, but the fire comes from me."

      “Try again,” he urged.

      The bar wench returned, hands on hip. “No fires inside the establishment. You owe a five-thousand rupa fine.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Nicoletta snapped.

      “You owe a—”

      “Yeah, yeah, I heard you the first time,” Nicoletta grumbled.

      It wasn’t as if they couldn’t afford the fine. After being in the game for so long and fighting so many enemies and bosses, they had acquired a hefty amount of rupas.

      Nicoletta paid her fine, and they retreated to the outskirts of the town so they wouldn’t get in trouble again.

      Again and again, Nicoletta tried and failed. It seemed she needed to project the fire from herself.

      “Hmm. What if you took the fire from somewhere else?” Elena asked.

      "Like from a fire wall?" Nicoletta constructed on and tried again. No dice. The arc of fire merely started from the fire wall instead of her palm. "Why do you even want me to do this?" she asked Gary, sounding beyond frustrated.

      He hated to see the crease between her eyebrows even though it was adorable precisely because it only appeared when she was upset.

      “She has strapped to her thighs a ton of weapons,” Gary said, touching his legs to show where.

      “Oh, yeah? How do you know this?” Nicoletta asked.

      He blushed, embarrassed. “She ripped off her skirt once and asked me to fuck her with her sword.”

      “You should’ve,” Elena muttered.

      “I tried,” he said honestly. “I failed, but I did try.”

      “Elena, will she control your metal shards?”

      “Most likely.”

      “I wonder… do you think she’ll be able to resist if you both use your magic on the shard?”

      “If I add fire to it?” Nicoletta asked.

      He nodded.

      “It’s worth a shot,” Elena said.

      “She tends to render my power mostly useless,” he said, “but last time, I was able to fool her a bit. I might have to resort to some crazy, risky stuff, but I think we’ll be able to kill her.”

      “How are we gonna celebrate?” Nicoletta asked. “I’m not drinking again for a year.”

      Gary and Elena burst out laughing.

      “Famous last words,” Gary teased.

      “If only they had rum,” Nicoletta moaned.

      “I would’ve taken you for a tequila girl,” Elena said.

      “I prefer daiquiris to margaritas,” Nicoletta said.

      “Ah. I do too, actually. Strawberry is my favorite.”

      “I would love to give you your favorite drinks, but let’s worry about celebrating after we finally kill us an elf, all right?” Gary glanced at them.

      “Yes, sir,” Elena said.

      “Yes, drill sergeant.”

      Off they went, the girls hiding while Gary marched along the wilderness beyond the town. He walked and walked and was just about ready to turn around, figuring that the elves were onto them, when the elf appeared. Her hair was in a high ponytail, and she wore no skirt. The gazillion weapons strapped to her thighs weren’t there, and her legs were even more impressive without the deadly display. Her armor was basically just a bikini. On most, it would be totally pointless and render her an easy target, but considering she could knock weapons aside with her mind, she didn’t need armor at all.

      Looking like every gamer’s wet dream, she walked toward him, the sunlight causing her blond hair to glow, her boobs bouncing in her intricately designed metal bra.

      “Hello,” she said. “Tired of knocking down trees?”

      “I do like to beat wood,” he said.

      “Do you now?” She smirked coyly. “I’ll beat your wood.”

      “Would you?”

      “Of course,” she purred.

      “Why?”

      “Why?” She blinked a few times as if confused. An enemy shouldn’t be confused. Just another sign that this was Smaug tampering with the game.

      “Why do you want to fuck me?” Gary asked.

      “I have to,” she said.

      “Why? Who told you this?”

      "I… No one told me… Just… let me fuck you. Let me make your dreams come true."

      “You’ll probably give me a disease,” he muttered.

      No. Smaug wouldn’t have access to STDs, but he might have access to poison. What if her pussy was filled with some kind of poison that would seep into him and kill him?

      Death by sex.

      Death by orgasm? Gary wouldn’t mind going out that way. Death by sex with a poisonous pussy? Not so much.

      “All I want is you,” the elf said.

      “Do you still want a sword shoved up you?”

      “Just your sword,” she purred.

      He glanced down. “Sorry. My sword’s asleep.”

      Which was saying something. Normally, whenever he thought about his girls, he was hard. Which meant he was hard most of the time. Lately, though, he hadn't been quite as much because he knew they were on the rocky ground, but at least Nicoletta and Elena were coming around.

      Coming. He’d like to make them come all right.

      He forced himself to focus on the hot elf in front of him. Despite her attire, her rocking body, and her big boobs, he did not feel the least bit attracted to her.

      She crossed over to him, buried his head into her chest, and rubbed against his groin. He did not get hard, though, not even from the friction.

      Just then, he felt the heat of fire behind him. He jerked away from the elf in time for Elena to throw a metal shard through the ball of fire burning a bush. The shard caught on fire and spiraled toward the elf.

      The shard halted in mid-air, quivering. Nicoletta's face was bright red from effort. She was trying to control the fire burning the shard to get the weapon to keep on going, but the elf was fighting her.

      Gary reached out with his telekinesis, nudging the burning shard closer toward the elf. The resistance was incredible, so he tried the other way, with the elf. The shock or maybe because she had been instructed to do the opposite of whatever he appeared to want, but she shifted her power to cause the shard to come closer toward her. He kept on fighting her until the shard touched her metal bikini and bounced off harmlessly.

      What the hell. Seriously? All of that exposed skin and they couldn't have even lined it up in the proper spot to impale her?

      The elf grinned. “That was fun,” she purred, shaking her tits. “Want to try again? Remember where I prefer it…”

      She grabbed her boobs and let her hands wander down her flat stomach to between her legs. The elf grinned.

      He scowled and then smiled. “Let’s dance,” he announced.

      The elf glided forward, and she took the lead, doing some kind of ballroom dancing routine. If he could just get one of his weapons free and bury it inside of her…

      She pressed close to him and then backed up to give space, rubbing against him whenever they were near.

      “You don’t want any of those other women,” she murmured. “I can be the perfect woman for you. You want bigger boobs?”

      And her boobs grew to the point that her cups overflowed around the metal bikini.

      “You want me to have a bigger ass?”

      And her ass grew but still wasn’t as impressive as Nicoletta’s.

      “Whatever you want,” she purred. “I am made for you. Just see. Test out my cunt, and—”

      “Yes,” he murmured.

      She paused mid-step. “Yes?”

      “Now.”

      Her eyes lit up, and she reached for him, but he hadn’t been talking to the elf. Elena was behind her, and she jammed a sword into the elf’s back.

      The elf opened her mouth, gasping in pain. Then, she gripped Gary’s face and kissed him.

      The kiss was intoxicating but not in a good way. No, he felt woozy, sick to his stomach, and then the pain started. His body began to convulse, and he might have puked. He couldn’t be sure.

      The elf, was she gone? Gary couldn’t see much of anything. He felt as if he were dying. Maybe he was. Death by kiss. So not fun. So not what he wanted. He hadn’t even kissed the damn elf back.

      He had no control over his body. He thought he was flopping against the ground, and maybe there was dirt on his lips, in his mouth, but he couldn’t spit, couldn’t stop shaking. His body was no longer his to control.

      Those damn elves. Maybe they should just leave Smaug be.

      But then, they might never come home.

      He wanted to go home.

      Didn’t he?

      Yes.

      No.

      If he went home, would he still have his girls? Just the two? If he went home, would he have all three?

      Maybe he should stay here. Not be greedy. Take what he could get.

      But he loved Olivia. He didn’t want to just give up on her.

      And he wasn’t going to give up on fighting this poison or sickness or whatever she had infected him with.

      He was a fighter. He was a superhero.

      He was Elf Hunter, and soon, he would be Elf Killer.

      If he could ever kill one of those bastards.

      “Dwarves are better,” he muttered, and that was the last thing he knew of before darkness claimed him.
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      Gary blinked against the candlelight. He just wanted to sleep. His body felt as if he had been trampled by a horde of rhinoceroses. Or maybe woolly mammoths. Those beasts were huge.

      Wait. Candlelight? Where was he?

      Gary moved to sit up, but his body was far too sore. He could hardly shift his weight. He was lying on something soft. His bed. Candles were all around him, providing soft illumination that hurt his eyes.

      “You’re awake!” a familiar voice cried, one he hadn’t heard in what felt like forever.

      He opened his eyes and gaped at the vision before him.

      Olivia hugged him, and he stifled a laugh. Her black feathers tickled.

      “You dope!” she said as she pulled back and slapped his chest.

      “Ow,” he said weakly.

      “Sorry.” Her eyes filled with concern, and then she shook her head, lips pursed. “What were you thinking?”

      “I… I don’t know. What happened?”

      Olivia stepped back, and Elena moved into his line of vision.

      “I had to carry you back here,” Elena said.

      “I’ve been doing my best to heal you,” Nicoletta said from the foot of his bed. “But I can’t completely. At least I haven’t completely yet. I’ll keep trying.”

      “I…” Gary wanted to touch his hand to his head, but he felt too weak. “The elf…”

      “She’s wounded badly,” Elena said. “I had aimed for her kidney, but I must’ve missed.”

      “Or you didn’t miss, and the elves can’t be killed,” Nicoletta countered.

      “Those damn elves.” Olivia shook her head. “Terrible. Just terrible.”

      “You came back,” he said.

      “I did.” She gave him a flirty look. “Did you honestly think I would stay away forever?”

      “I, well, you… I heard that you said you might not come back, and—”

      “And do you know me or not?” she demanded, hands on hip. “You should have realized that I wasn’t going to just up and walk away. What kind of a person did you take me for?”

      “A hurt person.” He winced. Talking hurt. “What the hell did that elf do to me?”

      “We aren’t sure,” Nicoletta said, glancing at Elena.

      “That kiss really knocked your socks off, huh?” Olivia asked. She rubbed her chin. “Did you feel any sparks? Was it any good?”

      “I can’t say it’s good, and the side effects aren’t exactly pleasant,” he said wryly. “I wouldn’t advise doing it.”

      “Elena said she got a good look. Said you didn’t pucker up and kiss back. Maybe if you had—”

      “I’d be dead.”

      Olivia rolled her eyes. “Maybe the side effects wouldn’t be as severe.”

      “Because that makes sense,” Nicoletta said. “I think Gary’s right. It’s taking a lot out of me to heal him, and I still can’t quite get him back to rights all the way.”

      “You tried a potion on me?” he asked.

      “Yuna said not to risk it. She thinks Smaug tampered with them to do more harm than good. In your state, who knew what it could do.” Elena patted his hand.

      “Are you hungry?” Nicoletta asked. She jerked her head toward the door. “Elena and I will grab you something.”

      The two rushed away.

      Gary stared after them.

      “How sweet of them to give us time to talk.” Olivia smirked.

      “What is there to say?” he asked.

      “Well…” she drew out the word. “I don’t know. I can understand having regrets, but, I mean, if you regret sleeping with Yuna, then that means you regretted sleeping with me—”

      “That’s not true at all,” he protested. “Not in the least little bit.”

      “Hmm. And you regretted sleeping with Yuna so badly that you let her suck your dick, or so I heard.” She appraised him critically.

      He swallowed hard. “I made a mistake.”

      For once, Olivia said nothing.

      “I never regretted sleeping with you,” he said slowly.

      She narrowed her eyes. “What do you regret?”

      “I regret that I wanted you so badly that I couldn’t stop to think clearly. I should have turned you both down. Being with you was incredible, but our first time… it’s tarnished. I hate myself for not walking away.”

      Olivia swallowed hard. “I know I have… Do you know the vast majority of prostitutes have been abused? Not because of their profession. Before they turn to selling their bodies for sex. It’s a way for some of them to claim their bodies, to have control over sex. They can turn down a guy, after all. Just because a guy wants to pay to shove his johnson up her wa-hoo doesn’t mean she has to agree.”

      He winced, hating that reminder that his last name was another word for dick.

      “And maybe, maybe I’m the same way. By allowing myself to sleep around, I don’t have to be hurt. I’ve never…” She inhaled deeply and let it out slowly. “I’ve never been in a committed relationship before.”

      “Never?”

      “Not one. Have guys tried to date me? Yes. Girls too. But I’ve always been open. I’ve always been ready to move on.”

      “Because you didn’t want to get hurt.”

      “Maybe or maybe because I didn’t know if I could trust myself to know what love was when it stared me in the face.”

      “Are you saying you don’t love me?”

      “I’m saying I did know, and I was scared. Was I attracted to Yuna? Yes. Did that mean I should’ve slept with her? No. You did ask, almost begged, for me not to sleep with anyone else.”

      Gary closed his eyes. The pain remained, and he might want to see if he could heal himself, but for right now, the pain was manageable, and this talk was too damn important to wait.

      “How many times did you sleep with her?”

      She grinned. “Just those times with you. I swear.”

      “Do you regret sleeping with her?”

      “I…” Olivia rubbed the back of her neck, fussed with her hair, and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “Why couldn’t we have just had sex, you and I?”

      “Because I was afraid,” she whispered.

      “Afraid of what?”

      “That it wouldn’t be enough for me. That I loved a guy who couldn’t satisfy me. That I had been with too many people for any one person to satisfy me enough that I would be willing to forego sleeping with anyone else for the rest of my life.”

      “You aren’t used to being with one person. I get that. I’m not ever going to ask that of you.”

      “I know.” She shifted her gaze to look at a candle. “Some believe candles and light can help a person, help their soul.”

      “Do you believe that?”

      “I think that the mind is crazy powerful. I think a person’s belief can help regardless of whether or not the candle does anything.”

      “Do you think you could be happy with the three of us and no one else?” he asked and held his breath, wincing against a fresh stab of pain. It felt as if he had been crushed and stuck with pins, torn apart. His skin felt as if he was on fire. In short, he was getting worse.

      “I… I think so,” she said.

      “But you’re scared.”

      Tears filled her eyes. “When I came here two days ago—”

      “Two days ago?” He gaped at her in horrified shock.

      “You were already unconscious for two days,” she said gently.

      “What?”

      She nodded. “The sight of you unconscious with Nicoletta unsure how to heal you at first, with my not being able to help… I felt so useless, so worthless. I mean, I can fly.”

      “And shapeshift into birds. That’s pretty cool.” He tried to smile but more or less grimaced.

      “Yes, well, seeing you like that forced me to realize just how much you mean to me. I can’t lose you, Gary. And I never did move out of Nicoletta’s place. I miss her staying there with me, and Elena? Her relatives keep calling me to give me updates about themselves. They’re treating me like I’m an extension of her.”

      “Or like you’re a part of the family,” he suggested.

      “Maybe.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m willing to do this, to try and be faithful. I… I’ve never cheated before because nothing was ever committed, so… We’ll see how this goes.”

      “That’s all I ask.”

      Olivia leaned down and kissed his forehead. He might have drifted off then, and the next time he was aware, the other girls had returned with a hearty stew. Elena fed him while Nicoletta tried to heal him again. He ate every last morsel, starving, although it felt like he was chewing with gums that ached instead of teeth, and his stomach twisted as if it couldn't tolerate food for long.

      Once he finished eating, Gary reached out for Nicoletta's hands. He closed his eyes and tried to see inside of him, to where the pain started. The pain was everywhere, but eventually, he found a darker speck of pain lodged in his brain.

      Maybe he wasn’t really feeling pain after all. Maybe his brain just thought he did. Nicoletta would have only been treating the symptoms and not the disease. Made sense enough to him.

      Gritting his teeth, he used his telekinesis to slowly ease out the dark pain’s source of origin. The more he tried to free it from his brain, the longer and sharper the streaks of pain radiating throughout his body. In a detached sort of way, he could feel that his body was trembling again, but he ignored that, too focused on feeling better, on removing this piece of shit sickness or infection or poison or whatever the hell the elf had given him.

      His grip on Nicoletta’s hand tightened. At least, he thought it did. He struggled to focus, suddenly tired, but he had a feeling that was the sickness trying to win, to fight against him.

      From Nicoletta, he felt a jolt of energy, and then, with one final tug, it was free. Gary shoved the speck down, away from his brain, and into his mouth. He parted his lips, and the darkness flew out and landed on the blanket. A dark glowing, faintly greenish black piece of hardness.

      “What is that?” Olivia asked, reaching to touch it.

      Elena slapped her hand. “That’s gross.”

      “It’s whatever made me sick.” Gary sat up. He felt fatigued and hungry yet, but the pain was gone. He—no, he and Nicoletta—had healed him.

      “Maybe we should keep it,” Nicoletta said. “It might be useful.”

      “How?” Olivia asked.

      “Use it on an enemy,” Gary said darkly. “An elf.”

      “Or Smaug,” Elena said.

      He blinked. “I thought you wanted him to face trial.”

      “You didn’t die from it.” She shrugged. “I might want him to go to trial, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t want him to suffer first. He’s tried to kill us how many times?”

      “You know he’s going to try to twist it around and say that we kept going after him,” Olivia pointed out.

      “Doesn’t matter. What happens in the game won’t be released to the public,” Nicoletta said. “There’s no way the company will not give us everything we want to buy our silence. And if Smaug talks, they’ll have him labeled insane.”

      “Yeah, speaking of the company… When I was away in the real world, I had a little chat with our favorite developer.” Olivia pursed her lips.

      “What did he have to say?” Elena asked eagerly. “Is he helping Yuna at all?”

      “He would if he could, but he’s been locked out. He can’t come in, and he has no idea what’s going on. I don’t think he even knows about the elves.”

      Gary grimaced. “Is that because of Smaug?” he asked.

      “Or maybe the virus,” Olivia said, shrugging. “Haru had no idea what Yuna unleashed when she used it, but he did agree that she had no other choice.”

      “Now what?” Nicoletta asked.

      “Isn’t that always the question?” Gary asked.

      Now what, indeed.
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      The four of them decided not to settle anything on empty stomachs, so they went to order food and brought the meals back to Gary’s room to eat without worrying about being overheard. Gary was paranoid. Not being able to see Smaug had him wondering if the asshole was still in a coma. He had always seemed like he was five steps ahead of them, but now, it was more like five hundred.

      “If Smaug is the one that cut off communication with Haru,” Gary started.

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m not in the game,” Olivia said. “He offered to, but I turned him down. Sorry, ladies, Gary.”

      “No, you made the right choice. Haru needs to know what’s going on.” Gary smirked. “At least now I know why he wasn’t coming when I tried to talk to him. He wasn’t just being a dick.”

      “Well, he can be a dick,” Olivia said, but she waved her hand. “Doesn’t matter. So, the others caught me up to date. Elves, wargs, no more shifters… Do you want to try to lure the elves away again now that I’m here?”

      “I think we need to use you,” Gary said.

      “Use me?”

      “As bait. Lure out an elf. He’ll hit on you. You have sex with him and—”

      “What the fuck, Gary?” Olivia snapped. “You just asked me to stay loyal to you, well, to you all, to not sleep around, and now you want me to fuck a video game enemy?”

      “But that might be the only way for us to get close enough—”

      “You want me to fuck one of them when a single kiss nearly killed you?” Olivia glanced at each of them in turn. “What, because I’m the only one not in the game, I’m expendable? Shit, I’ve done the lower level, have to grind my way back up thing already. It’s for the birds.”

      "I know it's asking a lot, but have they told you how hard they've been to hurt, let alone seriously injure them? We haven't come close to killing one yet, and we'll have to. Kill the elves one by one. Kill the wargs. At least then we might be able to handle a few at a time. Then, grab Smaug. Try to convince him to help. If not, I don't know. We'll deal with that later. For now—"

      “For now, it’s fine. You just want to pimp me out. Un-fucking-real, guys.” She glowered at Elena and Nicoletta. “You can’t tell me you think this is a good idea?”

      Neither of them said anything.

      “Bullshit,” Olivia said. “One kiss and now you want me to ride a cock? Seriously? I thought you were jealous when you saw me with Yuna. Why do you want us to be exclusive if the next moment you ask me to be a whore?”

      Gary slumped his shoulders. “Honestly, I’m desperate. I don’t want you to fuck an elf. Of course I don’t. That’s ridiculous. But we need to get close enough to them—”

      “So they can stab one of us in the back like they did Nicoletta?” Olivia demanded. “Because next time, they might purposely miss anything vital. Or, wait, they might not.”

      “Do you want us to come home?” Nicoletta asked quietly. “Because I don’t think Yuna is capable of unraveling all of the traps laid out for her. Smaug’s a genius, a diabolical one. He’s outsmarting her. Her mind isn’t as sick and twisted as his, so she can’t evade his trap.”

      “I do want you to come home,” Olivia said, “but I think you all aren’t giving Yuna enough credit. She’s incredibly intelligent.”

      "I do not doubt her," Gary said.

      “But we’ve been waiting,” Elena said, “so long to come home.”

      “I’m sorry I asked that of you, Olivia,” Gary said. “I shouldn’t have. I just…”

      “Desperation is not a good look for you,” Olivia said dryly. “Neither is green with envy.”

      He shrugged. “Guilty as charged.”

      “Do you have a better idea for going after the elves?” Nicoletta asked, breaking her silence.

      Olivia rubbed her chin. "You think the reason why the elves are all flirty is because you think Smaug wants us broken apart and weak. To destroy the harem because of jealousy."

      “Yes.” Gary nodded.

      Olivia shrugged. “Sorry. Doesn’t make sense to me.”

      “It doesn’t?” Elena asked. “Because it does to me.”

      “The kiss,” Olivia explained. “It shouldn’t have nearly killed Gary, not if the point of the elves it to tear us apart. He should be able to fuck the chick and live.”

      “Huh,” Nicoletta said, but then she shook her head. “Smaug has always had it out for Gary.”

      “Plus, cheating notwithstanding, I think Smaug’s way to pull the harem apart is through us girls,” Elena pointed out. “He wants to hurt Gary. He wants to take us away from him.”

      “Maybe even have you all against me,” Gary said, “united against me.”

      Olivia tilted her head to one side then the other, visibly thinking. “I wonder… maybe. You might be right.”

      Gary opened his mouth and promptly yawned loudly.

      Olivia laughed. “The poor baby’s tired yet. Want to sleep more?”

      “I don’t want to,” he protested.

      “Don’t whine,” Elena teased. “It’s not attractive.”

      “You know you’re attracted to me,” Gary said with a wink that set off another yawn.

      “Sleep.” Elena patted his shoulder and kissed his cheek.

      Nicoletta gave him a tight hug.

      Olivia kissed him square on the lips. He nearly came. There was something about Olivia. The effect she had on him was unreal. The effect they all had on him was something else. How many guys could last as long as he could? And with so many women too. Gary knew he was a lucky, lucky man.

      Any one of them could have found themselves a man who would be happy with just her, but no, he had to go and love all of them. Selfish, maybe, but also so much love.

      They said goodbye, and Gary was asleep within seconds. When someone knocked at his door, he ignored it, wanting to go back to sleep, but then the door opened, and someone climbed into bed with him.

      Yuna.

      This was a dream. It had to be.

      She smiled at him and touched his cheek.

      Dream or not, he pushed her hand aside.

      “Gary,” she whispered. “Olivia told me what happened. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how badly the elves had gotten. She was the first one to mention elves to Haru, you know.”

      Gary frowned. He did remember Olivia saying that shortly after they first came to Shifter World.

      "For there to be elves is one thing. For them to try to fuck you all…" Yuna shook her head and placed her hands on her chest in a move that was clearly meant to turn him on. "That is unforgivable. Who would do such a thing? And to try to ruin the love you share is even worse. It's positively tragic. How you feel about us girls…"

      Her hand reached for his cock, and he brushed her hand aside again.

      “Yuna, get out of my bed.”

      “But, Gary,” she said, sitting up and stripping, “I know you’re scared. You’re worried about letting go and realizing that you love four women instead of three. I know you’re worried it’s lust and not love. I know you’re afraid that you’ll never be able to be friends with women, that you’ll want to fuck them all. But what we do, it isn’t—”

      “It isn’t happening. That’s what it isn’t,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Her eyes widened. “I know you want me. When you entered me, when you came inside of me, I never felt more alive. I know you felt something too!”

      “You were a hole. You were a warm opening,” he said, hating himself for ever having touched her. His words were cruel, but they weren’t a lie. “I shouldn’t have ever allowed myself to sleep with the two of you. I should’ve turned and walked away.”

      “But all of the flirting—” she started to protest.

      “Was one-sided,” he said firmly.

      “It was not!”

      “Then you’re imagining things. Yuna, there’s nothing between us but friendship, but if you try to seduce me one more time, we aren’t going to be friends. We aren’t going to talk. We’ll be finished. You hear me?”

      Yuna burst into tears. “Gary, please. I can’t sleep. I can hardly eat. I’m trying my best to get us home, but whenever I try to take a break, a moment to shut my eyes, I’m back in bed, with you all over again. Only it’s not you, me, and Olivia. It’s just you and me, and it’s heaven, Gary. It’s so perfect, and why can’t you give that to me? Why do you love the others so damn much?”

      “Because—”

      "Because of Nicoletta's ass. She can be a real ass, though, a bitch if there's ever been one. Elena does look hot with her red hair, but come on. She's not as strong-willed as she would like you to believe. She's so insecure. And speaking of Olivia, she's so damn insecure that she'll fuck anything and anyone. Hell, if someone put a condom on a tree branch, she'd probably fuck that too."

      “You don’t know anything about any of them,” Gary fumed.

      He climbed out of bed, stomped to the door, threw it open, and hesitated. Where should he go? Olivia.

      He tried her door first, but it was locked. So was Nicoletta’s. Elena’s, though, was unlocked, and he gently eased it open.

      On the bed were all three of the women. Olivia was naked. Elena had taken off the top portion of her attire. Nicoletta was the only one fully dressed.

      Gary hadn’t been hard with Yuna in his bed, but now, he was so hard that he had no choice but to adjust himself.

      “Is this a dream?” he blurted.

      The girls glanced at each other and began to laugh.

      “No,” Elena said.

      “But if it were a dream…” Olivia asked, getting up and sauntering to him, “what would you do to me?”

      He stared down at her and then glanced at the other two. “Since it’s not a dream—”

      “You’re no fun,” Olivia pouted, striking his chest and flouncing her way back to her spot on the bed.

      Gary shut the door and locked it. “Yuna came by my room. I thought it might be a dream.”

      “You fucked her again?” Elena asked.

      Nicoletta shook her head. “No. Look. No guilt.”

      “I pushed her away,” he assured them, “but I don’t feel comfortable being alone.”

      “Just lock your door,” Olivia suggested. “Problem solved.”

      “I would rather any of you have access to me at any time if you have need of me,” he said dryly.

      “Like to open the pickle jar,” Nicoletta joked.

      He frowned. “I thought Jorge told me once that you give him all of your pickles because you hate them.”

      “Damn, you have a really good memory. I’m impressed.” Nicoletta winked.

      “You all didn’t send her my way to test me, did you?” Gary asked suspiciously. They were taking this rather well, far better than he would have thought they would.

      Olivia grimaced. “No, hon, we wouldn’t do that to her.”

      “Or to you,” Elena said.

      Nicoletta just shook her head. “Seriously, dude. No. Just no.”

      “I didn’t think so,” he said. He rubbed his chin. “I’m not worried about Yuna. I made that mistake, and I won’t make it again. It’s like you said before, Nicoletta. I don’t trust her.”

      Elena turned to Olivia. “Well? Was she more into you or Gary?”

      Olivia frowned. “She was… She was all about me when it was just me and her of course, but when Gary came… For the most part, she did more stuff with him. I hadn’t realized that. Man, do I feel like I got the shaft!”

      “You had Gary’s shaft,” Nicoletta said dryly.

      “Again,” Olivia said with a grin, “I got the shaft!”

      The girls all giggled, but Gary wasn’t amused.

      "Yuna's obsessed with me," Gary said. "Guys, what if we're wrong about the elves? What if they're trying to break us apart because of her and not Smaug?"
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      The girls all stared at Gary as if he was crazy, but then Olivia slowly nodded.

      “Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know. Haven’t come across an elf yet, but something isn’t right there. Haru hasn’t been able to get into and tamper or fix the game at all. It’s not him or the other outside developers. The elves, the wargs, it’s either Yuna, Smaug, or the virus.”

      “Where does that leave us?” Nicoletta asked.

      “But that kiss,” Gary protested. “How does that fit in?”

      “Maybe it was supposed to be punishment for cheating,” Olivia suggested.

      “It’s possible it was only supposed to make you feel pain,” Nicoletta said. “It might not have killed you.”

      “If that’s the case,” Elena said, “she might not want us to leave.”

      “Or she might not want all of us to,” Nicoletta countered.

      “Leave you females and just spring me?” Gary shook his head. “Like I would let that happen.”

      “If we’re dead…” Elena said quietly.

      “No,” he said, refusing to accept even talking about their death.

      “And she’ll let Olivia come and go as she pleases because Olivia was her ticket to fucking you in the first place,” Nicoletta said. “So she’ll be willing to let Olivia go, but Elena and I, we’re chopped liver.”

      “You’re more filet mignon,” Gary assured her.

      Nicoletta smiled wanly. “When we get out, I want the biggest, juiciest filet mignon there is.”

      “Me too.” Gary licked his lips.

      “Pegged you as a steak-and-potatoes kind of guy right off the bat,” Olivia said with a grin.

      “You want to go and get something to eat?” Gary asked. “I’m starved.”

      The girls burst out laughing, and he joined in too.

      “Not joking,” he informed them.

      “We’re sure you’re not,” Nicoletta said.

      “You’re not growing any taller,” Elena said.

      “Just…” Olivia mimed a huge belly.

      "Thanks," he said dryly. He lifted a portion of his superhero attire to reveal his six-pack abs. "I sure hope these babies stay with me when we go back," he said. "Never had abs before."

      “You do look hot with them,” Nicoletta said.

      Olivia grabbed Nicoletta's hand. "Come on. Let's go get everyone food, and then we can sleep together, so the big, bad Yuna doesn't scare us."

      The two ran off, giggling.

      “I’m not scared,” Gary told Elena as they shut the door behind them.

      "I know." Elena smiled shyly. "I'm glad you were able to tell her no this time."

      “It was easy,” he said. “I don’t love her.”

      “I’m sure Olivia being involved with her made things murky for you,” Elena said.

      “Your ability to forgive is amazing.”

      Elena grinned and shook her head. “I can carry terrible grudges,” she confessed. “I’ve always been a big proponent of women’s rights. It’s more that I want men and women equal in all things, but some feminists, they turn it into male bashing. I don’t hate men. I hate society. I hate how some men view women. But I don’t hate men as a whole. I’ve lost friends because some of them thought hating males was necessary to be pro-women. I’m more of a humanist than a feminist. I want all humans to be happy, to have rights, to be free.”

      “I can get behind that.”

      "I know. You aren't like most guys. I think I fell for you that first day we played together when you called out those asses who were ogling the female players."

      Gary shrugged. “I didn’t do anything special.”

      “That’s just it. It was special, but for you, that’s your normal. That’s what I love about you.”

      He grinned, hard as hell but not willing to act on it. Now wasn’t the time. Later, once they were back home. Or after they killed an elf. Soon. Very soon.

      The harem was back and better than ever. He knew it.
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      After they ate and slept—two of the girls in the bed, one on the right side and Gary on the left—they woke, ate, and retired to Nicoletta’s room to finalize their plan.

      “You sure this will work?” Olivia asked. “Because I don’t want to stick my neck out on a fallacy.”

      “It should work,” Gary said.

      “That keyword should is killing me,” she informed him.

      “Sorry.”

      “You ready?” Nicoletta asked. “Want any extra daggers or anything?”

      Olivia shook her head. From within her wings, she yanked out a bag that she opened and spilled the contents into her hand. Ninja stars.

      “I’ve got these puppies,” Olivia said. “I’m good.”

      “Just don’t underestimate the elf,” Gary said. “And if more than one show up—”

      “I know the drill. I helped to plan it.” Olivia nodded to them and left the room.

      The others followed Gary out the door. They didn’t want to be too close to Olivia so the elf wouldn’t show, but they weren’t leaving her to fight by herself. She hadn’t played in a few days, and Gary was worried she might be a little rusty.

      “You think we can finally do it this time?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I do,” Elena said.

      “Your faith not strong enough?” Gary asked the Hispanic.

      She shrugged. “Sometimes, you feel more alone than others.”

      He snaked an arm around her waist and drew her close. “You’ll never be alone again.”

      “Aw, so sweet. I’m gonna get a cavity.” She winked.

      “I was trying to be romantic,” Gary protested.

      “Shh,” Elena said.

      They approached in silence. Olivia was a fair distance ahead of them, and the abundance of trees gave them the chance to tail without being overly obvious. Gary had wanted to fly, but Olivia had been afraid the elves might see them coming. So far, Gary hadn’t worried about that, but maybe she was right. It couldn’t hurt to stay grounded. Two of the girls fought best with their feet firmly planted on the earth anyhow.

      “Look.” Nicoletta pointed to the left.

      A single figure headed straight for Olivia. An elf. This one had long black hair that swept behind him like a curtain. He strolled along with purpose, and he immediately swept Olivia into his arms.

      “I have been waiting for you,” he murmured. “All of my life, I have dreamed of a beautiful woman with eyes the color of green and dark curly hair such as yours. Tell me, fair maiden, is your name, by any chance, Olivia?”

      Olivia began to laugh, and Gary winced. Insulting the elf wasn’t going to be the best way for this showdown to start.

      “You’ve been dreaming of me?” Olivia asked. “I can’t say I’ve ever seen you before. Where have you seen me that you had been dreaming about me?”

      “My dreams have always foretold news of great significance. When a friend died. When my pet fell ill. You. You are to be my great love, my only love.”

      Olivia shook her head. “I don’t—”

      “You want more than one.” He held up a finger, and a few moments later, and other elf appeared.

      Damn it. This threw a major wrinkle into their plans.

      The second elf looked so much like the first that Gary realized they must be twins. Interesting. Or maybe lazy on the developer’s part.

      “Olivia! The sun, the moon, the stars, they all seek to shine upon you, to give you a special light.” The second elf swept into a low bow.

      Gary couldn't see Olivia's face from here, but he had to assume she was smirking.

      “A special light, hmm?” she asked. “I don’t suppose that light would be the kind to hide my horns, would they?”

      “Horns?” the first elf asked, confused.

      “You do not have horns, surely,” the second said.

      “Oh, I assuredly do,” Olivia said.

      Gary grinned. “She should be an actress.”

      Nicoletta nodded. “She’s acting like a proper southern belle.”

      “She does live in North Carolina,” Elena reminded them.

      “Yes, but she doesn’t typically speak in a southern twang,” Gary said.

      Nicoletta shrugged and offered, “Maybe she’s a transplant.”

      “I do try to be a good girl at times,” Olivia said, “but honestly…” She lifted a hand, and it shook slightly. Maybe she was patting her chest. “Being bad is so much more fun. You do know the saying?”

      “The saying?” The first turned to the second.

      “The goodness of love can turn… No. Ah…” The second bowed to Olivia. “Do tell us what is this saying you speak of?”

      “Only the good die young,” Olivia said. “And that, my dear boys, means you.”

      She patted the first one’s cheek and then went to do the same with the second, only she retrieved a dagger from her feathers into her hand and sliced his throat.

      Blood squirted, arching out of the wound, and the latecomer staggered a few steps before falling to his knees.

      Did he die, though? No. After a moment in which the first began to attack Olivia savagely, the second rose back to his feet.

      By this point, Gary and the other two girls had entered the fray. Olivia jumped, probably intending to fly, but the first elf stayed with her, anticipating every twist and turn, punching and kicking her all the while. He did not use a blade against her, and Gary hoped she wouldn’t try to use one against him. The dagger she had used to slice the second twin had fallen to the ground, and he had grabbed the bloodied blade and had already cut Nicoletta with it and dented Elena’s one arm with the hilt so badly that her arm was bent unnaturally.

      Gary reached out with his magic to heal Nicoletta. The wound wasn’t a deep one, but they had already decided Gary’s role would be as a cleric. The elves used his magic against him too easily, so he would only use it on his team and nothing and no one else.

      Blood still gushed from the second elf’s neck, but it did not slow him down a bit. He was trying to hack off Elena’s arm now, but Gary wasn’t going to have it. With his telekinesis, he jerked Elena just out of the way of a punishing blow.

      Startled, she glowered at him, but Gary just shrugged and took to the skies.

      Olivia was holding her own against the elf as best as she could, but she was bleeding from her temple and had several other bruises. In fact, as Gary searched her body with his telekinesis, he realized that one of the punches had cracked her ribs. Now, Olivia wasn't truly in danger. Back in Nicoletta's apartment, Olivia wasn't gasping for breath, but he still healed her wounds as best he could, wanting her, even as an avatar, to be in tiptop shape.

      Down below, the two-on-one tag team wasn’t fairing that well. Gary gritted his teeth and nudged Olivia downward.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she hissed, flying toward him.

      They zoomed along faster than the elf could follow, and he glanced behind to make sure that they wouldn’t be overheard. Still, he whispered, “I think I’ve figured out a way to kill them. You need Elena’s fist. Right where you…”

      She nodded and zoomed down to collect Elena. The redhead might not like being yanked about by the fliers, but it was for the greater good. Gary had to hope that Elena’s fist could break their ribs and maybe hit their heart. Something like that was going to be necessary to end them. Something like that couldn’t be healed, considering that a deep slash to the throat would’ve been enough to kill any human but that damned elf still lived.

      Gary rushed down to help Nicoletta. The ground was burned all over the place, but the elf wasn’t hurt at all. Well, aside from its throat.

      “How are we gonna take this one down?” Nicoletta asked him in a worried whisper. “Running out of ideas here.”

      “You need to start a fire from a distance.”

      “I haven’t been able to.”

      Gary grabbed beneath her hand. “Conjure your fire on my count, okay. One…”

      “He’s bearing down on us!”

      “Stand strong. Two…”

      “Gary!”

      “Th—”

      A deep wail rose up and then was silenced almost immediately. The other elf plummeted to the ground.

      As one, Gary, Nicoletta, and the living elf stared at Olivia and Elena in the air. Elena’s right fist was all bloodied, and she turned over her hand. A red glob plummeted to the ground on top of the dead elf.

      The heart.

      The living elf let out a wild shriek.

      “Three!” Gary shouted.

      The moment Nicoletta’s fire appeared, Gary telekinetically relocated it to inside the elf’s chest only the elf was gone. He had teleported away, and Gary had no idea if the telekinetic fire had reached its target or not.

      Still, one elf down, another injured.

      They were getting strong.

      They were ready to reclaim this world.

      And once they did, they were ready to go home.
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      Gary barely had time to fly over to the others when the sound of frantic hooves pawing at the ground sounded.

      “Uh… a little height help here please?” Nicoletta called.

      Gary telekinetically lifted her into the air moments before a stampede of wargs descended.

      “You all ready for this?” he asked. “There has to be at least fifteen of them down below.”

      “We got this,” Olivia said, rolling her neck from side to side.

      “I’m ready to rip out more hearts,” Elena said with a grin.

      “Don’t need a metal torso, huh?” he asked her.

      “Nope!” she said cheerfully.

      Gary turned to Nicoletta to see if she needed a recharge or to be healed more, but she was already throwing targeted fireballs at the wargs.

      “Fly me around in a circle around the perimeter,” she called.

      Gary rushed to comply, and she created a tall, circular fire wall around the wargs, pinning them inside. The circle was a bit too large, giving them ample room to roam and try to gain speed for attacks, but since none of the superheroes were on the ground, that didn’t matter much.

      Wait. He had gotten ahead of himself. Elena fell down, landing on one’s back, crushing it. She jumped onto the back of another, grabbed its tucks, and steered it straight for another warg. The two collided, the tusks of the second piercing the one she was riding. Elena flew off that one and fell into a pile of them. For a second, Gary couldn’t see her, and he was ready to fling the wargs away one by one until he remembered that his power didn’t work on them, but it didn’t matter. Elena emerged on top, a bloodied mess, but as far as Gary could tell, the blood belonged to the wargs, not on her.

      He dropped down onto the battlefield. The circle of fire around them cast flickering light and shadows as he sliced with his weapons, attacking the wargs as if he were a knight of old trying to rescue a virgin princess from a dragon.

      Gary’s arm jarred badly when his dagger collided with a tusk instead of soft flesh. He had to twist and jump back to avoid being sliced, and he ended up having to put his hand on a snout, jump up, half flying, and he kicked a warg that had leaped off another’s back into the air. His boot connected with ribs hard, and the warg went down roughly. Its legs moved as it lay on its side before stilling.

      He glanced around. Although five wargs were dead, far more than ten were milling about. Some were jumping through the fire, and not one of them was burned. Nicoletta was going to have to find another way to attack rather than just straight fire.

      On and on, Gary fought. Every so often, he would try to use his powers on the wargs, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t. He was able to lift the ground to trap and hold them in place so Nicoletta could jab them through the eye or ear. Sometimes, Elena would punch or kick or stomp on the ones Gary basically paralyzed.

      In a brief moment's respite, Gary spied Olivia. She was funneling the fire to try and touch the wargs, to no effect.

      “Why is the fire not doing anything?” Olivia asked, discouraged.

      “You can turn into a bird and pluck out their eyes.”

      She waved her hand. “Oh, I know that, but I’m thinking about Nicoletta. She’s so miserable that her power has been neutralized.”

      “Why do you think that is?” Gary wondered.

      "Someone has it out for her." Olivia shrugged, turned into a crow, and began to terrorize the wargs.

      The thought that Smaug might have a personal vendetta against both Gary and Nicoletta bothered him. Unless it was Yuna. Was she more jealous of Nicoletta than the other girls? Why? Because Gary and Nicoletta lived in the same city? As much as Jorge had talked about all of his cousins, Gary had only met her maybe twice before the whole incident with him being transported into the game. It was in Dragon War that he had fallen for Nicoletta, not in Philly.

      Gary didn’t like to think that Yuna would do something so vindictive, so dangerous. She knew Nicoletta was truly in the game. Why would she render Nicoletta’s powers useless? No. Yuna wouldn’t do something like that.

      Would she?

      His confusion channeled into anger, and Gary hacked and sliced and cut and maimed wargs left and right. It seemed to be pointless, though. More and more poured into the circle.

      Nicoletta weaved and bobbed as she attacked the wargs, never in one spot longer than a few seconds.

      And then, she was in one spot too long. A tusk-less warg bit into her side and yanked out a chunk of skin. Her lips parted, and she gave a soundless scream before she turned around and shoved her dagger down that warg’s throat.

      Gary tried his best to work his way to her, but whenever he tried to fly, wargs would crowd around him, as if knowing who he intended to rescue.

      Not that Nicoletta needed to be rescued. All around her, an impressive array of fire shot out from her. A fire aura.

      None of the wargs went near her now, avoiding the fire, which Gary thought strange. They had walked through flames to get here. Thankfully, they left her alone long enough that Nicoletta healed herself.

      Gary breathed easier, but only for a few moments. The wargs were organizing themselves, fighting against Olivia as one. She tried to fly from warg to warg, attacking them, but they were jumping and trying to bite her legs or swipe at her wings. Olivia the bird evaded them all until one struck her so hard that she stumbled and flew through Nicoletta’s fire aura.

      The stench of burning feathers filled the air, and Gary raced across the back of wargs until he leaped onto the back of the one that had smacked Olivia. He stabbed the beast over and over again, blood flying everywhere, the beast long since dead, but still, he stabbed and stabbed.

      Only the touch of Elena’s hand on his shoulder had him looking up to see Olivia as Olivia rising up into the air, flying with Nicoletta. They were fleeing.

      Elena nodded to Gary. Although he wanted to kill every last one of the hideous, oversized wolf-like creatures, he had to check and make certain Olivia was all right. Yes, leaving might be their best choice for the moment, even though he wanted to stay here until every last one of them were dead.

      Although he did not have to hold Elena’s hand for them to be able to fly, Elena held onto him, and maybe he could have allowed himself to be comforted by her nearness, but he didn’t. He flew swiftly but stiffly, and he landed just outside of the town, right beside Olivia and Nicoletta. Their landing was a bit abrupt, but Elena didn’t complain.

      “I was fine!” Olivia was shouting.

      “You were nearly burnt to a crisp!”

      “I can handle all the heat you can dish out,” Olivia said stubbornly.

      “Hey, now,” Gary said. “Are you truly all right?”

      “Yes! I could’ve gone back out there and killed more of them, but she had to wimp out!”

      “I couldn’t concentrate on the fire aura and healing you at the same time,” Nicoletta said. “I healed you as you barely flew me away!”

      “Admit it, Nicoletta. You wanted to leave because you didn’t do much of anything in that fight.”

      “Much of anything? I killed five of them!”

      Gary had enough of the bickering. He kissed Elena on the mouth then Nicoletta and finally Olivia.

      “If that was just to shut us up…” Olivia shook her head, but her smile made an appearance.

      Gary grinned. “I think we need to run a test.”

      “A test on what?” Elena asked.

      “Not what. Who. If the reason why Nicoletta’s powers have been neutralized is because Yuna feels most threatened by her, then we’ll learn that she’s the one behind this.”

      “How?” Olivia asked.

      “By pretending the harem is dead,” Gary said.

      “But if Smaug’s behind it,” Nicoletta said, “and he’s in the coma still…”

      “Then your fire powers will remain elusive and ineffective.”

      “You really think it’s Yuna doing all of this?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I think she might be,” Gary said. “We need to know who we’re up against.”

      “You think she wants us dead?” Olivia asked. “Why not just break into your room and kill you in your sleep?”

      “Because she wants Gary, and she knows Gary won’t want to be with her if she’s a murderer,” Elena said.

      “She has to do it without getting her hands dirty,” Nicoletta said. “She might be the culprit.”

      “I don’t think she is,” Olivia said firmly. “It’s Smaug, guys. Everything terrible has always been him. No one else. Smaug’s the crazy lunatic genius. Not Yuna.”

      “This test will prove her innocence or damn her. If she no longer perceives Nicoletta as a threat to her having me, she’ll lift the block on Nicoletta’s fire power.”

      “I sure hope you’re right,” Nicoletta muttered.

      “All I need for you all to do is to act miserable. No laughing. No smiling. We’re all not on speaking terms. Got it?”

      “No smiling?” Olivia asked with a grimace.

      “Nothing to show any hint of happiness,” Gary said grimly. “The only way this works is if we’re all on board. If it’s any consolation, I hope it’s all Smaug. I hope Yuna is innocent in all of this.”

      “She will be,” Olivia said confidentially.

      “Temper down,” he muttered.

      “Yeah, yeah. I can act all moody and depressed. Don’t worry.”

      “Even when Yuna isn’t around. Just in case.”

      “In case of what?” Nicoletta asked.

      “You think she’s watching us still,” Elena said slowly.

      He shrugged. “Maybe through the NPCs. We can’t be too careful.”

      The girls nodded and went into town. Gary took off for Yuna’s headquarters. He stomped down the stairs.

      “Thanks a lot,” he bit out.

      Yuna glanced over, smiling slightly. “Gary, what’s wrong?”

      “You know what’s wrong.” He shook a finger at her. “You ruined everything!”

      “Everything? Gary, calm down,” she said smoothly as she stood and crossed over to him. “I don’t understand.”

      “You… the last straw… the girls… they didn’t believe me that I turned you down. They don’t trust me, and if they can’t trust me, they can’t love me, and this is all your fault!”

      “Gary,” she cooed. “I only wanted us to be together. I never meant for you to get hurt, but you’re right. If they don’t trust you, they don’t love you. But I, I love you. I came here for you. I can fix everything. I can get us back home, and we can be together.” She blushed prettily and looked up at him from lowered lashes. “If you want to be.”

      “I… I’m too confused right now,” he muttered.

      “I understand,” she said soothingly. “Just know I am here for you. Always. Whatever you need.” She reached up and patted his cheek, and it took everything in Gary to not slap her hand away.

      “I’ll leave you to your work. I’m sorry for distracting you.”

      “Gary, I’m sorry I snapped at you before. The stress has been so bad lately, but you’re a welcome distraction. I would love for you to stop by more often.”

      “Maybe I will. Goodbye, Yuna.”

      “Goodbye for now,” she whispered.

      Gary did his best to walk away even though everything in him wanted to run. There. The first seeds were planted. Now, time would tell if Yuna was against them or just Smaug.
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      Back at the town, Gary did his best to avoid the girls even though he desperately wanted them. Er, wanted to talk to them. They were amazing, and since they were finally on the same page again, he wanted nothing more than to be with them.

      Yes, he would be flying high, walking on air, smiling, whistling, if only he could actually spend time with his girls.

      Instead, they had to become creative. They fought with each other just in case Yuna had spies, and they did their best to speak in code.

      “You think you’re some big hotshot,” Olivia shouted during lunch the next day. “You can’t even use your magic on the wargs.”

      “You can’t either,” he countered. “And we all know I’m more powerful than you are considering I can do everything you can do.”

      “You can’t shapeshift into any winged animal,” she said.

      “Thankfully, wargs don’t have wings,” he said, wiggling his eyebrows.

      Olivia’s eyes widened, and she shrugged. “Maybe it’s a good thing you aren’t a developer because you would come up with hideous creatures.”

      “Monsters are all hideous in a way.”

      “Unless they’re twisted that way,” she said, clearly thinking about one.

      He frowned.

      “Snakes. Hair.”

      Ah. Medusa. He wasn’t sure how that was relevant, though.

      “Not important,” she said with a wave of her hand. “You look down on me, but the thing is, shapeshifting is hugely important, and if you can’t see how awesome and amazing I am, forget you.”

      She fluffed her hair and flounced out of there.

      Gary almost chuckled. She could be too much, but if she could create her own variation of a warg with wings, that might be handy. Was she limited to known flying creatures, though?

      As if passing the baton, Elena dropped by next. "You do nothing but eat all the time," she complained. "You're gonna get fat considering you aren't training, and you aren't doing any other kind of activity, either."

      Gary grinned. “My arms are still getting a workout.”

      Shit. That was veering toward flirting.

      “Yeah, well, masturbation is all you’re gonna get. You aren’t a superhero, Gary. You’re a superzero.”

      “So original,” he snapped. Although Elena hadn’t intended it to, that stung more than he cared to admit. He had felt like a zero during many parts of his life. The world hadn’t treated him kindly. At least here, he had managed to find not only happiness but love and love times three at that.

      “Yuna is the most powerful,” Elena said. “More powerful than you.”

      “You have strong punches, but what does that matter if you’re tied up?” he asked.

      “No ties can bind me.”

      He grinned inwardly, thinking about her being tied to a bed, letting him and the other girls have their way with her body. He suddenly desired to have a can of whipped cream, to put some on her nipples, to lick them off, to spray some down to her pussy…

      Gary shifted uncomfortably and tried to discretely readjust himself. “Ah, I could bind you. I could take you out if I had to.”

      “No. You wouldn’t.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to get close enough to me.”

      “I can throw my metal shards,” she said.

      “And I can halt them in mid-air and throw them back.”

      “The beams from my swords,” she murmured.

      Ah. They hadn’t tried that against the wargs.

      “Might be able to redirect them too,” he said.

      “Maybe. Maybe not. Worth a shot. A shot at your cheating dick.” Elena slapped the table. “Get out of my sight.”

      He covered his mouth to hide his smile. Elena was channeling her inner New Yorker, but he knew her too well, and despite her harsh words, he could still tell how much she loved him. Hopefully, any spies wouldn’t pick up on that.

      Next, he went and found Nicoletta. She was barring his doorway.

      “I hate you,” was all she said.

      Gary did his best not to watch her walk away. Damn it. Hearing that just about killed him, even though in a twisted way, her words actually meant the opposite.

      That night, Gary lay awake. They were going to go and try to lure away the wargs and elves, fighting them if need be, but only if Nicoletta’s fire could affect and hurt the elves and wargs. It all depended on Yuna and her loyalty.

      His door creaked open, and he stiffened, trying to listen to the footsteps to tell who it was.

      Yuna approached his bed and sat on the edge of it. “I think I’ve made a breakthrough,” she said.

      He sat up, thrilled. “Really? That’s amazing!”

      Maybe they had all terribly misjudged her. Guilt started to creep in.

      “Do you need anything from me?” he asked. “Any help?”

      "Well, I'm worried. It seems almost too simple." She went into a long explanation about coding and numbers and other stuff that sounded like made-up gibberish to Gary.

      “I don’t know what any of that means,” he said.

      She grinned. “Basically, I’m afraid that this is another trap.”

      “Okay. It would just set us back a few more days, though, right?”

      “Either it will lead us to the door that will bring us back or…”

      “Or what?” he asked. His chest tightened with worry.

      “Or… Smaug’s attempts have become more and more brutal and dangerous. I’m afraid it could kill me. Now, there’s a chance it might kill me but still leave the doorway open for you all to go through. If that’s the case… I’m willing to. For you. I only… I want a lasting memory of us. Please, Gary. Make love to me.”

      “No,” he said automatically.

      “No?”

      “No,” he repeated firmly, thinking fast. He needed a solid reason to not sleep with her.

      “Why not?” she asked through gritted teeth. “The girls hate you, and I’m sorry for being the cause of contention between you all, yes, but if they loved you, they wouldn’t be acting like this.”

      “It’s not because of them,” Gary said. “I won’t allow you to sacrifice yourself. It’s not worth it. I would rather stay here.”

      Yuna blinked a few times, baffled. “You would? But I thought…”

      He crossed his arms. “Not at the expense of your life. Either you find a way for us all to go home, or none of us will.”

      She smiled. “You do have a large heart, Gary. You do love me.”

      “I… I’m not willing to love anyone right now,” he said, doing his best to sound forlorn.

      "I understand," she cooed. She hugged him tight to her. Because he was sitting in bed and she was standing, she conveniently pressed his head against her boobs. "Don't worry. I'll find another way, and then, you can heal from those terrible girls, and we can be together and be happy, yes?"

      “Yes,” he muttered, even though he did not mean that.

      Yuna kissed the top of his head. “I need to go and try to figure out another way. I should be going.”

      “Aren’t you going to sleep?” he asked and then winced inwardly. Hopefully, she wouldn’t take that as an invitation to sleep with him, but that was not how he intended that at all.

      “Always so worried about me.” She kissed the tip of his nose. “I will sleep once we get back to Earth.”

      “Yes,” he murmured. “You sleep then. I’ll sleep now.”

      She chuckled and tucked him in, which even Gary had to admit was kinda sweet. Then, she left.

      Gary didn’t sleep at all. He was too paranoid she would return. Plus, he was anxious and eager to fight his way to Smaug. That guy had to answer for what he had done. For murdering his mother, he would be sent back to Earth for a trial. For his crimes here in the game, he had to at the very least help them get home. At the very least.
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        * * *

      

      Separately, Gary and his girls woke and departed for the location of Smaug’s hiding spot, Nicoletta first, Elena second since they weren’t able to fly there.

      Gary brought up the rear since he had to check and make sure Yuna was at her headquarters. He peeked in on her. She was sleeping by her computer, and he slipped away, grateful that she wouldn’t know he had stopped by.

      As quickly as he could, he raced to the five houses and then onward to the forest when he saw a sight that gave him pause.

      A warg was flying.

      Olivia. She had done it!

      Gary had always thought the birds she turned into were sleek creatures. He wouldn’t call birds beautiful, though, not even Olivia. But this? Nothing could make a warg sleek, and it most certainly was ugly.

      Olivia glanced over her humped back at him and grimaced.

      He shuddered.

      She descended into the forest and moved onward to join the beasts already in the clearing. Her warg was the same color as her hair, which meant she blended in rather well, almost too well. Would the wargs realize she wasn’t one of them because her eyes remained green whereas they all had black, soulless eyes? Time would tell.

      The trees to the north of the clearing caught on fire. Normally, the wargs did not react to fire at all, no fear, no worries. They could walk through it unscathed after all. This time, however, the wargs jerked back.

      Gary’s heart pounded furiously. Yuna was affecting the wargs. She really did love him to the point of wanting to lessen the girls’ chances of survival. The thought sickened Gary, and he couldn’t hold back any longer. He descended into the middle of the clearing and began to attack wargs with two long swords.

      Beams shot out from Elena’s swords, and she threw a few metal shards, too. All around the wargs carrying elves, the earth rose up, creating tombs above the ground, trapping them into place. Elena’s powers were growing. She was stronger than ever.

      Nicoletta marched through the fiery trees and swept her arm from left to right, sending out countless balls of fires that singed wargs. The scent of burning fur went up, but the stench did not sicken Gary. He smiled.

      But then, he grew worried. Yuna thought the harem destroyed. She thought she had no issue to having Gary now other than his being reluctant to love again. Maybe thinking she would lift the wargs’ immunity to fire had been wrong even though that clearly was the case. Did this just mean Yuna didn’t want the girls to die anymore? Or did Yuna have something else planned?

      Was all of this a huge trap that they had willingly walked into?
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      Wanting to kill as many wargs as quickly as possible before focusing on the elves, Gary reached out with his telekinesis. As before, his power swept over the creatures without affecting them. He gritted his teeth. Why?

      Because Yuna doesn’t want me to fight them. She doesn’t want me here.

      Which meant she did want Nicoletta and the others to fight them. Why? They had been able to kill wargs before. Was that still the case or had they been granted immortality?

      Swallowing hard, Gary had to start stepping onto dead wargs to be able to reach others to continue his killing spree. One warg bounded toward him, but he grinned and rubbed her snout.

      “Olivia. Looking good.”

      With a snort, she ducked her giant head and raced between his legs, forcing him to sit onto her back facing her hind quarters. She plowed into wargs, and he sliced with his swords, stabbing, maiming, killing as they went. It was kinda fun in a morbid way.

      Elena had also climbed onto the back of a warg, but hers was wild and trying to buck her off. Using her powerful metal legs, she forced the warg to run this way and that, and they trampled several wargs.

      The bodies were piling up, but not one of the team had started to go after the elves yet.

      Just then, one of the earth prisons Elena had constructed crumpled. With a muffled shriek, the warg inside was buried alone, but the elf flew high into the sky and landed a few feet from Gary and Olivia. His fist connected with the earth, and the ground began to quake violently. The other soil prisons collapsed, coating those nearby in dirt and dust. The elves were all freed, and they began to attack in earnest.

      The one who had caused the earthquake was the one with the gash across his throat. He went straight for Gary.

      Or, rather, Olivia. The elf knew she was the warg.

      Gary reached out with his sword, but the elf made a whooshing movement with his hand, and the weapon flew out of Gary’s hand. Shit.

      Olivia the warg shuddered and threw Gary to the ground. In a tangled mess of elf and warg, the two grappled, fighting hard.

      Nicoletta rushed over and helped Gary to his feet, not that he needed her assistance.

      “Where exactly is he?” she shouted.

      “Smaug?” He pointed to the boulder.

      They rushed over, and Nicoletta created a massive fire wall and then conjured her fire aura.

      “Go!” she shouted. “I’ll hold them back.”

      Elena rushed over, and Nicoletta allowed a small hole in the fire to grant her entry.

      Now that the two were working together, Gary felt better about seeking Smaug, but Olivia…

      “She’ll be fine,” Elena said.

      He gulped. Gary hoped so. Olivia was strong, and she could always turn into a fly or maybe something smaller that the elf couldn’t see. Plus, she could log off the game. Some would consider that cheating, but Gary did not want her to lose ten levels.

      Thankfully, the boulder wasn’t boobytrapped, which Gary discovered after shoving the boulder aside just enough for him to squeeze into the hole. It wasn’t as if he had a way to check for a trap anyhow, although maybe he could’ve with his telekinesis.

      Just like with Yuna’s headquarters, there were stairs here, and Gary descended them swiftly. The place had a dank feel to it, cold, wet, reminding him of a cave.

      At the bottom of the stairs, a tunnel greeted him, the walls glowing a sickly green color. At least there weren’t any forks along the way, and eventually, the tunnel ended in a room that resembled a morgue. There was a flat table. A tray with all kinds of instruments on another smaller, taller table. Nothing else.

      Gary walked over to the table. No Smaug. No sign that he had ever laid there. The instruments on that tray? Utensils for eating, not torture, and all of them appeared clean and unused. No blankets. No blood. No signs of torture.

      Had Yuna made all of that up? Why?

      A terrible sense of dread washed over Gary, and he turned to leave the room.

      Only the entryway that should gain him access to the tunnel had been shut behind him.

      Gary was trapped.
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      For five minutes or five hours, Gary tried to use his fists to scrape away at the door. The soil wouldn’t budge, not a single speck. He tried to use his powers to pound through the solid earthen wall to no effect. He tried to find any means of breaking free through the tunnel including flying and trying to plow his way through with speed, but he only bloodied his knuckles and bounced back hard enough to crash into one of the tables.

      “Unreal,” Gary shouted, jumping to his feet and pounding on the solid wall of dirt. “Un-fucking-real. Yuna! When I get out of here, your ass is grass! I’m gonna blow so much smoke out your ass you’re gonna die of smoke inhalation. I’m gonna…”

      He trailed off. Wasting his breath wouldn’t be smart. He didn’t want to use up all of his oxygen.

      “Think, Gary, think,” he muttered. “Okay. That part of the wall won’t open but maybe…”

      He took several steps over to the right and began to assault the wall, using his powers, trying to cut through to reach the tunnel.

      That didn’t work either.

      Somehow, he imagined he could hear the sounds of the battle. He could hear the wargs grunting as they died, but he could also hear Olivia whimpering. Was she still a warg? Had she been forced to change back into her human self? Was the fire wall still effective? What if entering the trap had alerted Yuna to them fighting the elves and wargs? If so, Yuna might’ve altered the wargs to be impervious again.

      Seized with worry, Gary combed every inch of the room for anything that might be worthwhile, anything that might help him break free.

      In the end, he grabbed a spoon and began to scoop dirt away from the ceiling. He had tried on the door and on the wall with no success, but the ceiling did give some.

      Yeah, because it’ll cave in and kill me.

      Hmm. if the soil was that loose, he might be able to fly up through it.

      But only if the cave-in happened from the surface, plus he had the boulder to worry about.

      Fuck. How was he supposed to get out of here?

      Gary gritted his teeth and sent out a feeler with his telekinesis. There was some kind of forcefield against the door to the tunnel.

      Of course. He must’ve been too upset and freaked out to have noticed it before.

      The superhero had created so many forcefields, but trying to tamper and dissolve someone else’s wasn’t easy. Gary felt all along it, trying to find weaknesses. Not surprisingly, he found none, so instead, he shifted the forcefield. He tried to get the forcefield to think that the wall beside the door was where it needed to protect.

      The forcefield shifted some and then snapped back into place as if a boomerang.

      Great.

      Growing frustrated, Gary created a forcefield around himself. Then, he touched the other forcefield, meaning he pressed his entire body against the soil. The feeling of dirt pressing against his body slowly faded away, and instead, he felt a strange coldness that he assumed was the second forcefield.

      Going into his forcefield like he would go into himself to heal a wound, Gary slowly merged the two forcefields into one. Once that was done, he was sweating and worried this wouldn’t work.

      But he dissolved the joined forcefields.

      The stone wall remained.

      Gary touched it with just his palms this time. All he felt was dirt and grime, and when he pulled back, soil and pebbles fell to the floor.

      Grinning, Gary shoved the soil back into the tunnel, essentially using his telekinesis to punch his way to freedom.

      Only the tunnel wasn't there unless this was the tunnel. He was surrounded by soil on three sides, the only place with none, back in the previous room.

      Gary called forth another forcefield, only hopefully strong enough to withstand a cave-in, and he began to punch and carve his way toward the stairs. At first, the soil moved easily, but then, it seemed weighed down.

      It was wet.

      He didn't hesitate and began to alter his direction. Instead of trying to find the stairs, Gary just tried to forge a path upward. It didn't matter where he resurfaced. He could always fly back to the battle and help the girls. They were going to have to hunt down Yuna now. Demand she tell them the truth. They had been far too trusting for far too long.

      Sorry, Olivia. Your faith in her was misguided.

      Gary felt terrible. He never should have believed Yuna. The woman had clearly been acting from the very beginning. She had pretended to be innocent and naïve. She had acted as if she had a crush on him from the start, but all of it had been a lie.

      Only one question remained. Haru. Had he known that Yuna wasn’t on board? Or was he as ignorant as Olivia thought he was? Considering that Olivia wasn’t the best judge of character lately, Gary had no idea. Ironically, Gary hadn’t liked Haru from the start, but he had Yuna.

      The sound of rushing water sounded. Somehow, the soil was being flooded with water.

      Water. Ice. Icicles.

      Was an elf trying to kill him? Drown him or suffocate him?

      “Not dying today,” Gary muttered, and he redoubled his efforts to break through to the surface.

      After a long, agonizing climb, Gary finally broke free. He wasn’t near the fighting, although he could hear sounds from it, grunts, death shrills, cries. Some were definitely feminine.

      He pulled himself up through the soil, hovered a few inches above the ground, and shook his body to jar most of the dirt loose. There. Now, where was he?

      Right by the five houses. Standing in front of the nearest house was the female elf. No warg this time, just her in the sexy, worthless metal bikini.

      “Gary,” she said.

      “You tried to kill me.”

      “I did.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ve aggravated me.”

      “Because I didn’t shove my sword up you?” He patted himself. Damn it. Somehow, despite his forcefield, he had managed to lose all of his weapons during his assault on the soil to break free.

      All weapons except the metal spoon that was almost as worthless as her bikini.

      “It’s not about the sword, Gary. You don’t understand. You weren’t supposed to love them anymore.”

      “Love who?” he asked. He landed on the ground and took a step back.

      She advanced toward him in a somewhat non-threatening manner, although the look on her face was murderous.

      “Those girls,” the elf spat. “You were supposed to hate them, yes?”

      Gary grimaced. Yuna had a tendency to add yes to a lot of her statements. He had thought she was asking for validation, and maybe she was just doing it to pretend to be unsure and shy. Regardless, that the elf was sharing her manner of speaking spoke volumes. He should’ve noticed that earlier.

      “I do hate girls,” Gary said. “You and your master.”

      “You’re lucky I allowed you to live,” the elf said. “I was supposed to not allow you to escape, but this will be far more satisfying.”

      Was the elf lying? Gary barely had time to react as she charged him. He leaped into the air and landed behind her, trying to secure a chokehold, but she grabbed his arm and snaked her hand through so he couldn't get the grip tight enough. Plus, she had her chin down, and then she bit his arm.

      “Bitch,” he said, releasing her.

      She whirled around and stomped on his foot before grabbing his shoulders and kneeing him in the family jewels.

      “You aren’t going to better me,” the elf said. “No running away. You will die.”

      “Yeah, I agree it’s a battle to the death, only you’re the one dying. You’re the loser.”

      The elf backhanded Gary. Sharp rings on her fingers cut into him, and he tasted blood. He spat the blood into her face, sidestep her wide hook, glided forward, shoving his other arm out wide and underneath her chin. With his right foot, he swept her leg and forced her down hard.

      Immediately, she yanked him down on top of her and wrapped her arms around his waist. He tried to punch her, but she pulled her legs back, forcing him away from her face.

      “You aren’t going to break free,” she said, rising up slightly and reaching for his collar. She meant to choke him.

      Gary sat up as high as he could to increase the distance between them. Her legs were locked tight, but he managed to shift sideways some. He jammed his elbow hard against the inside of her left thigh, forcing her leg down, and he freed one leg. He jerked the other free awkwardly, and she tried to roll him over, but he had already jerked to his feet and then back into the air.

      She jumped and grabbed his foot, yanking him down with more force than Elena had. Her strength rivaled any superhero from a comic book, and she stomped down hard on Gary’s chest.

      Crunch!

      Instantly, he couldn’t breathe. He felt as if his chest had been compressed by an anvil. He must have broken multiple ribs and maybe punctured a lung.

      The elf lifted a foot and aimed to stomp on his face this time, but he grabbed her foot, twisted the ankle, and yanked her forward. She struggled not to fall, but he forced her to.

      Gary maintained his grip on her ankle. She tried to stand, to free herself by kicking, but he held on. He wasn’t nearly ready to try to stand, but he might be able to fly in this condition.

      So he did. He flew, still holding the elf’s ankle. It was much harder now that her head was pointing toward the ground, but he managed to get them up several stories high before she managed to jerk herself free.

      Gary hovered in the air. He shoved his telekinesis toward her to lift her into the air, but she, as ever, did the opposite, and she plummeted fast, faster, even faster.

      Toward the end, she tried to stop, to use his power the way he had, but she couldn’t, and she slammed into one of the buildings.

      Instantly, Gary leveled up not one but three levels. He didn’t bother to worry about his points. Instead, he floated back to the ground, trying to heal himself. His breaths were so shallow, and his lips felt cold. He was chattering, and he knew that if he didn’t re-fuse his ribs and lungs, he would die.

      It wasn’t easy, trying to heal himself while floating in and out of consciousness, but gradually, he could breathe easier. He hadn’t healed every rib, but they were all aligned, and he had fixed both of his lungs. Yes, both had been punctured, one more severely than the other.

      The houses stood before him. He should take to the skies and return to the fight, but he still felt a bit fatigued yet. Instead, he walked by them, when the sound of moans came to him.

      Not the moans from battles and wounds.

      The moans from the bedroom and sex.

      Confused, Gary hesitated. He wasn’t a voyeur, but who was having sex out here? Gamers weren’t in this issue of the game. The battle was still raging. He could hear it. The girls shouldn’t be.

      Yuna, maybe? With who?

      Gary walked over, following the sounds of the moans. Someone was growing closer to orgasming, and he definitely recognized those moans. That was Yuna, all right.

      The doorknob turned, not locked, and the door swung open. Gary gasped.

      On the bed, on top of the sheets so their joined naked bodies were on full display, were Yuna and Smaug.
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      Gary stood there, paralyzed, unable to blink or close his eyes or do anything. Smaug and Yuna continued to fuck without seeing him, and it wasn’t until Smaug pulled out of Yuna’s pussy, rolled her over, and slammed into her ass that Gary snapped out of his horrified daze.

      Without shutting the door, Gary took to the skies anyhow and flew back to the battle. The bodies of wargs and another elf littered the battlefield. The stench of blood, charred flesh and fur, and death had Gary gagging.

      Olivia, as a human, spied him. She grabbed Nicoletta’s hand and Elena’s shoulder, and they flew over to him.

      “Let’s finish this,” Elena said as Nicoletta rained a few more balls of fire on the wargs as if this was nothing more than target practice.

      Gary shook his head. “We gotta talk,” he mouthed.

      The others glanced at each other. Olivia nodded, and they all flew back to the tavern.

      “Hate you,” Olivia said lovingly.

      “Don’t bother. Yuna doesn’t give a shit about me. Not about any of us.” Gary scowled and winced. Talking so fast required a deep breath, and his body couldn’t handle that yet. “First, everyone okay? Who needs to be healed?”

      “Clearly, you do,” Nicoletta said.

      “I’ll get us food for you all to recharge,” Olivia offered.

      “My room,” Elena said. “Heal him there.”

      Gary didn’t resist as Nicoletta wrapped an arm around his shoulders and Elena his waist. They walked him to Elena’s room, and Nicoletta worked her magic. Then, Gary used his telekinesis to fix all of the dents Elena had acquired.

      “Your precious torso all okay?” he asked, waving a hand over her boobs and stomach.

      Elena smirked. “I’m just fine.”

      Nicoletta snorted. “Because I healed her already.”

      Elena pursed her lips. “You had to mention that.”

      He groaned. “You saw how injured I was.”

      “Yeah, and I could feel the damage to your heart,” Nicoletta said. “Your ribs came so close to puncturing it. Gary, you have to be more careful. How did that happen?”

      “Elf. Foot. Ribs. Ouch.” He shrugged.

      Olivia arrived with an assortment of food including pottage, several kinds of meat that looked like wild boar, salmon, and pike, several pastries, and some cheeses and bread.

      Gary wanted to try everything, but this couldn’t wait.

      “Was Smaug there?” Elena asked.

      “No. No sign of him. Do you want to know how sick and twisted Yuna is? She gave me the excuse that she grew so furious with Smaug that she tortured him. That was why she didn’t want us to know where he was at first. When she told me that, I didn’t care, though, and pressed her for the location, which she gave.”

      “And he wasn’t fucking there.” Nicoletta went off in Spanish, talking way too fast, her face turning as red as Elena’s hair.

      “What happened next?” Elena asked. “We held off by the boulder as long as he could, but we eventually had to move, and—”

      “You’re fine. You all did great. Who killed the elf?” he asked, looking from one to the others. He didn’t want to think about what he saw. The image of Smaug’s dick slick with Yuna’s juices was not a sight he wanted to see again in his mind’s eye.

      “I did,” Olivia said. That one I tried to kill before. I don’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “How did you do it?” he asked. “I’m impressed.”

      “I… It’s gross, okay? I had to fly away and find a river to wash off in, but I turned into a gnat, flew into his ear, and then turned into an eagle. Head exploded with gray matter bits everywhere.”

      “It was kinda epic,” Nicoletta said.

      “Disgusting,” Elena said, lifting her nose into the air.

      “Says the woman who literally punched into someone’s chest cavity and ripped out their heart,” Olivia said dryly.

      Elena shrugged. “I was pissed.”

      “Remind to never fight with you,” Olivia said, inching away from her.

      Elena laughed. “Piss me off, you’ll learn to regret it. Can’t help it. The New Yorker in me. But if you’re loyal…” She glanced away.

      A somber mood was beginning to descend, so Gary cleared his throat. "I went down to the place. No Smaug. It was a trap. I had to fight my way out, and I ended up by those five houses."

      The girls nodded or leaned forward, intent on listening.

      He inhaled deeply. “The female elf was there—”

      “The fucker,” Nicoletta breathed.

      Gary grinned. “She was,” he agreed.

      “Good. Glad the bitch is dead.” Elena smirked.

      “Ding dong! The bitch is dead,” Olivia sang.

      “You can sing,” Nicoletta said.

      “Don’t sound so surprised. I’m a woman of many talents.” Olivia winked. “I can knot a cherry stem with my tongue.”

      “I never understood how that was supposed to be so amazing,” Elena said.

      “I’ll show you the next time we…” Olivia wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      Elena flushed.

      “You killed the elf and came back to us,” Nicoletta guessed.

      “Not quite.” Gary swallowed hard and rubbed his throat. “Ah, I was walking past the houses when I heard moans…”

      “Yuna was playing with herself?” Elena asked.

      “No, someone else was playing with her. She was playing. Whatever.” Gary waved his hand. “I walked in on her fucking Smaug.”

      “What?”

      “No way.”

      “That dick?”

      Gary nodded. “Yep. That dick was giving the bitch some D.”

      Olivia just shook her head. “That bitch,” she fumed. “I trusted her. I thought she was… I thought we… She and I used to talk all the time. About anything and everything. It must’ve all been a lie. All of it. Guys…” Her eyes filled with tears.

      “Hey,” Gary said. “I made mistakes with her, too.”

      “You don’t understand,” Olivia said. “I told her every detail about our powers, about our time here. I didn’t think anything of it because she watched the videos of us, but what if that was a lie, too? What if there isn’t footage of us? Think about it. Would the company want to risk that falling into the wrong hands?”

      “We look like gamers, though,” Elena protested. “No one can tell by looking at us that we aren’t avatars.”

      Gary shook his head and rubbed his cheek. He needed a trim. Using a dagger didn’t make for the smoothest shave when you weren’t willing to go right up against the skin.

      “No avatar looks quite like this,” he said, pointing to his scruff. Shadows, yes. Beards, mustaches, goatees or clean shaven were all options, but his level of scruff just wasn’t available to actual gamers. Maybe subtle, but if someone knew to look out for humans among the avatars, that would be a giveaway.

      “Please, forgive me,” Olivia said.

      “She stripped me of my fire,” Nicoletta said. “Why me?”

      "I don't know," Gary said honestly, not bothering to mention his theory that it lay with their living close to each other in real life.

      Then again, if Yuna was with Smaug, then she didn’t care about Gary. She didn’t love him. The woman had just used him and tossed him aside. Who knew how many times every day or night she had fucked Smaug when Gary and the girls all thought she had been trying to find a way for them to get back home. Maybe she had cameras on her computer to know when Gary was heading her way since she had always been at the headquarters whenever he had dropped by.

      “Just what is their game plan?” Gary muttered to himself.

      “Doesn’t matter,” Elena says firmly.

      Olivia wiped her tears away and nodded. “We need to go after them. Make a move before they suspect that we know.”

      “Right now?” Gary asked. “Or should we go in the morning after a good night’s sleep?”

      “Now,” Nicoletta said, raising her hand.

      Olivia followed suit, and then so did Elena.

      He sighed. “As you all wish,” he grumbled.

      They finished eating, inhaling the food, and then they took back to the skies. Maybe Yuna and Smaug weren’t together in that house anymore. Maybe they had retreated to another cabin. Maybe they were planning on attacking the superheroes.

      Any which way, Gary and his girls were going to bring the attack to their foes.

      Gary landed first. The door to that house remained open, but neither of the two was in sight.

      “Yoo-hoo,” Gary called out. “Anyone here?”

      Minutes passed. Just when Gary was ready to head for Yuna’s headquarters to see if she were hiding there, a form emerged from behind the rubble that had once been a house before the elf demolished it. Another figure joined the first.

      Yuna and Smaug.

      It took everything in Gary to not race forward and deck the guy. Gary wanted to do so much more than punch him, though. Jail was one thing, but Gary did want Smaug to die. Terrible for him to think that, but it was the truth.

      “Gary,” Yuna said without a hint of warmth in her voice.

      “Yuna, you told me that Smaug was in a coma, that he couldn’t talk. That he was under the boulder that way.” Gary jerked his thumb toward the spot in question. “Why did you lie?”

      “Why were you fucking Smaug?” Olivia blurted.

      The Japanese woman sadly shook her head. “Ah, I knew you were fading away, Olivia. You actually lasted the longest without irritating me. You should be pleased.”

      “Pleased,” Olivia said. “Yeah right. How about I’m the exact opposite. Unhappy in every way possible.”

      “I’m sorry Gary can’t fulfill and provide for your every need. He has a decent enough cock, but the dick of the one you love… Ah. Now that is what is most important. Tell me, Olivia, do you know what love is?”

      “Yes,” Olivia said bitterly.

      “Oh, do you feel betrayed? Isn’t that how your other friends felt? I do not remember you being overly sorrowful.”

      "Maybe if you climbed out of that dank whore body of yours, there would be some semblance of a decent human being," Olivia said.

      “Yes, well, I do know love.” Yuna gripped Smaug’s arm.

      Smaug looked much the same as he always had. That smirk. That strength. That swagger. He was standing still, but he carried that much presence. He had an aura to him.

      Gary hated him as deeply as he loved his girls. He might even hate Yuna more than that.

      “How long has your betrayal lasted?” Olivia cried.

      “I never felt anything toward the lot of you, not one of you,” Yuna said. She stared adoringly at Smaug.

      Honestly, it was creeping Gary out that the bastard wasn’t talking any. His fingers curled into an angry fist. He would love to punch that damn smirk clean off his arrogant face.

      “All along, you were just trying to tear us apart, tear us down,” Elena said. “You seduced Olivia and used that as a ploy to get Gary into bed with you.”

      “So what if I did? It almost worked, too.” Yuna grimaced. “I hated having to touch you, to be with you, and I couldn’t go too long without seeing my love.”

      “I knew you should’ve forced yourself on him more. Pretending to find a way home was not enough to keep stringing him along,” Smaug said nastily.

      As submissive as any mouse could be, Yuna lowered her head. “I’m sorry. You…”

      “I what?” Smaug demanded.

      “N-Nothing.”

      “No, let’s hear it. You wanted me to hear it, or else you wouldn’t have said anything at all.”

      “You never sent me away.”

      Smaug barked a laugh. “No. When you come, I will give you whatever pleasure I can so long as that pussy of yours stays at tight as possible around my cock.”

      She nodded. “Always. Anything for you. Only you.”

      “That was the problem,” Smaug said. “You were to destroy their bond. You failed. If anything, you increased it!”

      “I’m sorry!” Yuna wailed.

      “How did you fall for this dickwad?” Nicoletta asked.

      “I read about him in the papers,” Yuna said. “He was such a genius, evading the police for so long. I visited him and gave him the idea of running away to a place where they couldn’t find him.”

      “It was your idea to stash him in the game?” Gary asked, horrified.

      Yuna nodded, smug as could be. “Unfortunately, a storm jolted the machine and caused a stray lightning bolt to strike a certain zero.” She scowled at Gary.

      “Wait. What?”

      “The lightning bolt hadn’t been from the storm. It had been from the machine,” Yuna said slowly, as if speaking to an idiot. “You were struck with the components that allowed Samuel August, Elena, and Nicoletta to enter the game. And myself, too, of course.”

      Gary blinked a few times. The way she said Smaug’s name was like a caress. No wonder she had started to call him Smaug instead. If she had mistakenly said his name like that, Olivia would’ve picked up on that for sure. Hell, Gary might’ve, too. She had called him Samuel in the beginning, but that had been when she spent nearly all of her time with the team. When she had an excuse to go run off and fuck him, that must have been when she had switched over to using the Smaug nickname.

      All of the pieces were coming together. Now, all they had to do was to destroy Smaug and Yuna and cut them into pieces.

      Gary suppressed a shudder. This game really was turning him violent.

      "Why did you come here?" Olivia asked. "Why not just send us home, and you two stay here for the rest of your lives?"

      “Don’t you see,” Yuna hissed, “you have to be killed.”

      “We’re liabilities,” Gary said, “not just to the company, but to them. Tell me. Is Haru in on all of this?”

      “Haru.” Yuna snorted. “He’s a worthless tool. He thinks he knows everything, but he’s nothing without me. He never would have been able to send Nicoletta through without me. And, Olivia, dear, don’t even think about crossing over. Before I left, I had all of his notes replaced with new ones that have different numbers. If he uses those, you will fry from the inside out and be a cooked Olivia with her belly button out, all ready for turkey day.”

      Gary swallowed hard. This was terrible. Beyond terrible.

      “Enough chatter,” Smaug said. “It’s time.”

      “A time to kill.” Yuna clapped her hands.

      Shit. Gary didn’t have a good feeling about this at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Immediately, Gary set up forcefields around himself and the girls. Nicoletta had her fire aura going, and Elena had her own forcefield of metal in front of her almost like a fort. Olivia took to the sky in the form of a hawk.

      With one hand, Yuna sent out a blast of wind toward the bird. Despite the forcefield, Olivia was flung back so viciously she lost feathers.

      Smaug used wind as well, fanning Nicoletta’s fire and sweeping it over toward Elena’s pile of metal, but Elena began to fling the metal shards as if javelins.

      Smaug and Yuna both took to the air to avoid the shards, and Gary took over controlling the shards for Elena, urging them faster, wanting to impale them both, but the two evaded him at every turn.

      Yuna reached them first. She attacked even more viciously than the female elf, and she grabbed Nicoletta's neck. All Nicoletta had to do was claw Yuna's face. Smart. Yuna had fire herself, so trying to burn her might not have worked.

      The Japanese woman shrieked and released Nicoletta, her hand covering her bloodied cheek. “If this leaves a scar!”

      “You’re already ugly on the inside,” Nicoletta said, shrugging. “Too late for you.”

      Elena tapped Yuna on the shoulder, ready to punch her so hard Yuna’s neck would break, only Yuna didn’t turn. Instead, she lifted the earth beneath Elena’s feet and toppled her to the ground, swiftly burying her alive.

      Furious, Gary went to shove the soil aside to free Elena, but Smaug was there, holding two swords, one with blue flames covering it, the other more icicle than blade with a faint mist swirling it.

      “Which do you choose?” Smaug asked, sounding bored.

      “What is this? Some kind of medieval quest thing? Dude, this isn’t Medieval War.”

      “If we relied on our powers only, you would be dead already,” Smaug said wryly.

      “Why? Because your cheater, hacker girlfriend that you’re clearly using gave you jacked-up powers?”

      Smaug merely grinned. “If you do not pick a sword, I will slice off your head with both of them.”

      “Fine. Flame on.”

      Smaug tossed him the blade. Gary caught it telekinetically and went to attack the supervillain, but Smaug blew the sword back nearly strong enough to extinguish the flames.

      “No powers,” he said through gritted teeth.

      "Picky, picky," Gary muttered. He plucked his sword out of the air and hesitated, wanting to see how the ladies were faring. His girls were all insulting Yuna, including Olivia, so she wasn't a bird any longer, but he couldn't tell how the fighting was going.

      “Do not worry about them,” Smaug said. “I would rather not have to suffer the guilt of knowing you were distracted when I killed you.”

      “You won’t kill me.”

      “You’ve never killed me, and you won’t.”

      “Not for lack of trying,” Gary said through gritted teeth. He gripped the hilt so tightly his fingers grew sore.

      “For failing you mean.” Smaug smirked. “Face it, Gary Johnson. You won’t be missed. No one cares about you. Not your friend, what is it? Your coworker. Ah, yes, Nicoletta’s cousin Jorge. Engaged to a girl. How does that make you feel knowing you’ll never propose, never get married? You’ll never kiss one of your girls again, never fuck a girl again, never—”

      With a wild yell, Gary charged him. Their swords collided in a flash of blue flames and smoky ice. Again, and again, the blades crashed together. No matter how hard he swung, the icicle blade never shattered.

      Slash, block, parry, counterstrike… their deadly dance continued. Smaug was more skilled with the blade, more comfortable with it, and the smoke from his icicle trailed behind the blade like a comet’s tail. His coldness countered the extreme heat from Gary’s.

      Their blades crashed together again and locked. Smaug leaned in close, shifted his sword, and pulled back. Gary’s sword was yanked out of his hands.

      Instantly, Smaug sliced Gary’s bicep in the exact same spot where he had been hit before by the elf. He hissed, leaped back, and tried to heal himself.

      Wait. What the fuck? His forcefield had failed.

      Smaug grinned. “No forcefield. No healing. No magic.”

      “You stripped me of my magic?”

      Smaug’s smile grew wider. “Them’s the rules.”

      “For being a genius, you talk like an idiot.”

      “You’re the one who hasn’t been able to kill me.”

      “You haven’t killed any of us,” Gary retorted.

      “I nearly undid your precious flier, didn’t I?”

      “The one who fucked your girlfriend?” Gary asked.

      A muscle in Smaug’s neck twitched.

      Without warning, Smaug tore after him. Gary barely had time to run away and retrieve his sword before Smaug bashed their swords together over and over again, jarring Gary’s wounded arm terribly. Blood flowed from the wound, dripping down to his hands, and Gary worried each time their blades collided that his grip would loosen and slide and the sword would be jarred loose again.

      And then it happened. Gary misjudged where Smaug would go to strike him, maybe he feigned, but the bastard hit Gary again in the same spot.

      Gary stifled a curse. Even more blood gushed now. He had to stop the bleeding. He had no way to.

      Yes. Yes, he did.

      Biting back another curse, Gary shoved the tip of his sword to the wound. The stench of his own burnt flesh filled the air, and he turned his head away, almost ready to puke.

      His adversary chuckled. “Aw, is Gary hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” Gary said through gritted teeth. “That the best that you got?”

      He held his ground as Smaug darted forward. At the last moment, Gary spun away, sidestepping him and bringing the hilt of his sword down at the back of Smaug's head. Smaug went down on one knee.

      “Samuel!” Yuna shrieked.

      She flew over, grabbed Gary by his clothes, and lifted him into the air.

      “What did you do to him?” she demanded.

      “He’s alive.”

      “That does not excuse what you did.”

      Fire burst out of her hands, which still gripped his shirt. He winced against the flames so close in contact to his skin as he brought up the sword and barely managed to cut a line on her unblemished cheek.

      Yuna shrieked and dropped him. Automatically, Gary used his magic to slow his descent.

      Yes. His powers were back!

      His girls had surrounded Smaug. Nicoletta sent a mass of fire at him while Elena threw metal shard after shard. As for Olivia, she turned into a massive bird and opened her beak wide, ready to chop off his head.

      “You leave him be!” Yuna cried. She hurried over, starting to fight with Olivia, but Smaug merely sneered at his girlfriend.

      “Let them do their worst,” he said. “The fire does not hurt me. The shards I toss aside. That one… She and I’ve gone rounds already, and she is never the victor.”

      Gary threw down the sword since Smaug no longer had his and moved to stand next to Nicoletta, holding her wrist.

      “On my count,” he muttered. “One, two, three.”

      The moment he said three, he could feel the fire appear in Nicoletta’s hand, but he teleported it inside Smaug. Not inside his chest as he had planned to do with the elf. No. Instead, inside Smaug’s dick.

      The bastard grimaced and kneeled over but didn’t cry out. The agony in his eyes was astonishing to see.

      But then he straightened as if he had not felt any pain at all. From his hands, electricity spouted, laced with both fiery and icy strands somehow.

      The killer lightning headed straight for them.

      Nicoletta stepped in front and sent out a massive amount of fire. The icy strands in the electricity melted away, but the bolt continued racing toward them.

      Elena yanked the longest metal shard she had produced and used it like a javelin to fly over the bolt.

      Gary threw out a forcefield and trapped the bolt. The amount of energy inside that forcefield threatened to burst it back open again, but Gary fought against it, shrinking the forcefield rather than expanding it. Sweat poured down his face as he struggled, and he tried to block out the sounds of Yuna shrieking. How that sound could be considered sexy, how he could have considered her hot at one point now baffled him.

      Worse were the echoes of battle from Nicoletta, Smaug, and Elena. He had to join them!

      Gradually, he compressed the bolt into nothingness. Remaining rooted to the spot, Gary closed his eyes and felt with telekinetic hands toward both Smaug and Yuna as if he had two additional arms. He gripped their throats and started to choke them.

      A jolt of electricity sliced through him. Ah! Did he cry out aloud? He wasn’t sure, and in the back of his mind, he wondered if this was merely a triggered memory because it felt exactly as he had when he had first been struck by lightning.

      His grip on their throats lessened, but Gary pushed through the convulsions, through the pain. This time, he seized their hearts, taking a page out of Elena’s book, but instead of ripping them out of their bodies, he compressed their hearts, causing them to beat slower and slower…

      Without warning, the connection he had to the foes ended.

      Gary opened his eyes.

      The girls all lay on the ground.

      As for Smaug and Yuna, they were nowhere in sight.
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      Gary rushed over to Olivia, the closest girl to him. Feathers covered her human body, and he collapsed to his knees and lifted her to press against his torso.

      She stirred and glanced around, pushing him away. “Where is the bitch?” she cried angrily. “I almost had her!”

      “They fled,” he murmured. “Are you all right?”

      Olivia struggled to break free of his grasp, but he held her tight, relishing the feel of her body against his.

      “It’s all right. They’re gone.”

      “For now.” Olivia scowled. “Damn cowards.”

      “Hey. We’re here. We’re alive. We’re fine.”

      Elena coughed and sat up, and Nicoletta stirred.

      Olivia clung to Gary, no longer pushing him away. “She used me,” she murmured. “I so badly wanted to make sure that no one could hurt me through my body again, and that’s precisely what she did.”

      “For you, it was real at the time. Just because it was a fallacy on her part doesn’t change that part,” Elena said, walking over and hugging them both.

      Nicoletta approached and muttered something in Spanish.

      Olivia smiled. Gary didn’t know if she understood what Nicoletta had said, but she seemed better or at least not quite as upset.

      “Let’s go home,” Gary said.

      Nicoletta gaped at him. “Home?”

      He winced. “For now, it is home, isn’t it?” he asked softly. If Yuna’s against us and Haru’s locked out of helping, we’re here for now.”

      “Then let’s go home and celebrate that we faced Smaug once more and survived,” Elena said, holding out her hand to help Olivia to her feet.

      The flew in silence and, by unspoken agreement, entered Gary’s room. They took turns undressing each other under the guise of checking for wounds. Bruises, cuts, serious dents… Gary found traces of a concussion in Elena’s brain and even a slight brain bleed that he had to resolve.

      Nicoletta fell into his arms first, embracing him, kissing him, and then she swiveled around and rubbed her ass against his almost painfully hard cock. He reached around to touch her breasts, but she grabbed his hands and placed them on Elena’s boobs as she and Elena began to kiss.

      Olivia stood off to the side, and he jerked his head in invitation. She shook her head, backing up, tears in her eyes.

      He squeezed Elena’s boobs, tweaked her nipples, and patted Nicoletta’s perfect ass before walking over to Olivia. For a long moment, his hand remained outstretched, waiting for her to accept. She fell into him, and he lured her to the bed, the other girls following. Somehow, he ended up on his back, licking Olivia’s pussy, who was fingering Elena, who was eating out Nicoletta, who was sucking his cock. The sounds of slurping and sighs and muffled moans filled the room, and Gary gasped as one of the strongest orgasms he had ever had washed over him.

      But he wasn’t done. Not yet.

      He lost track of how many times each of them came, but he knew he came in each of them, in their mouths, in their pussies, and he pleasured them all in return. Feeling his girls loving him and watching them coax orgasms from each other was enough to fill his heart with so much joy that what happened tomorrow didn’t matter. Only the here and now, their bodies merging together, four made one.

      Eventually, their bodies failed them, and they drifted off to sleep in a tangled heap of limbs on the bed.

      When Gary woke, he instantly became hard again. One hand was on Nicoletta’s pussy, the other on Elena’s, and he couldn’t help himself. He started to finger them gently.

      Nicoletta stirred, moaning, grabbing his cock and stroking it hard, nearly bringing him to the point of coming again.

      His eyes flew open, and he spied Olivia standing by the window. She turned to meet his gaze, her face far too pale. Her avatar’s face he noticed with relief. They needed her to go back and tell Haru that Yuna had betrayed them, but right now, Gary didn’t want her out of his sight.

      She crossed over and kissed him, rubbing her body against him. Combined with Nicoletta’s hand, Gary came almost despite himself, worried about what Olivia had seen.

      “What is it?” he asked, saying something that wasn’t one of their names or a moan for the first time since they had climbed onto his bed.

      It was then that he realized this wasn’t his bed but a new one.

      “We aren’t in Shifter War anymore,” Olivia said, her voice trembling. “There are all kinds of new creatures outside.”

      Gary untangled himself from the girls, stood, stretched his neck and legs, and slowly approached the window.

      Outside, he saw all kinds of monsters—harpies, Yetis, more wargs among others.

      Yuna’s words came back to him. “Wargs are supposed to be in Monster War.”

      He swallowed hard. “A new day, new challenges,” he said.

      Elena walked up behind him and laid her head on his shoulder. “New challenges, yes, but our love remains constant.”

      Yes, and Gary was incredibly grateful for that, but one day, they would meet their enemies on the battlefield to the death. All they could do was train and prepare and do all they could to ensure they survived that encounter.

      Gary turned and grinned at the girls. “Anyone up for some monster hunting?”
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      Thank you for reading Elf Hunter! I hope you enjoyed the story. I had a lot of fun writing it. Turning elves evil was a lot of fun!

      If you did enjoy Elf Hunter, I would really appreciate a review. Even a sentence or two would be enough. If you do, Nicoletta will heat you up, Olivia will do anything you ask, and Elena is becoming open to new possibilities. Don’t believe me? You’ll find out in the next book. ;)

      Thanks again, and I hope you’ll read Elf Hunter. Man, is Gary gonna be in trouble!

      

      Regards,

      Dante
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