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      Nothing went as Zack expected.

      He exited the portal, only to find Missy, Betsy and Amy gone and found himself standing in an empty black void.

      Where was he? What was happening?

      “Finally, you are here,” a voice said from somewhere out in the darkness.

      Zack spun around, searching for the speaker. A distant speck of light caught his eye.

      It was moving toward him.

      When he went to reach for his sword, he found it no longer there. He caught his breath. All his armor was gone too. He wore only a simple white gown.

      What the hell?

      The light drew ever closer. Zack backed away as he recognized it for what it was.

      The glowing man he had seen early in his exile into the Underworld.

      Zack turned and tried to run away but found his movements had become sluggish. His whole body felt like it had been afflicted with that slow debuff the Scarlet Wizards in the 5 player dungeon, Unholy Monastery cast on players. He reckoned that was a sign he was about to be thrown in the deep end of something terrible.

      “No point trying to run, Zack John Smith,” the monotone voice of the glowing man said.

      With dread building inside him, Zack turned to face the glowing figure. He blinked. The guy was standing right behind him now.

      “Who are you?”

      Zack could make out little of the man beyond the yellow-white light shining from his body. “Call me Glimmer Man, or if you prefer, G Man. That is not my real name, for our real names have power out there in the City.”

      “What do you want then?” Zack looked around. “Where am I?”

      Two dark circles formed on G Man’s head. They looked like cartoon eyes. “You are still in Aralia Online, but in a micro-fragment of the game world. Time has been drastically slowed here so that the developers and your harem women will never notice I whisked you away. To them, you will only have disappeared for a millisecond.”

      He paused as if studying Zack. “Now, let’s get down to business. The first thing you should know is that the Oligarchy has your real world body in their possession.”

      Zack had figured as much. He remembered the dream, or whatever it had been, of seeing himself being transported into the heart of the City. “Are you with the Oligarchy or are you a developer?”

      “No, I work for neither the developers nor the Oligarchy. In fact, if either of those groups knew I was here, they would terminate me instantly.”

      “I don’t want anything to do with you then.” Zack backed away again. “I’m just trying to get out of here, so I can log the F out of the game and see what is happening out there to my body.”

      G Man followed him, maintaining a distance between them. “Trust me, friend, you don’t want to know what they are doing to you. Now, listen to me. I work with a resistance group, a group fighting the Oligarchy.”

      Zack’s heart raced. If the developers found out that he was approached by a resistance figure… He thought of Amy, Betsy and Missy.

      All he wanted was to get back to them and pretend this never happened. The developers had already locked him inside one of the Oligarchies’ games and they had his defenseless real world body in their possession. He didn’t want things to get any worse.

      “You are important,” G Man said as he stopped and watched Zack continue to back away.

      “Important? I’m a nobody. I just want out of here.” Zack gave up on trying to escape. “Send me back to my harem.”

      “You will be returning to them shortly, but only after I tell you what you need to know. It’s true, you are a nobody, but your mother isn’t.”

      Zack’s heart jumped. “What? My mother?” He frowned. “The cops took her and she’s probably dead by now. If they didn’t kill her, her sickness will have. That’s the whole reason I fled into Aralia Online. I have nothing left out there.”

      “The cops lied to you. They don’t have your mother, she escaped their clutches and is with the resistance in a secure location.”

      “No. My mother was sick. Almost bedridden.”

      “All a ruse, my friend. She couldn’t very well tell you the truth. Your mother was trying to protect you.”

      Zack’s mind spun as he thought of his mother resting in bed, too weak to climb into her stasis-game-pod to escape the shackles of her weakening body. Could it all have been an act?

      A year or so ago, he remembered hearing a man’s voice in his mother’s house when he arrived and yet when he had entered her apartment, he found her collapsed on the floor. There had been no one there.

      At the time, he thought maybe someone had tried to rob her and had knocked her down and fled when they heard her door open. When his mother had recovered, she claimed she couldn’t recall what had happened. When Zack pressed her on it and offered to tell the cops, she had grown upset and demanded he forget about it. In the end, he had let it be. She was his mother after all.

      Still, other than that, nothing else jumped out that his mother might have been lying to him. Zack scowled. “I don’t believe you. Let me go. I want to return—”

      “Believe whatever you will, my friend. It changes nothing.”

      “What do you want then?” Zack took a menacing step toward the glowing man. Maybe the only way out of here was to kill him.

      “The Underworld is special.” G Man didn’t retreat as Zack bore down on him. “The developers lost control of this place not long after they created it.”

      “I don’t care. Let me out of here.” Zack went to punch him in the face but found his fist would not obey him. Instead of hitting G Man, it punched Zack in the gut. “Gah.” Zack bent over double, the wind rushing from his lungs.

      G Man laughed. “Don’t bother trying to hurt me, I control your body here.”

      Zack found himself frozen in place, his head twisting up to look at the glowing man against his will. Damn it, what the hell?

      “I have a lot to go through, so shut up and listen,” G Man said, his twin black eyes drawing Zack in. “The Underworld is unlike anything else the developers have ever created, a new world born of their desire to reduce the computing requirements needed to run the games. Not long after they created it, something big happened that the devs weren’t prepared for. They lost control of the Underworld and are unable to see much of what happens inside this zone nor are they able to direct factions and events. What caused this loss of control is unknown.”

      The G Man’s voice became grave. “The Oligarchy are up to something big and need all the computing power they can muster. That is why they will do anything to gain back control of the Underworld.”

      “What are they planning?” Zack didn’t like the sound of that.

      “We don’t know yet but are working on finding out. Whatever it is, it can’t be good.” G Man swept his arm around. “As I said, the Underworld is something new, something they lost control over. This is the real reason they have sent players like you down here. They are testing it, seeing what happens, working out if the Underworld raid zone can be put to use.”

      The G Man leaned in conspiratorially. “Ever wonder why they bothered making these games? Well, just think of it. The people outnumber the Oligarchy a hundred thousand to one, so they need to control those masses. And what better way to do it, than getting them all dependent on games, being that they are the only way to escape the oppression of the real world. This works much like religion once did.”

      Zack’s mind spun as he thought of the enormity of that. It made sense. Not only did it help subdue the people so they didn’t rise up and overthrow the ruling Oligarchy, it also reduced the population as hardly anyone had kids anymore.

      “Testing this zone is not the real reason you are here.” G man’s voice pulled Zack out of his thoughts. “The other players in the Underworld are nobodies, but not you, Zack. You are vitally important to the resistance, for your mother will not go on leading us unless we find a way to save you.”

      “Then why come here?” Zack bared his teeth. “You not only put yourself at risk, you also put me in danger. If you have power over this place, why don’t you just pull me out?”

      “I’m here because your mother sent me. She wants to help you escape, as we don’t have the power to log you out of the game. That said, we have a little power here and will do what we can to help you. Just know, you are under the Oligarch’s control now, not the developers so we must be extra careful whenever we reach out to you.”

      Zack was suddenly interested. “Why doesn’t the Oligarchy log me out of here if they think I am important? I assume they want to interrogate me.”

      “We don’t think the Oligarchy can pull you out, as they don’t control the Underworld either. Our insiders working in the center of the City are looking into your case. They want to know why the devs sent you into the Underworld, to begin with.”

      “The head developer told me it’s because I had a Code 8 Violation.”

      G Man crossed his arms. “Our theory is that they didn’t know who you were until it was too late. You were already sent down here by the time they realized who your mother was.” He laughed. “Your mother was good at hiding your true identity.”

      Something occurred to Zack. “She had someone in the black market change our names when I was around thirteen years old. Was she part of the resistance, even then?”

      “Yes. That was her trying to protect you.”

      So much of what Zack thought to be real was a lie. He could barely process it all. “How can the resistance help me escape the Underworld?”

      The light around G Man started to dim. “First, you should know that this Underworld has become a meeting place for the resistance, as it is hard for us to meet in person. The developers control very little of the Underworld and can only see parts of it at any one time though they have agents down here watching for people like me.”

      All the more reason I want to get out of here!

      “Second. The Oligarchy wants you to survive as much as we do. They likely want to use you against your mother as a way to lure her out of hiding or perhaps they want to interrogate you and see if you know her location.”

      “You said my mother escaped the cops. Is she safe?”

      G Man shrugged. “As safe as anyone in the resistance is these days.”

      Zack assumed that meant she wasn’t safe at all. The ruling establishment would pursue the resistance ruthlessly, fearing they might spark a true uprising. “If the Oligarchy wants me out of here so they can use me against my mother, then wouldn’t I be better off staying down here forever?” He could think of far worse fates than spending the rest of his life with three of the most beautiful, loving women in the world.

      “They will never allow that. Like I said, they have some control here. That disease you have is one way for them to hurry you along.”

      “I thought all players got a quest like that.” As soon as Zack said that, he remembered Sonja. The game hadn’t given her a disease to make her progress to the next level of the Underworld. Sonja said she had been in the game for more than a year. Perhaps, the whole quest to cure the Cave Blight was a task tailored only for him.

      Or maybe he had simply been unlucky and had contracted something the developers put into the game as a random side quest, just one with grave implications to the player themselves.

      “What happens if I die in here?” Zack asked. “The head dev said my real world body will die as they would cut off my food supply.”

      “Again, our sources are looking into this but from what we know, it is more complex than them simply removing your food supply. That would be an easy fix.”

      The G Man paused. “If they could pull you out of the game after your in-game avatar died, they’d have killed you by now. There must be a reason they aren’t doing that. Maybe, if you die in here, you still die out there.”

      Zack felt trapped. “So, even if I manage to get back to the surface, they will log me out of the game and drag me off to be interrogated. Sounds like I am screwed no matter what I do.” He didn’t want to mention what normally came with interrogations. He’d seen the horrific scars on others who had been questioned by the Oligarchy.

      “Your body is deep inside their fortress at the heart of the City. But we’re trying to help you. Don’t give up. Even in here, we can aid you in small ways.” G Man told him of a resistance armory somewhere in Middle Underworld.

      “I have no idea where that is.”

      “Your Bard lover will recall the place at the right time. Trust in us and trust in her.”

      G Man had now faded to almost nothing. “What’s happening to you?” Zack asked, as he felt control return to his body.

      “I am only allowed to remain here for several minutes at a time.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell me? Will I see you again?”

      “There is little else I can share with you right now. It will be some time before I can see you again. We have to wait for the developers to lose track of you before I can make another appearance, and that doesn’t happen very often.”

      “Wait. I met another player who said she met a man named Fawkes115 and that he took her reverse harem from her. Do you know who that is?”

      G Man reached for Zack, but by the time they touched, he was almost gone. “No, impossible. He is dead. How did you—” His voice faded to nothing.

      Zack swept his hand through where the other man had just been. “Come back. Who is he? What do I do if he comes for me?”

      Silence was his only answer.
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      A moment later, a light flashed and Zack found himself mid step. As soon as his foot hit the ground, he stopped. Something bumped into him from behind and he fell forward onto his knees.

      “Hey, whatcha stop for?”

      Amy. Zack got to his feet and turned around. Amy, Betsy and Missy were all looking at him. Betsy put her hand on his arm. “Are you all right, my love?”

      “You look pale.” Missy strummed a note on her guitar. Green musical notes floated around her. “You’re not hurting, for my soft melody does not heal your soul.”

      “No, my HP is full. Don’t worry, I will be fine, just give me a sec.” Zack shook his head, feeling light-headed. Then he lost his balance and staggered sideways.

      Betsy caught him in her arms. “You’re not alright.” She sat him down, the portal swirling several feet from them. “What happened to you? I feel fine, why did the portal make you feel sick?”

      “I feel fine too,” Amy said, as she knelt in front of him.

      “My rhythm keeps to my regular beat.” Missy sat cross-legged next to Amy, studying him, her eyes filled with concern.

      Zack waited until his head had stopped spinning before he took each one of their hands and kissed them. “I’m fine. It must have been… the process of being teleported.” He forced a grin. “Anyway, we’re here now, in Middle Underworld.”

      All three of the women were studying him. None of them were convinced he was fine.

      What could he do? He couldn’t tell them the truth, as it would be a severe violation of the TOS.

      Then again, the G Man had said that the Oligarchy needed him alive. If he did break the TOS, what were the ruling elites going to do? Even if he managed to get out of the Underworld, the Oligarchy would rip him out of the game, and once they had what they wanted from him…

      He would no longer be of use.

      What would they do if they ever found out the G Man had spoken to him? Did the devs know the resistance was inside their game?

      Should he still be trying to get out of the Underworld at all? Maybe it would be better to stay down here.

      Zack closed his eyes and took a few breaths to calm his mind. If only he had another player around to talk to, someone he could trust. He trusted the women, of course, but they were of Aralia Online, not the real world. Plus… They didn’t know the truth.

      It didn’t feel like the right time to tell the women the truth, either. Not yet.

      How does one go about telling someone else that their entire existence isn’t what they thought it was? That they weren’t real people, but constructs made to satisfy the desires of a playerbase who came to their game world to escape the horror of reality?

      They’d likely feel a bit like he did now, knowing that his mother had lied to him all these years.

      He hated keeping secrets from his harem. It felt wrong. Lovers were open and honest with one another.

      One day, he would have to man up and tell them the truth.

      With the women’s help, he got to his feet. Missy, Amy and Betsy might be constructs, but here in the Underworld, they were as real as he was. They held onto him until they were sure he was steady on his feet. “You see, I’m fine.” Zack took a few steps forward, feeling his normal self again. Phew. The aftereffects of his visitation by the G Man had passed.

      “I’m going to stick close to you, just in case.” Amy pressed up against him, a giant grin on her face. “Can’t have you falling down and beating up that pretty face of yours.”

      Chuckling, Zack scanned the area. They were in a large torchlit chamber with stalactites hanging down from the roof. A large metal sign rose from the floor. Inscribed on it were the words, ‘Welcome to Middle Underworld’.

      Beyond the welcome sign, ten exits led from the chamber, none with any indication on where they went.

      Zack checked his disease timer.

      

      144 Hours until death!

      

      Time was ticking. “Before we do anything else, we must go to the Bottomless Well to see the Black Witch Malghana.” Zack turned to Missy. “But we will need to be careful of Sulfurion’s cult. The dragon ordered her soldiers to conquer everything east of Malghana.”

      Missy plucked her guitar. “First, I think we should head to the Drunken Fop Tavern.”

      Zack raised his eyebrows. “A tavern?”

      “I’m up for a drink.” Amy nudged Betsy. “I bet I can drink you under the table.”

      “I have played my music there on several occasions.” Missy pointed at one of the tunnels leading from the chamber. “We should go that way, as it will take us to the tavern. When we get there, you will need to speak to the barkeeper and find out how much of Middle Underworld Sulfurion’s Cult have managed to conquer.” She gave them a grave look. “If they find us, they will enslave Zack and drag us off to silence our feminine music forever.”

      “We still have that disguise.” Zack removed the item from his inventory that would trigger the change of armor.

      Missy shook her head. “They know us now, and will want revenge. Sulfurion would have given her minions a detailed description of each one of us.”

      “So, what do we do if they block access to the Bottomless Well?” Betsy asked.

      “There are other ways to reach Malghana, but they are not ones known to me,” Missy replied. “Again, the barkeeper will be able to tell us more.” She bit her lip. “There are many dangerous places here in Middle Underworld. It will be far more difficult for us to travel around. Some of the areas here… change. Constantly.”

      “Change?” Amy sounded puzzled.

      “One can travel through an area and come back a few hours later, and everything is different.” Missy struggled for words. “It’s like, the caves themselves are alive and playing tricks on you.”

      Zack frowned as he thought that over. Could she be talking about random generation? There were a few dungeons out there in greater Aralia that were randomly generated for each player group that entered them. They were only seasonal side content that was part of the Darkmoon Fair that came around once a year. Being random gen, they were often generic, which is why all the other dungeons were handcrafted.

      “I think we head straight for Malghana.” Amy drew her wand and made pew pew sounds, pretending she was blasting enemies. “And if any cultist get in our way, we slaughter them all with ice and steel.”

      Betsy rolled her eyes. “You have the highest Intellect among us and that’s the best plan you can come up with?”

      Amy lowered her wand. “Going in all wands blazing is the smart thing to do. And the funnest!”

      “You just helped us kill a big, fat demon. Is your bloodlust ever satisfied?”

      “That demon was boooooring.” Amy put her wand away. “I hope the next boss we fight is twice as big, three times more powerful and dies with a satisfying explosion of blood, guts and a long, drawn out wail of anguish.”

      Missy played a loud tune on her guitar. “I had enough trouble keeping you all alive during that fight. My guitar strings almost failed me. I hope we never encounter anything as strong as the Guardian ever again.”

      Zack cleared his throat to get their attention. As the three women looked to him to make the final decision on what they should do, he said, “We will go to this Drunken Fop Tavern and find out what’s up, then we can decide what way to head to Malghana.”

      Amy let out an over dramatic sigh. “I miss killing stuff already.” She brightened. “Are their courtesans at this tavern? Maybe Zack and I can hire some and have some fun!”

      “We don’t have time for that.” Zack chuckled. “I have a deadly disease, remember?”

      “Excuses, excuses.” She waved him away. “You have plenty of time left.”

      “Even still, I won’t feel better until it’s gone.”

      Before they moved out, Zack glanced over the new abilities they had gotten from reaching level 12.

      His ability was:

      

      Devastate: AOE attack. Reduces the defenses of up to four enemy targets, increasing all types of damage inflicted on them by party members by 5%.

      Lasts 30 seconds. 1 minute cooldown.

      

      Betsy gave him a small smile as he read hers out.

      

      Frenzy: All abilities consume half their ordinary Stamina cost. Reduces damage taken by 50%.

      Lasts 40 seconds. 20 minute cooldown.

      

      “Mine better be good.” Amy was bouncing up and down with excitement (literally, she nearly hit her head on a stalactite!).

      

      Summon Frost Wyrm: Summons a small Frost Wyrm that attacks enemies with Frostbolts. Damage based on the summoning Mage’s.

      Lasts 5 minutes. 10 minute cooldown.

      

      “Satisfied?” Betsy poked her tongue out at Amy.

      “Depends.” Amy summoned the wyrm and a small, two-foot long mini blue dragon flew out of nowhere to hover above her shoulder. “Cute.” She reached up and patted it. The wyrm hissed through its teeth, and tried to bite her hand off. She pulled her hand away and frowned. “Ungrateful lizard. How dare you!”

      The wyrm’s eyes scanned the chamber, watching for enemies, ignoring its master. Amy dismissed the creature and it instantly disappeared. “I won’t try patting him again. He better be good at killing, or he can stay unsummoned.”

      Missy waited patiently to hear of her new ability.

      

      Hymn of Survival: Instantly restores a party member to 50% health, saving them from certain death. Can only be used on companions below 10% health.

      Cooldown 20 minutes.

      

      She played a merry tune on her guitar, seductively swaying her hips. “I like it.”

      With all that out of the way, Zack pointed forward. “Let’s find this tavern.”

      “And get drunk,” Amy added.
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      They had only traveled for a few minutes when they heard feet racing toward them from a side tunnel. Zack had his sword out in an instant, then moved to protect the women.

      Betsy stood just to his right, torch in one hand, weapon in the other. Amy was to his left, an eager grin on her face as she pointed her wand toward the passage. Missy buffed them with Song of Fury.

      Racing out of the darkness came small green-skinned humanoids. “Goblins,” Missy and Zack said at the same time.

      Zack charged forward, unleashing Commanding Taunt. All eight goblins shrieked their battlecries as they gleefully raced at him, their crude clubs and hammers ready to pummel him to red mush. Keeping his shield up, Zack flew right into them, slashing with Criss Cross, then Devastate, shredding their crappy leather armor and spilling their green blood. Nice.

      Amy had her Frost Wyrm out, and the angry little fella was blasting the enemy with his cute mini Frostbolts. Betsy popped her new Frenzy ability, then Blade Fury, following up with Blade Storm.

      Holy shit. She tore the goblins apart.

      

      Companion inflicted 398 group damage

      

      Within seconds, four of the enemy were dead, all felled by Betsy.

      

      4x Lesser Goblins have died

      +400xp

      

      Amy blasted the rest with her frost spells, while they pummeled Zack’s shield and armor with their makeshift weapons.

      The enemy did little damage to him, so he didn’t bother using any defensive abilities. Zack backed off on attacking, and simply let the enemies attack him while he watched his harem women go nuts. Missy danced around as she healed them, kicking her feet, spinning around like a ballerina. Even she was having fun.

      After the hard fight with the Guardian, Zack reckoned it felt good to kick back and be smacked around by trash mobs.

      Then he got his game face on. Out of the tunnel where the goblins had burst from, came another, this one ten feet tall and carrying a huge two handed tree-trunk of a club over its head.

      “Look out,” Zack cried, as the massive goblin raced at Betsy. He used Rapid Advance, knocking the remaining lesser goblins aside. Racing up to the giant, he used Shield Slam, than Shield Block as it swung its huge weapon at him.

      The club struck his shield with a great thud, knocking the wind out of him.

      

      -135hp

      

      Damn, this thing hit like a tank. If it hit him anywhere but on his shield, he was in for a world of hurt.

      The beast went to strike a second time, but Zack dodged to the side, and the club smashed into the ground, sending a tremor through the rock. He drove his sword into its bloated sweaty gut hanging down from under its leather armor. It roared, then tried to backhand him. Zack ducked under the swing and brought up his sword a second time, piercing deep into the greater goblin’s flesh.

      

      Inflicted 147 damage

      

      Something struck him a blow from behind. Zack gritted his teeth and leapt sideways, shield up. One of the lesser goblins was still alive. The women and the Frost Wyrm had turned their attention to the giant, and forgotten about its smaller brothers.

      With a quick Demon Strike, Zack ended the lesser goblin’s pitiful existence.

      Then the giant was on him, shouldering into his shield, and sending him flying back hard against the side of the chamber.

      

      -148hp

      

      Now, this is more like it!

      Grinning, Zack used Shield of Stone, then took several huge downward thrusts on his shield, his defensive ability reducing the damage to a laughable degree. “Is that all you got?” He spat into the goblin’s face. “Come at me, bro.”

      “Rhaa.” It roared, enraged by his taunt and the women attacking it from behind. “I crush you to goo.”

      It lifted its mace high overhead, ready to splatter Zack into a puddle of blood and guts. Zack took advantage of the situation, and sliced across the goblin’s belly, tearing open its flesh, and spilling its purple-pink guts.

      The goblin’s lower jaw dropped open as it peered down at itself. “No fair.” It fell to its knees, still staring down. “They look funny.”

      Amy came up behind it and put the tip of her wand against the back of its head. “Hasta la vista, baby.” She blasted its head apart with a Frenzied Ice empowered Frostbolt, sending frozen brain matter and skull in all directions.

      

      4x Lesser Goblins have died

      +400xp

      Greater Goblin has died

      +2000xp

      
        
        Miniature Greater Goblin pet added to Inventory. Enjoy!

      

      

      

      Another pet! Too bad he never cared about in game pets or mounts…

      When they had wiped the blood off their equipment, Amy surveyed the carnage. “That was great. We just popped our Middle Underworld cherry in a most satisfying, blood drenched way.”

      Zack burst out laughing. “The next thing you’ll be telling us is that you want to make love in this mess.”

      “Why, that’s a great idea.” She started to undress as she hurried toward him.

      Betsy covered her mouth, her eyes wide. Even Missy seemed shocked.

      “Wait!” Zack held up his hand. “I was joking.” Damn, she is getting crazier and crazier the further we get into the Underworld.

      Amy looked disappointed. “Don’t kid around with stuff like that.” She kissed him hard on the lips and he could taste goblin blood on them. Then she pulled away and wiped her mouth. “You know I have the hots for you.”

      Missy put a hand on his shoulder. “These goblins, their songs have never been heard in these caves. They live far to the west, near the Endless Abyss.”

      “They never come out this way to raid other races or to trade?” Zack had no idea what was out there in Middle Underworld and knew next to nothing about its factions or politics.

      “No, at least not that I know of. The last time I came here to sing my songs, it was said, the goblins were still mourning for their fallen king, Osmos.”

      “Osmos. I bought that dude’s shield back in Vanamoor.” Zack still had the thing back in storage in Missy’s palace.

      “He was their king for many years. His death has shattered the harmonic chorus of the goblin tribes and they have become divided. Last time I was here, they were at war with one another, but maybe now they have made peace.” Missy licked her lips. “Or, perhaps some of the lesser tribes have been driven from their homes and are scattered throughout Middle Underworld.”

      “Great.” Betsy grimaced at the blood and gore. “From what you have said, this place is dangerous enough without having groups of goblins roaming about.”

      “It is indeed dangerous. Not so much here, but once we are beyond the starter region and out in the wilds…” Missy played a forlorn tune. “Expect the unexpected, and always have your weapons and your music at hand.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Four

          

          

      

    

    







            The Drunken Fop

          

        

      

    

    
      A cheery, yellow light shone from the windows of the Drunken Fop Tavern that had been carved from the chamber wall. Zack entered the chamber, hearing voices and music echoing around him. NPCs stood around in groups out the front of the building, speaking amongst themselves, others tended to pigs and chickens in torchlit pens.

      “Are there any vendors here?” Zack asked, as he led the way toward the tavern.

      “The innkeeper sells alcohol, and sometimes there is a traveling merchant who spends time here, but not very often.” Missy put her arm through his. “We go in together, let them know that Queen Missy has brought her consort.”

      Amy chuckled. “Why? Are they less likely to spit in our drink?”

      “Speaking from experience, I’m sure.” Betsy gave Amy a sideways glance.

      Putting her arm around Betsy, Amy said, “You’d be amazed at how many men loved the idea of hot women like us spitting in their drinks.”

      “Yuck.” Betsy covered her mouth as she yawned. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I could do with some sleep. It feels like we have been up for a week.”

      “After we are done here, we will return to the palace to sleep.” Zack reached the door and opened it for Missy. “You first, my lady.”

      She beamed at him as she entered. He followed her in, and slipped his arm through hers again. Dozens of faces turned and watched them as they made their way toward the burly, bearded man at the bar.

      Zack scanned the patrons and was relieved to find they were all NPCs. He had been a little worried Ivan might have been there, as he and Anita were surely out of Lower Underworld by now. The last thing he felt like right then, was another confrontation with that asshole.

      Most of the NPCs were watching Missy. Some were clearly smitten by her, others only curious. They all seemed to know her, some bowing in respect. The only ones not paying attention to Queen Missy were the group of children playing rough and tumble near the fireplace.

      Amy and Betsy came up behind them, none of the male and female NPC so much as looking at either of them. But that was all right, they weren’t looking at Zack either. Humph. I reckon it makes a guy feel unwanted. I am the queen’s consort, not some dirty peasant!

      They neared the bar, and the rotund innkeeper with the greasy apron raced out from behind the counter. “Queen Missy.” He embraced her in his thick arms, pressing her lithe body to his and clearly enjoying it a little too much.

      Zack gently tried to pull Missy away, but the innkeeper would have none of it. “Here now, young man. The queen and I go way back. Way back, I tell ya.”

      Missy managed to find her own way out of his arms. “Good to see you again, Stout Jon. It gladdens me that you have missed my music so.”

      Stout Jon grinned, revealing crooked front teeth. “More than your music has been missed, my sweet. Your mere presence here warms the air, and makes men thirsty.”

      He inclined his head toward the three busty tavern wenches serving ale to the patrons. “Already, I can see business has picked up. My profits always skyrocket when you are here.”

      “Hey, barkeep.” Amy came to stand beside Zack. “You got any firewater?”

      The innkeeper looked her up and down, then at Betsy. He grinned his crooked grin and nudged Zack. “You’re a busy man, aren’t you? Ya gonna introduce me to your harem?”

      Zack lifted his chin. “Sure. Pour us all some firewater, whatever the hell that is, and then we can talk.”

      “Sure thing, drinks are a meal each.”

      A minute later, they sat at the bar, sipping their drinks. Zack introduced himself, then Amy and Betsy.

      Stout Jon refilled their drinks. “Before we get to talking, there is something ya must know.” Zack leaned forward as the innkeeper turned to Missy. “There is someone here who says they must speak with you.”

      Missy blinked. “Who are they?”

      “A man who refused to tell me his name. He said he has something for you, something important.”

      “Important?” Missy glanced at Zack, uncertainty in her eyes.

      Zack took her hand and squeezed it reassuringly. “What can you tell us about this man?” He asked the innkeeper.

      “Not much, other than he keeps to himself. He wears black, oh and one time he came out here without his cloth head coverings and I saw a scar running down his left cheek.”

      “I don’t recall meeting anyone like that,” Missy said.

      Stout Jon shrugged. “Well, it’s nothing to do with me. You either go see this man, or you don’t.” He bowed his head. “Your highness.”

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Take Missy to see this stranger and learn what he has that is so important.

        Rewards

        +1000xp

      

      

      

      Missy eyed Zack, waiting for him to decide if they should see the man or not. He accepted the quest.

      It wasn’t worth much, but the man might be part of the Middle Underworld quest chain, or give them a valuable side quest to pursue. “We will go see him, but only after we learn all we can about what’s happening out there.” He just hoped whatever the quest was it could wait. They really needed to get some rest.

      She leaned against him. “Thank you.”

      Zack returned his attention to Stout Jon. “So, tell us what you know of Middle Underworld. On the way here, we were attacked by a group of goblins.”

      “Aye, aye. Dire times these are.” The innkeeper started to wipe down the bar. “Goblins warring with one another, then driven from their homes by the Deep Ones. Female cultists spreading through the eastern regions, slaughtering all in their path. Monsters foul and deadly sighted moving around in groups, feeding on the dead left from all the carnage.”

      He leaned in close. “I’ve even heard rumors of the Deep Ones wreaking havoc on the far flung tribes of ratpeople.”

      “Ratpeople?” Zack had never heard of them before.

      Missy was the one who answered. “Two legged creatures called Qui’irl that are about as tall as you are. They mainly keep to themselves, but have been known to trade with outsiders. I don’t know what threat they face, but things must be dire indeed if they are coming out of their hidden camps. They avoid contact with races not of their kind and would never dream of contact with outsiders unless their very survival was under threat.”

      She grimaced. “If the Karzel has sent its Deep Ones among the goblin tribes, that means another entrance to the Deep has opened up somewhere. Unless it’s closed, they are a threat to us all. There are many thousands of goblins… If they are all turned into minions like that thing we saw in the mine, then…”

      She had no need to say what might happen. The threat was clear.

      “Sounds bad out there.” Betsy had barely touched her drink, instead, she watched the children playing near the fire with a motherly expression.

      “Bad is an understatement,” Zack said, his mind trying to grasp all the news. It sounded like he was going to be in Middle Underworld for quite a while.

      Amy snorted. “Replace bad with exciting. There’s everything a girl needs right here. Lots of fighting, killing and powerful loot.”

      Betsy glowered at her. “You have a one track mind.”

      “Two track. Killing and sex with Zack.” Amy kissed Betsy on the cheek. “Make that four track mind. You, Missy, Zack and killing.”

      “Anything else we should know?” Zack asked the barman.

      The plump man shrugged. “Keep your wits about you at all times, bring plenty of food with you and…” He chuckled, glancing at the three women. “Make sure you keep your girlfriends happy, especially queen Missy. If you know what I mean?”

      Zack put his arm around Amy and Missy and pulled them to him and kissed them both. Betsy came over for her kiss, and he quickly obliged her.

      “Damn, son. Keep that up and I will make you take it out the back to one of my rooms.”

      “Don’t mind us,” Amy said, as Zack let go of Betsy. “We’re always kissing him, and fucking him senseless.”

      Stout Jon slammed his fist on the bar and roared with laughter. “I bet you are.” He wiped his eyes. “Makes me want to make my own harem out of those scabby old wenches I have out there serving drinks.”

      “One more thing,” Zack said, returning to serious business. “What do you know of the journey to Malghana? We must see her, but need to avoid the Sulfurion’s cultist.”

      “Oh, you will want to go through the Shifting Labyrinth then.” Stout Jon shook his head sadly. “Lots of folk have met their end in that place. Changes all the time you see, and not only the caves themselves, but the monsters inside. Each time you go in there, you have no idea what you will be up against.”

      “Lovely,” Betsy muttered.

      “How long does it take to get through?” Zack asked. “What’s the chance we will get lost in there?”

      “Oh, you’ll get lost. That’s for sure. But the place isn’t huge. It should take you half a day to pass through the area, provided you have any sense of direction.”

      “Where is it?” Missy frowned. “I know I have been there, but its location eludes me.”

      The barkeeper gave a quick rundown on where the Shifting Labyrinth was located. “Thank you,” I should be able to get us there now.” Missy took Zack’s hand. “Odd that I couldn’t recall where to go. I normally can direct us anywhere, even if I struggle to remember why I have been to all these places.”

      Zack didn’t know what to say to her. Perhaps the developers had made her forget so it forced Zack to come to the tavern to start the Middle Underworld central quest chain. Either way, it didn’t matter. They knew where to go now.

      

      
        
        CORE QUEST

        Objective: Travel through the Shifting Labyrinth to reach the Black Witch, Malghana. Not only does she have the second half of your cure for Cave Blight, she will also be able to tell you how to reach Upper Underworld.

        Rewards

        +5000xp

      

      

      

      “Is there anyone around here in need of anything?” Zack glanced around the room to see if any of the NPC patrons stood out to him as someone who might offer a quest. Most looked generic, merely there as set-dressing.

      “Nah, this lot are my regulars. Always here, always drinking and talking nonsense.” He pointed to the door leading outside. “On the left side of the tavern, near the pig pens, is a notice board. If anyone wants anything done, they pin up a note there.”

      That sounded like a quest board, a little like the one back in Vanamoor.

      “In an attempt to clean up this humble part of the Underworld, I am offering meals in exchange for goblin ears. Interested?”

      Zack nodded. “Tell me the details.”

      

      
        
        REPEATABLE QUEST

        Objective: Bring goblin ears back to Stout Jon and he will give you ten meals per two ears. Goblin ears can be carried in any type of bag and the monsters can be found scattered throughout Middle Underworld.

      

      

      

      Zack accepted the quest. If he was desperate for food like he used to be, he might have traveled back several miles to those goblins they had already killed, and sliced off their ears. Since killing the Guardian, and completing the quest to leave Lower Underworld, they had a nice stash of meals in their inventory. So many, they were starting to run out of Inventory space.

      More reason to return to the Vanamoor.

      Turning to the woman, Zack said, “After we go see the man who wants to speak to Missy, we will travel back to the palace to rest.”

      “My Jade stone can now bring us back here once a day,” Missy said, holding the green stone in her hands.

      “Great, that helps.” Zack quickly made plans in his head. “When we return here, we’ll grab some quests from the notice board and then head out in search of this Shifting Labyrinth. Missy, is there anything you think we need before we venture out into the wilds?”

      Missy’s forehead creased into a slight frown. “Maybe restoration potions. I know Margery can make them.”

      That sounded like a good idea. Zack would need to spend 300 food to unlock the ability for the old woman to craft them, but that was fine. Already, the storage chest back in Vanamoor was near overflowing with the meals they’d gotten for handing in the giant bones.

      Hell, if they had any meals left over after upgrading Margery’s crafting abilities, he might go buy some magical items from the local vendors in Vanamoor to replace the last of their non magical items. His leg armor and cloak were both basic items, and Amy and Betsy still had basic boots and cloaks.

      The innkeeper pointed at the door at the rear of the inn. “Head through there. The man who wants to speak to Queen Missy is in the last room on the right.”

      A minute later, Zack and the three women stood outside the door. He rested his hand on his sword, feeling a little uneasy. Missy held her guitar close to her chest, but didn’t seem overly concerned.

      Amy yawned. “We heading in? I’m starting to get bored looking at this door.”

      Betsy studied Zack. “You think we’re in danger?”

      Zack forced a reassuring smile. “No, but keep your eyes open.” He found this whole thing odd. Who would want to see Missy? And how had they known she would come to the tavern? It had to be part of the central quest chain, or at least, a side quest of importance.

      Before he could knock, the door swung open. “Come in, come in. Make yourself comfortable,” a soft voice said from inside.

      Zack squinted, trying to see into the gloom. “Who are you?”

      Giant arms reached around from the edge of the door and dragged Zack into the room. The arms wrapped around his body from behind, preventing him from grabbing his sword.

      Missy screamed, as did Betsy. Then their voices were abruptly cut off.

      Zack strained his neck around to see what was happening to them. His heart skipped a beat. What the?

      All three of the women were staring forward with vacant expressions on their faces. A giant plate armored man shoved them into the room beside the man holding Zack. The three women walked forward robotically, still staring forward.

      “What have you done to them?” Zack felt paralyzed. He couldn’t take his eyes off the women.

      The arms tightened around his chest, crushing the air from his lungs. Dressed like a black-clad ninja, a man stepped between Zack and the three women. He stared at Zack through the slits in his head covering. “Your harem has been neutralized. Only their basic AI remains.”

      The man placed a knife to Betsy’s neck. “Zack John Smith. You and I have business to discuss.”

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: Take Missy to see this stranger and learn what he has that is so important.

        Rewards

        +1000xp

      

      

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Five

          

          

      

    

    







            The Janitor

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let me go!” Zack struggled against the man holding him. The damn guy was strong. Real strong.

      The ninja nodded once, and the man holding Zack eased up, but didn’t let go.

      “What did you do to them?” Zack’s chest tightened as a second knife appeared in the black-clad man’s hand. “Don’t hurt them, or I’ll—”

      “You will do nothing, for I am the one in control here.” The man chuckled. “We giveth, and we can taketh away. Now, watch what I can do to your women.”

      Suddenly, Amy’s head turned and she glared at Zack. “We belong to him now. Do what he says, or he will make us kill you.” Her face lowered and she fell silent again.

      No…

      “You see, I am the one with all the power here. These women are my playthings, just like the giant brute that holds you in his arms.”

      “What do you want?” Zack could barely speak through the terror. Not for himself, but for his harem. Betsy…

      To Zack’s relief, the man lowered his weapons and moved away from Betsy. He went around and sat at a metal desk and leaned back in the chair. It was then Zack realized the man was neither a player nor an NPC, but something else. His character profile simply said, ‘Administrative Personnel.’

      “You’re a developer.” Zack’s heart wouldn’t stop racing. What if the devs knew he had spoken to the G Man? What if they took Amy, Betsy and Missy away? What would happen to them?

      He struggled to get control of himself. The possibilities of what could happen were too painful to imagine.

      “Developer? I’m no one and nothing.” The black-clad man put his feet on the desk, then motioned for the other plate armored thug to stand at his side.

      The massive NPC strongman was more ogre than man. He stared at Zack through the giant eye slits of his plate helmet, his eyes just as vacant as the three women’s. Nothing better to remind a player he is in a game world than dead-eyed NPCs.

      “Call me… The Janitor. Yes, I like that name, for that is what I do.” The ninja looking man drove his knife into the desk, the blade penetrating the metal. “I take out the trash.”

      “Are you here to kill me then?” If this guy was working for the developers or directly for the Oligarchy, it was doubtful he would kill Zack. Assuming what the G Man said had any truth to it…

      “When you arrived here in the Underworld, you didn’t happen to see anything unusual did you?” The Janitor took out his other knife, and flicked the blade between his fingers.

      Zack shuffled, the man holding him breathing heavily against the back of his neck. “Can you tell this clown to let me go so I can speak?”

      The Janitor waved dismissively. “Fine, but if you try to attack me, I will have my three women behind you tear you apart.”

      Glancing back at his harem, Zack sighed. “Fine, I won’t try anything.”

      After the giant man had let him go, Zack took a seat across from the Janitor, struggling not to reach for his sword. “Define unusual. I’ve seen a lot since I was exiled down here. Giant snake women, farting dragons, a cavern full of colorful mushrooms. Oh, and a centaur with a gambling addiction.”

      “Don’t play coy with me or I will have my brutes hold you down, and make your harem eat you alive.” To emphasize his threat, one of the women snapped their teeth shut.

      Zack shuddered. This guy was clearly a psycho. He would totally go through with his threat.

      “What do you want me to say?” Zack wasn’t going to make this easy for him.

      “The Glimmer Man. You’ve seen him, haven’t you?”

      “Is that a boss? I don’t think I’ve been given a quest for him yet.”

      Feet raced up behind Zack, then nails scratched at his face. “I hate you!.” It was Betsy. “I hate you, I hate you. Just answer him.” Her nails scratched along Zack’s cheek, drawing blood.
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      Zack grabbed her arms, surprised at her power as she fought against him. “Betsy, it’s me.”

      “Tell him! I hate you.” The rage in her eyes made Zack look away.

      It wasn’t Betsy. Not anymore.

      “Yes, I saw him. But only once. I didn’t know who he was.”

      The Janitor lowered his feet to the floor, and leaned in. “What did he say?”

      Zack swallowed, listening to Betsy pant, while whispering, “I hate you,” under her breath. At least she had stopped struggling with him.

      “I don’t remember much,” Zack replied, choosing his words carefully. “At the time, my harem and I were hungry, tired and lost. About all I remember was that he said something about…” he thought quickly, and blurted out, “meeting him somewhere once I reached level 14.”

      “Meet him where?” The Janitor gripped the pommel of his knife. “Tell me.”

      “In the cavern with colored mushrooms in Lower Underworld. Whatever it is called.” Zack smiled inwardly at the thought of the Janitor being torn apart by the fairies living in that cavern.

      Leaning back, the black-clad man studied him. “You wouldn’t be lying to me, would you?”

      “No, sir. What do I gain by lying? I have no idea who the Glimmer Man is, nor do I care.” He glanced at Betsy who had returned back to her dead-eyed stare. “I just want her and the other two back, then I want to find my way out of here.”

      The Janitor sighed. “You’re not going anywhere yet. I have work for you.”

      Zack frowned. “Work? I told you what you wanted.”

      “Let’s just say, I need some convincing.” The Janitor made a flourish with his knife, then jammed it into the table beside the one already buried in it. “As I said, I take out the trash. And the Underworld is full of human garbage. Sometimes, the task of cleaning up is below me.”

      His eyes bored into Zack’s. “You’re going to become my agent of vengeance. While I look into this ‘cavern of colored mushrooms’, you are going to kill those that I deem need killing.”

      Zack felt his mouth fall open. “What? Murder people? Why?”

      “It doesn’t pay to ask questions in this line of work.”

      “You want me to become an assassin?”

      “Something like that.”

      Zack made a fist. “If I’m going to do your dirty work, than I want to know who I am killing.” What if the Janitor wanted him to kill people working for his mother and the resistance? The G Man had said some of them were down here.

      “You will learn all you need to know of your targets when you are given the quest. The first lot of peeps you need to kill are a test. The rest, well, let’s just say you better have your game face on.”

      “And Missy, Betsy and Amy?”

      The Janitor glanced at the women. “You can have them back, for the next 12 hours, then they will all return to their brain-dead hibernation.”

      “No…”

      “If you want them back, you will kill the targets I tell you to. For every piece of trash you kill, one of the women will awaken and return to your side.”

      “Wait, I have a disease. It’s called Cave Blight and I have 140 hours before it kills me.” Zack tried not to show fear. “I need to get to Witch Malghana to get the second part of the cure.”

      “That’s fine, I will let you go off and get cured, for I need you alive to carry out my missions.” The Janitor shifted his feet. “But, only after you complete your first mission. Then you can deal with your disease.”

      Zack’s heart sank. Thinking of his life ticking down and the control the other man had over him and his harem made him feel as powerless as he did out in the real world. “Who will guide me through the Underworld? I have no idea where anything is on this level.” Even in Lower Underworld, he would quickly become hopelessly lost without Missy.

      “I will give you a map. When you wake tomorrow, you will be given a quest, and it will give you all the details you need. Your harem women will be hibernating, so I suggest you make the most of the time you have left with them.” He snickered. “Just be thankful I have a shred of decency left, for I could have just as easily killed the lot of them. I might be a Monk, but I’m not a very nice one.”

      “If you killed them, you would be forced to murder me, for I wouldn’t stop trying to kill you.” Zack leaned in menacingly. “If you break your word, and don’t restore their AI once I have killed your targets, I will hunt you down and—”

      “Yes, yes, kill me in some gruesome, horrible and downright gruesome way.” The Janitor yawned. “Trust me, I’ve heard it all before by people far more dangerous and well connected than you.”

      A split second later, the knife was in his hand. He brought it down, pinning Zack’s arm to the desk.
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      Zack screamed, trying to pull the blade free. The giant man behind him clasped his massive hand around Zack’s throat and began to squeeze. The feeling of being choked was as real as it was out in the real world, as was the excruciating pain of having the knife stuck through his arm.

      “Remember, I control the Underworld. All of it,” the Janitor said coldly. “I could torture you here for days, never letting you die, but making you feel everything.”

      He pulled out the knife to a spray of blood. Zack groaned, watching a red pool quickly spread over the metal surface.

      It looked so real.

      “Now, before I let you crawl back to Vanamoor, know this. If you try to fuck with me in any way, or if I find out you have had contact with Glimmer Man again, or that you lied to me about where he will meet you…”

      The black-clad man pointed his bloody knife at Betsy. “First I will start on her, cutting her up while she screams, then her.” He pointed to Amy, then Missy. “They will be next, and all the while I will make you watch. When there is nothing left of them, I will start on you.”

      The Janitor nodded, and the thug let go of Zack’s neck.

      Zack gasped in air, reeling at the pain in his arm. “Go to hell.”

      Laughing, the Janitor said, “That’s the spirit.” His laughter died in a hostile snarl. “Now get the fuck out of here.”
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            Blissful Goodbyes

          

        

      

    

    
      Missy’s music soothed the pain in Zack’s arm, slowly healing the damage and closing the wound. Amy and Missy knelt in front of him on the palace bed, while Betsy still cried into his shoulder.

      All of them had been distraught at what had happened to them, and for the feelings of hatred toward Zack that the Janitor had made them feel. “I didn’t want to hurt you,” Betsy sobbed.

      She had said the same thing half a dozen times already. “I know.” Zack kissed her hair. “I don’t blame you. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Betsy finally looked up at him through her tears. “What if it happens again?”

      A pang of fear shot through him and he turned away before she could see it. “I’m sure it won’t.” He struggled to swallow, his mouth suddenly dry. I hate lying. I have no idea what will happen to them. “Look, none of you have to worry. I won’t let him near you again.”

      How could he tell them what was going to happen to them once he woke up? They claimed not to remember what the Janitor had said. All they remembered was battling the force that compelled them to hurt Zack.

      Zack gritted his teeth. If he told them they were going to be entering a hibernation mode, he would be forced to tell them the truth about what they really were, what the Underworld was and that Aralia Online wasn’t real.

      And he wasn’t ready for that yet.

      Because, I’m a coward. Zack ground his teeth, raging at himself and the situation he’d been put in by the Janitor. He let none of it show. The women were upset enough already without having to worry about him being upset.

      Right now, he needed to enjoy the time he had left with them. He would carry out whatever stupid mission the Janitor gave him, just so he could get Missy, Amy and Betsy returned to normal. I’d do anything for my harem.

      Turning back to the three women, his heart ached. Even if it means killing the in-game avatar of a resistance member, I’ll do it. It wasn’t like he was killing them in real life, as far as he knew. Surely, a resistance member, or anyone working with his mother, wouldn’t be in the Underworld if their real lives were at stake. They had to know the Oligarchy had agents watching for them.

      He recalled what the Janitor had said. “I control the Underworld.”

      Did he really? He had powers over Zack, over the three women, and over the two NPC brutes. What other powers did he have? If he really did control the Underworld, then why couldn’t he find Glimmer Man himself?

      Why doesn’t he log me out of the game and hand me over to the Oligarchy?

      The G Man claimed no one controlled the Underworld and that the developers kept it going so the oligarchy could study its potential. That scenario sounded more plausible than the idea that some psychopathic, black-clad asshole controlled the whole thing.

      All Zack could do now was spend the time he had left with his harem, and when he woke, see if the Janitor really could turn the AI off on the women and make them as brain dead as those two brutes had been.

      Amy plopped her head into his lap, looking up at him with a huge grin. “Don’t be sad.”

      He smiled, and stroked her face. “I have a lot on my mind.”

      “I know what we can do to cheer you up.” She inclined her head toward the bathroom. “What do you say? You, me, and the hot tub?”

      Missy strummed her guitar, playing a sensual tune. “We can all do with some soft, relaxing music, then some loving beats and—”

      “In other words, she’s up for some action too.” Amy sat up and brushed back Betsy’s hair, revealing her red-rimmed eyes. “You want a piece of Zack too, don’t you?”

      Betsy wiped her eyes and nodded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zack entered the bathroom and found the three women waiting for him. They sat beside one another in the steaming water, their glistening bodies submerged neck deep. They smiled at his approach, calling for him to hurry and join them.

      Part of Zack wanted to turn and head back into Missy’s bedroom, for fear they would sense something was wrong and demand he tell them the truth. What would they do if they knew they were under the control of the Janitor? That they would sleep, maybe for days, or even weeks until Zack had killed a bunch of other people in game?

      He returned his thoughts to the women as Amy stood, her gorgeous naked body dripping with soapy water. “Come here and I’ll wipe that gloomy look off your face.”

      Forcing a laugh, he climbed into the hot water and went right up to her. She took him in her arms and shoved her tongue into his mouth, digging her long nails into his back and pushing her breasts against his chest. Missy circled around them and pressed her body up against Zack from behind, reaching around and stroking his length. She gently nibbled at his neck, humming under her breath.

      Zack slowly lowered himself into the water, Amy’s mouth never moving from his, Missy’s teeth never leaving his neck. Only when he reached up to stroke Amy’s face did she pull away. Smiling at her, he forced his dark thoughts from his mind. He moved to sit on the underwater step and let Amy climb into his lap, as Missy sat beside him, kissing his cheek.

      Betsy moved to his other side, lips pursed, ready for her kiss. Zack obliged her, letting her explore his mouth with her tongue. Now he was hard, his flesh ready to give to his hungry harem, to make love to them, to hear their moans of pleasure.

      This might be the last time they were altogether, at least for a while.

      He slid deep into Amy, feeling her sweetness close around his shaft, feeling it twitch and then tighten around him. “Oh, yeah,” she moaned. “Just having you in me, was enough to make me explode.” She rocked back and forth, holding his shoulders and leaning back so she could get more leverage to thrust against him harder.

      Zack ripped his lips from Betsy then held her close, as he watched Amy’s face in the dim torchlight. She stared down at him as she made love to him, the goth girl of his dreams. “I love you,” she moaned, her eyes rolling back in her head as she orgasmed again.

      Her whole body shook, then she fell forward onto him. “That was the biggest yet. But, boy do I feel weak now.”

      He laughed. “Don’t worry, when I’m done with the three of you, I will be too weak to walk!”

      She slid off him and Missy quickly took her place. As he moved his hand down between Betsy’s legs to pleasure her while she waited for her turn, Missy leaned in and kissed him, humming deep in her throat. He sank into her soft, warm, love tunnel, turning her hum into a cry of ecstasy. He grabbed her butt cheeks, as she rode him. She leaned back and he buried his face between her large, soapy breasts. God, I could drown in these things and die a happy man.

      Then he felt himself struggle to hold back. He moved his face away, Missy thrusting against him harder. “Oh, yes, my sweet song, my loving sonnet, my heart dreams of forever beating next to yours. Unleash your masculine bliss inside me, let it echo off my pink walls as it fills me with your love.”

      Zack might have laughed at her words had they not been filled with such lust that they made him want to burst in a thermalnuclear explosion of ecstasy. Betsy pressed herself against him. “You can let yourself go.” She kissed his cheek. “There will be plenty left for me.”

      She was right, there would be. He would make sure there was enough seed inside him for all three of them.

      So he unleashed himself into Missy, his field of view flashing hot pink, his vision filled with Missy’s face as she moved in and kissed him, holding herself against him as he filled her up.

      Then it became too much for her and she lifted herself off him, overflowing with his seed. Zack chuckled to himself as pleasure continued to flood him. Lucky for them, this was a gameworld, otherwise there would be a disgusting mess in the water!

      When the intense, awesome sensations had ceased and the afterglow had set in, he hauled himself out of the bath, almost dragging Betsy with him. It was her turn now.

      She lowered herself to the ground and spread herself to him. “Make love to me like it is our first time. Tell me you love me.”

      Gladly. He crawled up to her, running his tongue up her leg, then over her pink sweetness, filling his mouth with her lovely taste. Then he was at her breasts, sucking each of them, listening to her moan as he took her hard nipples in his mouth and suckled.

      Then he was at her face. “I love you with all my heart.”

      He slid into her, thrusting gently, watching her eyes close, listening to her pant softly as he made love to her. Long minutes passed and she squirted again and again, as the other two women watched, their hands between their legs as they pleasured themselves.

      Zack kissed Betsy’s forehead. “I’m ready.”

      “Do it,” she whispered back, wrapping her legs around him and pulling him closer.

      With a great orgasmic shudder, he let his seed explode into Betsy. She held him as his body shook, his orgasm larger than any he had ever had before in the game.

      At the end, he collapsed onto Betsy, both of them out of breath. The part of his mind not clouded by pleasure wondered what the guards or technicians who had control of his body out in the real world were thinking right now. Was his body in the throes of ecstasy, thrusting its pelvis inside the stasis-game-pod?

      “My turn again,” Amy said, her hand still buried between her legs, her fingers moving over her pleasure bits.

      Zack pulled out of Betsy and rolled away from the pool of his seed that had spread around her. “Then climb on and let’s do this!”

      So she did, and after several intense minutes, they came together, expending the last of Zack’s energy.

      The three women had to carry him to bed and tuck him in.

      “I love you all.” Was his lasts words before he fell into an exhausted sleep.
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            The Day After

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        QUEST

        Objective 1: You will need help for this mission and a companion has presented themselves. Use your map and go to Hyvernal Farmstead. There you will find a woman who can help you carry out my missions.

        Be warned: she is being held prisoner, so you will need to kill her captives and rescue her. Do not for a moment think of her as a damsel in distress, for if you do… let’s just say, things will not end well.

        Objective 2: Once you have freed this woman, you both must head to Pond Scum Sump and confront three men and kill them all in the bloodiest way possible. Make it slow and painful.

        Rewards

        You can plunder the dead men’s corpses for any and all loot.

        +6000xp

        I will restore a member of your harem.

        Janitor’s Note

        This quest is merely a test to see if we are on the same page. I will share with you who these men are as a warning on what will happen if you try to fuck with the Oligarchies’ games. These men, these basement dwelling trolls, had the audacity to troll the official forums. The Druid among them even left a scathing 1 star review of the game in the Aralia Feedback Forum.

        No one, and I mean no one, has ever dared leave the game a 1 star review before. Aralia Online is a work of art, a timeless classic worthy to be entered into the all time Hall of Fame! To believe otherwise, is to mark you for death. And as to the other two, the vile forum trolls who chased away three of our hardworking mods… Death can be their only reward.

        Don’t worry, these players won’t die in real life. They live in the center of the City, so don’t suffer the same consequences as you lesser peons. They will, however, lose their characters and have to start over at level 1.

        Perma-death mechanics, I could kiss you all night long!

        Ahem.

        Go dispose of the trash.

      

      

      

      
        
        Map of Middle Underworld added to Inventory

        Use this panel in your HUD (heads up display) to navigate Middle Underworld

      

      

      

      
        
        Portal Stone added to Inventory

        Use this item to teleport back to the Drunken Fop Tavern or to Vanamoor. 6 hour cool down. 4x uses remaining.

      

      

      

      Zack came awake at the quest notification shoved in his face. He read over it once and groaned. Then he remembered the women.

      He untangled himself from Betsy and Amy’s arms and sat up. They were still asleep, their chests rising and falling. Same with Missy. He reached out tentatively to stroke Betsy’s face, trying to wake her gently.

      She didn’t respond to his touch.

      His heart hammered in his chest as he shook her. “Wake up, please wake up.” No, don’t do this to me. I will kill whoever you want me to, just don’t take the women away! I love them. I can’t do this without them.

      Betsy wouldn’t wake, so he tried Amy and Missy. All of them continued to sleep.

      He rocked back and forth on his knees, staring at their beautiful, peaceful faces. You have to get a grip, man. The only way to get them back is to kill whoever the Janitor tells me to. It’s not like anyone is really dying…

      What if the Janitor was lying about that? I could be murdering someone out there in the real world just so I can get my harem back.

      No, they were more than just his harem. He loved all of them. They were the only thing keeping him going.

      Zack turned away and bared his teeth as he thought of the Janitor. “I’m going to fucking kill you when this is over.”

      He accepted the quest.

      Bringing up the map of Middle Underworld in his field of view, he was amazed at how big and complex the damn place was. It had to be three times larger than Lower Underworld had been, though he had no real way of knowing how big that had been either. Walking around in dark tunnels and chambers was disconcerting to not only his sense of direction but also to knowing how far he had traveled.

      The map contained dozens of markers naming different locations. The portal from Lower Underworld was located roughly in the bottom center edge of the map, the Drunken Fop Tavern a little north of that. It had taken them around four hours to travel from the portal to the tavern, and yet on the map the two locations were almost on top of one another.

      Which meant, the rest of Middle Underworld was truly vast. The Bottomless Well was some ways south of the center of the map. Without a scale showing him how many miles across the map stretched, it was impossible to tell how long it would take them to get there.

      Zack bit his lip. If he didn’t get this first assassination mission out of the way quickly, he would be out of time. Even now, he was pushing the countdown timer until death.

      

      130 Hours until death!

      

      Bloody hell.

      The rest of the map showed the location of several goblin tribes to the far north west of the map, some other locations that had no indication of what they were, an area belonging to the Cult of Sulfurion, another to Gwynn. Dozens of other locations were marked on the map and one caught Zack’s eye.

      Mercenary Hold.

      Would that be the location of the mercenaries he would have to hire to traverse through Upper Underworld? The top level of the Underworld was a true Raid zone, with raid bosses that would need to be fought to escape to the surface. Or so his core quest to escape the Underworld had said when he had first been exiled down here.

      Overwhelmed by the complexity of the map, Zack closed it down. The women needed him. He had to get a move on.
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        * * *

      

      “Fine, I will watch over Queen Missy and your two concubines,” Margery said. She stood at the edge of the bed, tears running down her wrinkly old face. “I knew you would bring trouble to our lives.”

      “This isn’t my doing.” Zack frowned. “Trust me, I will do everything I can to get them back.”

      The old woman glowered at him. “I expect you to, for if you don’t.” She drew a knife from inside her robe. “I’ll kill you.”

      “I’d let you kill me too. I have only made it this far in the Underworld thanks to them.” They are the only thing I have in this wretched life, other than a mother who lied to me all these years!

      He spun on his heel and strode toward the door leading out into the palace. “I will need potions before I leave.” He brought up the player house upgrade panel, and bought the Restoration Potions upgrade for Margery (-300 food). He would go down into the basement and order a whole bunch of them.

      With plenty of food still left, he decided he would head to the markets, buy a new cloak and pick up two Large Canvas Sacks (300 Inventory Slots), to replace his 100 slot plain Canvas Sack bags.

      Then he would get started on the mission.

      Margery followed him down to the basement, muttering under her breath. Zack didn’t bother paying attention to what she was saying, as it was no doubt about him.

      Zack ordered her to make 10x Greater Restoration Potions at fifteen meals each (-150 Food). His inventory still contained 6x Greater Health Potions and 8x Greater Mana Potions, so he wouldn’t go nuts ordering more. He had no healer now and potions were going to be his only way to heal while in combat.

      By the end of upgrading and ordering potions, he still had 730 meals. Enough to buy a cheap magic item and a bigger bag or two.

      “I’ll be back soon,” Zack said, heading for the door.

      When he arrived in the markets he browsed the local vendors and decided to purchase…

      

      
        
        Tailored Cloak

        A simple crimson cloak that is good at hiding all the blood from your murderous escapades!

        +1 all stats

        Physical Damage Reduction 4%

      

      

      

      That cost him 250 meals.

      Then he went and grabbed two Large Canvas Sacks, costing him a further 400 meals and leaving him with only 80 and only one Canvas Sack in need of replacing. After all the hard fighting and killing, he was almost broke again.

      Before he left the center of town, he headed to the stalagmite quest board. It was then he noticed how quiet it was without the three women around. Amy’s jokes, Missy’s musical voice, Betsy’s… Well, Betsy’s everything. Even the NPCs ignored him. Without Missy around, he was nothing to them.

      For the first time since entering Aralia Online, he felt truly alone.

      Stuff this. I need to GTFO of here and get a move on. The game was starting to feel too much like the depressive real world, he reckoned.

      Reaching the quest board, he scanned it for any new gathering quests or anything else that might be useful to do on the side. There was one new task that looked interesting.

      

      
        
        REPEATABLE QUEST

        Objective: The local Healers Guild is in search of the following rare herbs: Purple Thistle, Glow Pods and Cave Kelp. The guild is willing to pay 20 meals for every herb you return to them. These herbs can be carried in any type of bag and can be found in Middle and Upper Underworld.

      

      

      

      Zack accepted the quest, double checked there was nothing else of interest, then headed back to the palace. When he returned, Margery met him in the throneroom and shoved the Restoration Potions into his inventory. “Done. Now leave me alone so I can watch over Queen Missy and your concubines.”

      “Their names are Amy and Betsy.”

      Margery glared at him. “Get out there and do whatever you have to do to bring them back. I will look after the three of them, so no need to come back here to check on them until you are done.”

      “This won’t be over quickly.” Zack breathed deeply through his nose, trying to keep his anger in check. He could have done without the old woman’s hostility right now. “Once I have completed my first task given to me by the asshole who did this, one of the women will wake up. I have no idea which.”

      “Then, hurry and get out there. Do whatever you have to do.”

      Zack went and placed sixty of his remaining meals into the storage in the attic, then stopped by Missy’s bedroom. With a heavy heart, he kissed the three sleeping women softly on the lips. “I love you. I will be back soon.” He turned away. “When you are all with me again… I will tell you the truth of what you really are.”

      With that, he used the portal stone and returned to the Drunken Fop Tavern.
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            Alone

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack lowered the map, then doused his torch. Yes, this is it.

      Finally, he’d arrived at Hyvernal Farmstead. It had only taken him eight hours to get there. Between the map and his compass, he had never once gotten lost. A good thing too, being that he had a disease timer counting down the hours until his death.

      Speaking of death…

      He saw an NPC man tending a small herd of goats. The shepherd didn’t seem to have any weapons, but one might be hidden inside his woolen robe.

      What the hell was a woman being held prisoner here for? The place looked like nothing more than an out of the way peasant’s shack whose sole purpose was either to give players another location to explore or perhaps the peasant offered a quest.

      Unless there was a pretty farmer’s daughter here, in need of saving from her overly protective father who would join him once she was saved. That made Zack grin. Just what every growing harem needed. A beautiful farmer’s daughter!

      Keeping himself hidden behind a stalagmite, Zack scanned the area for a way to approach the house without being seen. After a minute, he gave up. There was no way to get to the house without the NPC seeing him.

      Zack moved out of cover and approached the shepherd. When he neared, he called out to the man in as friendly a voice as he could muster. “How goes it, friend?”

      The NPC grabbed a metal staff from the ground beside him and started toward Zack. He didn’t look like he was moving to attack, only coming over to see what Zack wanted.

      “Greetings,” The shepherd said his eyes on the sword at Zack’s waist. “Can I help you, stranger?”

      Zack studied the goats as they puttered around the rock floor of the chamber scooping up bits of food. “I was exploring out this way and caught sight of your homestead.” He glanced at the man and tried to not give the impression he was ready to rip out his sword at the first sign of trouble. “You don’t have anything to trade do you? I have a whole stash of meals in my Inventory.”

      “No, nothing. Sorry to be rude, but can you please leave?”

      “Wait. Can I spend the night here first?” Zack lifted one of his feet and pretended to rub it. “Been a long day, and—”

      “Get lost. We don’t take kindly to strangers here.”

      “Right, right.” Zack glanced past the NPC at the house. There were no lights shining through the windows. The place seemed empty.

      “You live out here by yourself?” Zack dropped his foot, getting ready to reach for his sword.

      “I will tell you one last time. Leave. Now.”

      “Or what?”

      The shepherd frowned, then opened his mouth to speak but Zack was already moving. He had his sword out in a moment, slashing it around and slicing open the man’s neck to a spray of red.

      

      Inflicted 199 damage

      

      Falling back, the shepherd held a hand to his throat. He tried to speak again, but Zack silenced him with a quick thrust to the stomach. Sorry, friend, but I want my harem women back.

      

      Farmer has died

      +100xp

      

      Nothing but an NPC commoner who had posed no threat. What was he protecting?

      Suddenly, the door to the house opened and another man dressed in a red robe stepped out. “Who the fuck are you?”

      Zack popped his Rapid Advance and went right for the man before he could react. Judging by how he was dressed, the man was likely a Fire Mage. Fire spec’d mages could do a lot of burst damage, though like all glass cannon classes, they were weak in melee. Zack reckoned he was lucky Fire Mages lacked the snares Frost Mages did.

      Frost Mages were the bane of all melee classes except Rogues.

      As Zack bore down on him, the Mage pointed a finger at him and a long rope of fire erupted from it like an orange serpent. Flame Whip.

      

      -122hp

      

      Damn, that hurt. Lucky Zack had used his Rapid Advance when he had, as by the time the Mage was about to cast a second spell, Zack was on him.

      He smashed the guy in the face with Shield Slam, then followed up with a savage downward cut into the man’s shoulder. The Mage screamed, blood spurting from his broken nose and wounded shoulder.

      Unrelenting, Zack slashed the man’s guts open with Criss Cross, then Sweeping Arc, his Stamina draining quickly.

      After a Demon Strike, the Mage went down, crying out in agony, his intestines hanging from his belly. Gritting his teeth, he looked up. “Take this, asshole!”

      The air around the Mage exploded. A wave of fire blasted Zack through the air, He landed hard, sliding across the ground and coming to rest against a stalagmite.

      

      -256hp

      

      Zack cried out, as flames licked at his armor. Desperately, he patted himself, extinguishing the flames before they could inflict more damage on him.

      The Mage had to be a player. No way would a standard NPC do damage like that. In his haste to get into melee, Zack hadn’t even checked.

      When the flames cleared, Zack found the man on the ground staring over at him, blood spilling from his broken body and pooling around him. “Fuck you.”

      “They gonna be your last words?” Zack got to his feet and moved in for the kill.

      The Mage started to lift his finger, ready to cast another spell. Zack hacked off his arm, the limb plopping to the ground and disintegrating into ash. “My arm. My freaking arm! For the love of—”

      With one last Demon Strike, Zack took off the man’s head.

      

      Level 11 Player Neb Kuchera has been vanquished!

      +1100xp

      

      Well, that had been easier than expected. Lucky for Zack, he had caught the dude unaware.

      His heart skipped a beat as the adrenaline of battle settled. Did he just sentence another player to a real world death?

      Shit.

      Zack jumped back, as the player’s corpse exploded into ash. Damn it. There went looting him for useful items.

      Leaning against the front of the house, Zack drank a health potion, restoring some of his lost hit points. What the hell was going on here? Why were players hanging out in this farmstead? And who the hell was the woman he was meant to find?

      Were there more players inside? Did they know they were under attack?

      Drumming his fingers on his sword hilt, Zack glanced back the way he had come. He could always leave and forget about this. The cost would be devastating… But, if he was taking the lives of real people… The Janitor had said the forum trolls were rich kids living at the center of the City, but who were the players here at this farm? Their friends?

      Zack held his breath as he heard shouting from inside the house. “Please, my lady. I’m trying to help you.”

      A muffled woman’s voice screamed something back, but Zack couldn’t understand what she said.

      “You should be happy for men like me. The Guild of White Knights wants to help you. Who knows what that guy is here for.”

      The people inside knew he was there. That was to be expected he supposed. After all, the fight with the Mage, while short, hadn’t exactly been stealthy.

      Zack took a deep breath. He was here now. He could run and turn his back on the women he loved, or he could go in there and face whoever was inside.

      He reckoned it wasn’t much of a choice. Love always won out.

      Raising his shield and gripping his sword, he quickly came up with a plan. Go in, and charge right at anything that moved and kill it. Great plan, genius. Totally not something that’s going to get me killed.

      Fuck it. Let’s do this. He flew around the corner and raced inside the ramshackle building… and promptly almost fell headlong down a flight of stairs carved out of the rock.

      The house was nothing but a ruse. There was actually something under it.

      When he got to the bottom of the stairs, he found himself in a well decorated spacious room. Crafting tables, an anvil and kitchen took up one side of the area, while the other was dominated by two large beds, red carpeted floor and beautiful paintings and tapestries hanging on the wall.

      Maybe the NPC shepherd had been this house’s equivalent of Margery at the palace. An upgradeable NPC, there to serve the master of the house.

      The players who lived here had clearly been in the Underworld for a while, as the house had been heavily upgraded in comparison to Missy’s palace.

      Zack scanned the room for the man he had heard speaking from outside. No one seemed to be about, but there was a metal door across from him.

      As he started toward it, he heard muffled shouting coming from beyond. The woman he had heard earlier. Maybe she was gagged or the man had his hand over her mouth.

      Reaching the door, Zack paused to gather himself for a fight. When he was ready, he threw it open and charged right in. A rotund mailed armored man waited for him further up the stone corridor, shield in one hand, sword in the other and hairy gut hanging out from under his mail shirt.

      A fellow Steadfast Blademaster.

      Zack ran up and smashed the man with Shield Slam, followed by a Devastate, then simply kicked him in the nuts.

      The man screamed and fell back against the prison bars behind him. He went to raise his sword but two hands clamped around his arms and pinned them to his side.

      “Fumph tue,” the woman said, holding the man in place.

      Zack didn’t know what she said, but he reckoned he got the gist of it. With his defenseless hairy gut exposed, the man could only watch as Zack plunged his sword deep into his innards.

      Wrenching his sword out, Zack drove his blade in a second time. Blood exploding from the man’s mouth and his legs gave out, the woman letting him go so he slid to the floor in a growing pool of red.

      “I only wanted to help you,” the man moaned, staring up at her. “Women need honorable men like me to protect them. The capitalist, supremacist patriarchy cannot be allowed to be victorious.” His eyes switched to Zack, his life draining away. “The Guild of White Knights is going to hunt you down and end your alpha male existence. We will go the Full McIntosh on you!”

      His last words rattled in his throat as his HP reached zero.

      

      Level 11 Player Cob Bhipman has been Vanquished!

      +1100xp

      

      Zack shook his head at the corpse. “Never go the Full McIntosh.”

      The woman said something unintelligible again. Zack knew that voice, even if he didn’t know what it said.

      He stepped over the blood and approached the bars. His mouth fell open. “Anita, what the hell are you doing here?”

      The orc woman who had been with Ivan stood before him.
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      Her eyes swiveled down to the gag in her mouth.

      “Oh, right, let me get that for you.” Zack lifted the thick gold ring through her nose so he could rip the gag free.

      “Finally, I can breathe again.” Anita fixed her nose ring then glared at him. “I could ask the same of you, male. What the hell are you doing here?” She glanced over his shoulder. “Did your harem women wake up to themselves and leave you?”

      “No, nothing like that.” He searched the corpse and found the key to the cell.

      “You going to let me out?”

      Zack smirked at her. “What are you offering?”

      Her face darkened. “How about I don’t kick you in the balls then use your own shield to bash your ugly male face in with?”

      Charming. “Not a very good negotiator, are you? You’re lucky I need you.”

      “For what? I have better things to do than have another male pig as a companion.”

      He unlocked the cell, then stepped back. Anita studied him, wearing nothing more than a dirty cowl and robe. “Move back a bit further so I can loot this guy for some equipment.”

      Zack considered arguing, but decided she needed equipment far more than he did. Had he not needed her, who knows, maybe he would have fought her over it, but right now, an extra piece of gear wasn’t going to make much difference.

      He felt his eyes widen as Anita ripped off her clothes and started equipping the man’s armor. Unlike the man who was armored head to toe in mail, the armor on Anita turned into a sexy, metal bikini.

      Zack couldn’t help but admire her ripped body. Muscled, firm and glistening with a warrior’s sweat. Her light-brown-green skin didn’t at all detract from her beauty. Instead, it enhanced it in some way.

      Anita spat at his feet. “Stop objectifying me with your male gaze.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. “If you didn’t want me to look, why get undressed in front of me?” Damn, that nose ring is kind of hot too!

      She shoved on the mail gauntlets. “Maybe, I expected you to turn away, and show me some respect or maybe I expected you’d have better control over your toxic masculine desires. I know how you males think, you all have a one track mind.”

      Zack shuddered as she snapped the man’s neck while tearing his helmet off. “How did you get here anyway? What happened to Ivan?”

      “Say that name again, and I will rip out your guts with my bare hands then use them to hang you with.” Her eyes glared at him behind the visor of her helmet.

      “Lighten up, will ya?” He refused to look away. “I just saved your life.”

      She kicked the dead man and his now naked body flew across the room and slammed into the wall. “Saved me? These male scum intended to worship me.”

      “Worship you?” Zack burst out laughing. “By keeping you locked up in their filthy cell, dressed in rags and gagged?”

      “That’s what their type are like. They claim to be for us women, but really, they are wolves in sheep's clothing. Ivan…” She punched the wall with a sickening thud. “Fucker. If I ever see him again, I will bite off his nose, then ram it up his ass.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He sold me to these vermin.” She kicked the corpse again, breaking its ribs with a loud crunch. “The Guild of White Knights.”

      “I didn’t know there were guilds in this game. At least there wasn’t when we were sent down here.”

      Anita shrugged. “I don’t frigging know. That’s what they told me. They seemed to be a guild of incel assholes who think the best way to get laid is by pretending to care for us women.” She crushed the dead man’s skull under her boot, sending one of his eyes popping out of his head and rolling across the floor.

      “Damn, he’s dead already. No need to mangle him up some more.” Zack grimaced. “I hope he doesn’t die out in the real world. Remember what they told us? How if we die down here, we die out there?”

      She shrugged. “This male pig said he was from the center of the City, so who cares if his mother goes down to his basement and finds him dead inside his game-pod?”

      I care.

      The Janitor had said the trolls were from the center of the City too and wouldn’t die if killed in game. If that was the truth, and the Guild of White Knights were similarly from rich families, than it could be assumed they would not die either.

      Now that he thought of it, what were all these rich kids doing in the Underworld anyway?

      Zack moved back into the main room. “Why did your partner sell you to these men?”

      Anita followed him out. “One of the white knights saw me, and told the others. They have been here in the Underworld for some time, and are well established.” She shrugged. “Maybe they offered to help Ivan get back to the surface in exchange for me or maybe they simply threatened to kill him and he offered me in exchange for his own life. In the end, does it matter? The prick betrayed me, and now I am forced to stand here looking at your butt ugly face.”

      The player orc wrinkled her nose. “You’re lucky those women were programmed to love you.”

      He took a step toward her, getting sick of her tone and insults. “I am not one of your male sycophants you can push around. You take a swing at me and I am going to swing back at you. I for one, think women can give as well as they get.”

      To his surprise, Anita bowed her head. “I knew there was a reason I liked you. You have a fucking backbone and a brain, unlike the weebs around here.”

      “Weebs?”

      She looked up at him. “Don’t ask.”

      As they searched the room for supplies, Zack finally told her why he was here and of the Janitor and the mission to kill the forum trolls.

      Anita sat on the bed, her hand clasped around her sword hilt. “What choice do I have other than join you? I have no one to help me get to the surface, and right now, nor do you.”

      “I hope to change that soon. I will stop at nothing to save Amy, Betsy and Missy.”

      “You really love them, don’t you?”

      He looked up from searching the storage chest sharply, expecting Anita to be mocking him. Instead, she appeared… relieved. “Yes, I love them. To me, they are as real as the people outside the game. I haven’t got much else to live for, other than my harem.”

      “Love. It gets you nowhere as a woman. You exchange one male pig, your father, with another, your dutiful husband.” She stood and walked up to him. “And no, I am not some bitter and twisted woman whose husband cheated on her. I am a strong, independent woman who sees things for the way they are.”

      “Right. Whatever.” Zack removed the 400 meals in the storage chest and put them in his inventory. “Are you going to join me then?”

      She slammed the lid shut with a crash, her nose ring swaying. “Guess I have to, if I want to eat.”

      “I’d give you food, even if you didn’t join up with me.” He paused. “Can you invite me to group?”

      Anita frowned. “No, a warning comes up telling me you are already in a party. Maybe it’s because you control a misogynist harem and the women are considered to be your party members.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. “I knew this might happen. There is no way for me to leave the harem group, and honestly, even if there was, I wouldn’t do it, as I’d have no idea what would happen to the three women with me.”

      She rounded on him. “So my only option is to become a member of your harem and let you control my inventory?”

      Cheeks burning, Zack nodded. “Ah, I guess so. But you can wear whatever you want. I won’t pick rewards for you or force you to do anything against your will.” Man, this is going to suck hard.

      If he didn’t need her, he might have walked away and never even considered the idea of her joining him. Who wanted to listen to someone bad mouth you constantly simply for being a male?

      “I assume you will remain as you are,” Zack added. “Unlike NPCs, players have free will, so other than the Inventory thing, I imagine it won’t be much different than being in a group with me.”

      Anita still didn’t look convinced. To tell the truth, he wasn’t sure what would happen. But what choice did they have?

      Zack sighed. “Look, there is something else and it’s going to sound bad. I contracted a stupid disease down in Lower Underworld. It’s not contagious, but it is on a timer, and once that timer reaches zero, I’m a dead man.”

      “How long have you got?”

      “120 hours or so. I was on the way to find the cure, when the Janitor threw me into this.”

      “All the more reason not to join you,” she muttered, then shook her head. “Fine, let me into your harem. It’s not like I have another option if I want to get out of the Underworld any time soon.”

      She grabbed his arm. “But don’t expect me to become one of your fawning sex dolls. I go where I want, and kill anything that gets in my way.”

      He gave her a friendly grin. “When all the women are safe, you’re more than welcome to watch our sexy reunion party from the sidelines.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Men.”

      A moment later, her HP bar appeared. She was part of his harem.

      Anita was level 13 and her upgraded Tier 2 class buff was active, giving them…

      

      Born of Rage: Restores 12 Stamina/Mana/Inspiration points per 1 minute in or out of battle

      

      “Do you feel any different?” He asked tentatively.

      Anita looked him up and down. “I loathe your wretched male existence just as much as before.” She seemed to relax. “Which suits me just fine.”

      “Right.” Zack headed for the exit, grinning to himself. “Just so you know, I rated you 9/10 back in Vanamoor, but now, especially in that sexy armor, you’re definitely a 10/10.”
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            Haters Gonna Hate

          

        

      

    

    
      Five hours later, they reached Pond Scum Sump and caught sight of their targets. The dastardly forum troll brigade.

      Zack and Anita watched the three men from a forest of stalagmites poking up from the floor. Like the age-old troll under the bridge cliché, these three had set up a camp under a stone bridge that had been built across the giant expanse of water.

      “They are level 12’s,” Zack said. “I see a Warrior, a Bard and a Druid that has to be the one who left a one star review.”

      “That Warrior is DPS.” Anita was right next to him, breathing heavily, her body tense.

      She seemed to be itching to get out there and fight.

      “They’re probably all DPS mouth breathers and window lickers.” Zack studied the Druid. The man wore leather armor and had green hair. “He’s probably going to turn into a leopard. All the idiot cool kidz and brain dead morons put all their talents into that form.”

      Leopards were fast and agile and could put out some terrifying burst damage. The downside was they had less hit points than lions or gorillas, the other forms that class could take.

      “You go for the Druid, I will take the other two.” Anita grunted, her face hidden behind the faceguard of her helmet. “That Bard will go down nice and fast.”

      “Feel free to use any potions you need.” Zack opened his Inventory and scanned the list. 5 Greater Health, 8 Greater Mana, 10 Regeneration potions.

      “Let’s do this.” Anita climbed to her feet and started forward.

      Growling under his breath, Zack raced after her. He’d wanted to try to sneak up on the trolls, but clearly she was more about running in there and knocking heads together.

      She and Amy are going to get along just fine. Zack could already imagine how out of control the two would get once they were together in battle.

      Anita strode up to the men and without a word headed directly for the Bard. The men looked at her open mouthed, not even reaching for their weapons, as if they were too shocked to react.

      They probably were. It wasn’t like there were many players down here…

      The Bard didn’t even cry out as she grabbed him by the shoulder and sliced open his throat with her sword. As blood gushed everywhere, she dropped her weapon and shoved her hand into the gaping wound then tore off his head with a sickening crunch, her fingers gripping his spine. The headless body collapsed to the ground at her feet.

      

      Unsuspecting Attack

      Level 12 Player Gonads has been vanquished!

      +1200

      

      Anita threw the head at the Warrior. It slammed into his plate armor, splattering him with blood then bouncing away.

      For a long moment, the two enemy players didn’t move, they just watched the head and dangling spine roll across the ground. Then they finally understood they were under attack.

      They drew their weapons and readied for battle. “The hell are you doing?” The Warrior sounded like a twelve year old boy about to burst into tears.

      Zack charged the Druid, just as he switched forms. The leopard growled at him, getting ready to lunge. He was on it, throwing out a Demon Strike, then Shield Slam, smashing it in the snout.

      

      Inflicted 234 damage

      

      The leopard ducked away from his Criss Cross, then took a swipe at him from the side, tearing a deep gash along his shield arm, the claws penetrating his chain armor.

      

      -178hp

      

      Zack slashed at the light tanned colored beast, as it circled around him to attack him from behind. He was vaguely aware of Anita battling the Warrior, but could not spare her a look. The leopard lunged at him, and he swung his shield and knocked it flying.

      Growling, it bounced back to its feet and sped at him. As soon as its feet left the ground, Zack dropped to the ground and brought his sword up. He scored a deep cut along the underside of its furry belly as it leapt over his head.

      The Druid cat landed heavily on its paws, blood running down its leg. “Fuck you, Blademaster, I am going to rip you apart with my claws then eat your soft pink guts.”

      It would have been odd to hear a cat speak, but Zack was used to Druids, having played with dozens of them during his time in Aralia Online.

      “Good luck with that, noob.” Zack raised his sword and shield. “I haven’t even used any of my kickass abilities yet.”

      A Bestial face appeared above the leopard as it used Savage, a burst DPS Druid ability.

      Then it lunged for him, its claw swipes empowered by the buff. Zack popped his trinkets special ability Solid Shield (30% damage reduction for one minute), and kept his guard up, hoping to hold out for the buff to be over. If he tried to attack now, he would have to risk taking heavy damage.

      A claw managed to catch his arm, pulling aside his shield, and penetrating his flesh.

      

      -45hp

      

      Reduced by his defense buff, the damage of the enemy was slight. But then Zack took a swipe across the chest, the claws penetrating his armor, his hit points taking a nosedive.

      

      -174hp

      

      Using Demon Strike and scoring a nice hit on the leopard’s back end, Zack drove the beast back.

      

      Inflicted 134 damage

      

      The enemy Warrior screamed.

      “You should have picked a real man’s class, kid,” Zack said to the enemy player as he positioned himself so he could keep an eye on the leopard while he checked to see how Anita was doing. She was sitting near half health.

      What he saw made him gasp. Anita had hacked both of the Warrior’s arms off and was using them to beat him to death. WTF?

      The leopard Druid saw it too. “No!” He leapt at Anita from behind.

      She swung around, bashing the leopard aside with the severed arm. The player flew sideways, slamming into the enemy player tent and knocking it over. Zack raced after the creature and drove his sword down into its guts before it could get back to its feet.

      Shrieking, the leopard’s Nine Lives ability went off, saving its life. It disappeared from the end of Zack’s sword and appeared a dozen feet to his left.

      Nine Lives. An annoying Druid ability (at least for PVP) that saved them from certain death.

      Druids were always dazed for a few moments after the spell had gone off, as they caught up with where their ability had positioned them. Zack was on the Druid before it could recover. He sliced off its nose, then brought his sword down into its back, cutting the player in half.

      “Next time: leave a more productive game review.”

      The player returned to his human form, his HP running on fumes. “You killed my avatar over a goddamn one star review?” He spat blood at Zack. “This game is only worth 0.5 stars lolzzzz! Worst. Game. Ever(TM).” His breath rattled in his throat. “Would one star it again…”

      With that, he died, blood pooling around him.

      

      Level 12 Player Custarmard has been vanquished!

      +1200

      

      A foot came down on his skull, crushing it and sending both eyes rolling across the ground like marbles. Anita lifted her foot and flicked away some sticky gore. “The other one’s still alive, but I told him to give me a second.”

      Her shoulders were heaving as she fought to catch her breath, the severed arms resting on the ground beside her. “I ain’t done with him yet.”

      Zack stared down at the splattered brains at her feet. “You got a thing for crushing skulls underfoot?”

      “Some people like playing cards, some drinking, others like pussy cats. Me, I enjoy crushing male skulls under my iron shod boots.” She booted the two halves of the dead Druid body into the water. Within moments, piranha fish came to the surface to feed.

      Anita chuckled. “I have an idea.”

      The orc woman strode over to the beaten and bloody player and tore off his armor, placing it in Zack’s inventory. She lifted the player and carried him toward the water.

      “What are you doing?” He cried through his broken teeth, blood gushing from his severed stumps.

      “Troll this, asshole!” She threw the player into the water.

      He broke the surface and cried out. “I can’t swim, I have no arms. Please, help me. Help me.”

      Zack came to stand next to her, almost feeling bad for the guy. “Don’t worry, it will be over soon, and you can roll a new character and start this shitty grind all over again.”

      “But, but, I spent hundreds of hours on this—” he cried out as a swarm of fish circled around him.

      Then he screamed. “Oh, god they’re eating me. Help, get me out of here, it hurts so much.” A fish jumped out of the water, and tore his ear off. “No, please don’t eat me. My mom says I taste awful.” The water around him flooded with crimson. “Oh, god, noooo…”

      Anita cackled, enjoying the other player’s torment. “In future, be a more productive forum member.”

      Zack turned away. This might only be a game, but he didn’t like to see suffering of any sort. Even bottom feeding forum trolls who probably had mental issues.

      Anita clearly wasn’t that way inclined. She watched the man all the way until the death notification appeared.

      

      Level 12 Player Rude Itch has been vanquished!

      +1200

      

      She rubbed her hands together. “At least the fish are fed.”

      Stupid Janitor, I hope you’re happy. What a waste of my time.

      Zack brightened. But, hey, soon one of the women would wake, and he would be one step closer to saving them.

      

      
        
        Quest Complete

        You brought rightful justice for the average review score of Aralia Online!

        Rewards

        You can plunder the dead men’s corpses for any and all loot.

        +6000xp

      

      

      

      
        
        With two of the bodies thrown to the fish and the Warrior’s armor already in Zack’s Inventory, that left only one corpse to loot. The Bard.

        After a quick search, Zack came away with an upgrade for Missy.

      

      

      

      
        
        Padded Slippers

        +1 Intellect

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Spirit

        Physical Damage Reduction 2%

        Magical Damage Reduction 3%

      

      

      

      Not much, but at least it was something. He’ll have to find a way to restrain Anita next time so she didn’t destroy all the enemy equipment.

      “We done here?” Anita asked as she kicked the dead man into the water.

      Zack watched the fish move into feed. “Guess so.” He took out the portal stone the Janitor had given him and activated it.
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            Blessed Awakening

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Zack ported into the palace, he raced for Missy’s bedroom. He burst into the room and found her cradling Amy and Betsy in her arms. She looked up at him as he raced over to her. “What has happened to them? Where were you?”

      Heart filled with joy, Zack fell to his knees beside her and pulled her into his arms, kissing her on the lips. After a long moment, he pulled away. “Thank god you’re back. I’m sorry I wasn’t here.”

      He quickly told her what had happened and asked her if she knew anything about the Janitor.

      “No. Nothing.” She sobbed, brushing back Betsy’s hair. “Why would he silence our songs?”

      “Because he’s an evil asshole.” Zack’s rage at the Janitor grew the longer he was near the two sleeping women.

      They were Innocent. Why use them against him? If the Janitor wanted Zack to do what he wanted then find some other way to force him to do those things. Hurting the women was wrong on so many levels.

      Missy wiped her tears away then said, “Who is that?”

      Zack followed the direction of her gaze and saw Anita watching them from the edge of the bed. “I’m Anita. We’ve met before.”

      “I remember now.” Missy looked her up and down. “What are you doing here? Your music does not harmoniously sync with ours.”

      The orc woman raised her eyebrows, the ring through her nose twitching. “They really made you speak like a freak didn’t they? Fucking asshole developers.”

      “Hey.” Zack glared at her. “We can talk about those guys later. Once the women are all awake, I intend to tell them everything.”

      “Figured you were too gutless to tell them already. I can see you love them—or at least pretend to.” Anita bared her teeth. “Maybe they’re nothing more to you than a place you can shove your—”

      “Shut your mouth.” Zack stood, the rage he felt toward the Janitor now directed at Anita.

      The orc woman glared at him, her hand on her sword. Then she seemed to relax and moved her hand away. “You should have told them.”

      “Tell us what?” Missy studied Zack. “What is she talking about?”

      Making a fist behind his back, Zack turned to Missy and kept the anger out of his voice. “Don’t worry about her, she just wants to start trouble.”

      Anita scoffed and stomped over to look in the bathroom, giving them a moment alone. So far, being a part of his harem seemed to have no effect on her attitude toward him. Part of him had hoped it would mellow her out some. But nope. It seemed he’d have to deal with her bullshit until Amy and Betsy were saved and he could send her on her way.

      She makes me want to pound my head into a sharp stalagmite and end it all!

      Zack touched Amy and Betsy’s faces. Damn, they were both so beautiful. He wanted to see them smile, hear their voice, feel their loving touch more than he had wanted anything in his wretched life.

      He closed his eyes. Right now, they had to wait. He had to find a cure for his disease or he would die and never see them again.

      “We need to leave them here, at least for now.” Zack opened his eyes and stood. “I need to get to the Black Witch and learn how I can cure my disease. Time is running out.”

      Missy grimaced. “I shall be with you, my sweet song, though it saddens me that we must leave my two sisters behind.”

      Zack’s heart ached so bad, he wondered if the developers were once again trialing some new game system to mimic real world feelings of grief. Or maybe he had never felt such a sense of loss in game before. Either way, the feeling was real.

      He gently kissed Missy on the forehead, then said, “Margery will look after them.”

      “She doesn’t know that I am awake. I only woke a few minutes before you arrived.”

      “We will tell her before we leave.” Zack glanced at his disease timer.

      

      114 hours until death!

      

      As tired as he was, they didn’t have time to rest. They needed to get a move on.

      “I will put some of our food in storage, then we must leave. When we are ready, port us to the tavern.”

      Missy and Anita followed him out into the throneroom. As Missy raced over to hug Margery, Zack and Anita stored their spare food in the storage chest (keeping 20 meals in his Inventory). When they were done, she stopped him before he left the attic. “Let’s go through the armor I took from that enemy Warrior we killed.”

      Zack let her remove the plate armor from his inventory and drop it to the floor in front of them. She rummaged through the pile, identifying each piece. “Nothing great here, but it sure beats wearing mail.”

      Again, she stripped down in front of him, then began to equip the plate armor. Zack sighed and turned his back to give her privacy.

      “Oh, I see how it is. Now a naked woman disgusts you.” Anita sounded angry. “Typical male pig.”

      Zack spun to face her, refusing to look down at her gorgeous, rounded breasts, her muscular stomach, her clean-shaven woman parts. Alright, he did look, but he tried not to! “Last time I watched you dress, you complained about it. This time, I turn away and you still complain. I can’t win.”

      She shoved the plate gauntlets on. “What are you saying? That I’m a contradicting bitch who can never be pleased?”

      “Yeah, something like that.”

      Her face twisted into a snarl. “Do I go around pointing out your contradictions? No, I don’t. I shut the hell up and watch you flounder about like a stupid neck-bearded soy boy.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m surprised you made it to Middle Underworld at all. Must be those women who got you here.”

      “What the fuck do you want from me?” Zack was already sick to death of her. Once Amy and Betsy were awake, Anita could go her own way.

      The orc woman finally covered herself head-to-toe in plate armor. “I don’t want anything from you, male.”

      He growled under his breath, then rummaged through the mail armor she had abandoned. Thankfully, the armor on the floor had two upgrades for him.

      

      
        
        Bandied About Mail Armor

        This armor has been worn by dozens of warriors before you. All are dead. Are you next?

        +4 Strength

        +4 Dexterity

        +3 Endurance

        Physical Damage reduction 19%

        Magical Damage reduction 7%

      

      

      

      
        
        Extra Hardened Mail Leggings

        +1 Strength

        +1 Dexterity

        +1 Endurance

        Physical Damage reduction 12%

        Magical Damage reduction 7%

      

      

      

      He equipped them both, and nodded in satisfaction at his stats.

      

      ZACK

      Steadfast Blademaster

      Level 12

      STRENGTH: 19

      DEXTERITY: 25

      INTELLECT: 3

      ENDURANCE: 23

      HP: 595

      STAMINA: 390/390

      ATTACK POWER: 337

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 53%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 46%

      

      His Dexterity now faced diminishing returns. Any stat above 25 was penalized, just like resistances over 50%. All bonuses a player got per point above 25 in a stat would be reduced by around 80%. Can’t have us lowly players getting too powerful!

      Zack caught Anita watching him. “We done here?” He asked.

      “Guess so.” She shoved her helmet on and lowed the faceguard so only her brown eyes were visible.

      Sighing, he headed down the stairs leading back to the throneroom.

      “Nice place you have here,” Anita said, coming to walk beside him. “You seem to have been spoiled rotten, while the spineless pig Ivan and I had to scrounge for our very survival.”

      Damn, this woman. One moment she’s raging at me, the next minute she wants to have a conversation.

      Real world women were so confusing.

      “I had trouble at first and almost ran out of food. But Missy made things easier, as she knows her way around Lower Underworld. Up in Middle Underworld, she seems to not be as sure of herself.”

      “Lucky you have that map then.”

      Zack nodded. “And the compass.” He glanced at her. “How did you reach Middle Underworld if things were so hard for you?”

      “We had help from some NPC men from this town. Both died fighting the Terror Claw, the boss we had to kill to reach the pillar we had to climb to Middle Underworld. I had to tank the boss at the end, as Ivan was the worst tank I’ve ever met and constantly lost aggro to me or the two NPCs.” She snarled, “Real world men are disgusting, but Ivan was more disgusting than most. He was damn ugly too, yet thought he’d have a chance with me.”

      She punched Zack’s arm playfully, showing a side of herself he never knew existed. “I lost count of the amount of times he wanted sex with me. The guy had no backbone, no zest for life.”

      Her face darkened until it returned to its angry, bitter frown. “How dare he think I would lower myself to bed the likes of him.”

      “Yeah, he was never liked by anyone. The dude has problems.”

      They arrived back in the throneroom. Missy came up to them, Margery a step behind. “Are you ready to leave?” She asked, hefting her guitar.

      “I was ready ten minutes ago.” Anita crossed her arms.

      Zack took Missy’s hand. “First, take this.” He handed her the padded slippers he had looted from the dead forum trolls.”

      After she had equipped them and kissed him in thanks, he grinned. “Take us to the Drunken Fop!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I have no idea who you’re talking about,” Stout Jon said defensively from behind the bar. “A black-clad man you say? I don’t recall telling you to go see anyone. You must be mistaken.”

      Missy glanced at Zack with a confused frown. She could remember going to see the Janitor and nothing after that. And now, the tavern keeper could not recall giving them a quest at all, beyond the one to collect goblin ears.

      More manipulation by the developers or the Janitor himself. At least, Missy didn’t think he was making the whole thing up.

      “Damn it.” Zack spun on his heel and stared toward the fire.

      Zack had wanted to speak to the Janitor in the hopes the man would restore Amy and Betsy for his quest to cure his Cave Blight. The road to see the Black Witch would be dangerous and the more companions Zack had with him, the greater the chance he would make it to the witch in one piece.

      After all, surely the Janitor wanted Zack alive. Who else would carry out his assassination missions?

      “Fuck this.” Anita glared at Stout Jon. “You’re a mindless pig of a man and your ale sux. Next time, write shit down so you don’t forget it.”

      Zack glanced over as the rotund innkeeper snatched the tankard from Anita’s hand. The orc woman spat at him, then stepped away from the bar and glared at Zack.

      “Is there anyone you get along with?” He asked, shaking his head. Her foul mouth was going to get them in trouble. It wasn’t Jon’s vault his memory had been wiped.

      Anita snorted. “God, no. The world disgusts me, as do the men who live on it.”

      Growling a curse word under his breath, he motioned for Missy to follow. It was time to start the journey to Malghana.

      As they headed out of the tavern, Zack checked his disease timer.

      

      113 hours until death!

      

      Shit.
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      A bit over a day later, they stopped.

      “Here it is, the Shifting Labyrinth.” Missy snuggled up against Zack. “It is cold and yet it wasn’t the last time I was here.”

      It was indeed cold. Very cold. Almost like the air had been refrigerated.

      Zack kept his arm around Missy as he peered into the gloom beyond the edge of their torchlight. Anita came up beside him. “Even I don’t like this place. You sure there isn’t another way?”

      “Not unless you want to fight through a horde of man-hating cultists,” Zack said then grinned. “What am I saying? You would get along with them just fine.”

      Anita glowered at him. “I know of Sulfuron’s cult. Ivan and I ran into some of them in Lower Underworld. They wanted to slaughter me, and enslave him.”

      “Yes, they kill all women not of their cult,” Missy said. “Their rhythm is that of bloodshed, murder and conquest. That is all they know, and all they will ever know.”

      Zack started forward. “It’s too late to find another way. We are running out of time.”

      “You’re running out of time,” Anita reminded him. “I’m only here because you’re my best chance of getting out of this shit hole alive.”

      They made their way into the narrow passage, the freezing air radiating from the silent rock. Their breaths misted before them and soon, a creeping ground mist spread around their feet.

      After only a few hundred feet, they had to walk single file. Armed with a shield, Zack walked at the front. Sometime later, they came to a small opening with three passages leading from it. “Pick a path, my love,” Missy said, absently strumming the strings of her guitar.

      The air had grown colder and ice covered the walls and ceiling. As he studied the passages, Zack felt dread growing inside him, a dread as cold as the ice around him.

      Missy shivered her eyes wide with terror. “Hurry up,” Anita snapped. “This place…” She drew her sword, as if fearing something was about to leap on top of her.

      “This way.” Zack headed down the wider tunnel on the left.

      They hadn’t gone far when they came to a dead end. Zack was about to turn back when he saw something sticking up out of the ground mist. Bending down, he held the torch above it so he could see it better.

      The mist drew back from the heat of the torch, revealing a frozen body with equipment on it.

      “Anita, come here and help me.”

      With the orc’s help, they broke the ice encasing the body and rummaged through its inventory. The dead human body contained a Greater Mana potion, twenty meals and an hourglass trinket. Zack brought up the information of the hourglass in his mind’s eye.

      

      
        
        Lost Egg Timer

        Special Ability: Raid Slayer

        15% Bonus damage for 10 seconds after an enemy has died to your blade. Activates automatically.

        Cool Down: 5 minutes

      

      

      

      “That would be good for me,” Anita said, holding out her hand for the item.

      Zack hesitated. It would be good for Betsy too.

      The orc woman’s eyes began to narrow. “Fine, take it.” He handed it to her.

      She quickly equipped it. “Smart choice, male.”

      “We’ll see.” Zack headed back the way they’d come and tried the next passage. It too came to an end after a short distance, though this time there was no body.

      They took the last path available to them and traveled for what seemed like several miles before emerging onto a cliff overlooking a large chamber lit by phosphorescent gray light. “Look,” Missy whispered, her guitar held tight to her chest. “This place sings of evil spirits and dark, forgotten lands, the walls whispering treacherous secrets.”

      Out in the gray light rose a stone castle, its walls broken and its towers rubble. The place was eerily silent, nothing moving within its black, broken windows. “Looks like we have to pass through there to get out of here,” Zack said, dread gripping his heart.

      The developers really had wanted this place to be terrifying and perhaps had gone overboard on forcing the feeling of dread onto players. He found his movements sluggish, his body shaking with fear and the deep cold.

      Not needing the torch anymore, Zack put it away. He started to squeeze his sword hilt, trying to focus his mind on the task at hand rather than the fear threatening to overwhelm him.

      The more he looked at the castle, the worse the dread became.

      Cautiously, they made their way toward the ruin, nerves on edge, eyes scanning the gloom for danger. The chamber was at least three-hundred-feet high and a good half mile wide. Its center was dominated by the castle, but the wall blocked anyone from passing through without entering the courtyard around the crumbling building.

      When they arrived at the rusted iron gate, they spent a moment to watch for movement beyond. Nothing.

      The place seemed deserted.

      As he was in a game world, Zack didn’t believe for a moment they would pass through the random gen area without having to fight something. Sometimes, there were puzzles to solve, but those were rare, as most groups were not well coordinated enough (or smart enough) to solve them. Most of the time there were trash mobs and a big boss at the end.

      With nothing stirring inside the ruin, they crept in, Zack in front, then Missy and then Anita. Missy kept close to Zack, her fingers poised to start playing her music. Anita gripped her sword, her faceguard open so her visibility wasn’t reduced.

      The air inside the walls of the castle was even colder than the caves outside. Silence hung over them like a thick layer of frost. Zack’s heart hammered in his chest, his hands numbed with cold.

      Missy stumbled on a rock. Her sudden movement was enough to make him and Anita spin around, weapons raised, searching for something about to leap on them.

      Yet, nothing was there.

      Zack glanced at Missy as she got to her feet. “Are you hurt?”

      Her HP was fine, but he still thought he better make sure.

      She nodded. “The music of this place is all wrong. I sense something here, watching us. I hear its dark thoughts, its haunting melody.”

      “I don’t hear anything,” Anita said.

      Missy shuddered. “The silence is its voice. Our presence here… angers it.”

      This was beginning to sound less like randomly generated content and more like a handcrafted adventure.

      Zack set off again, eyes scanning the shadows. They passed into the courtyard before the central castle keep. A cold draft gusted from the entrance of the decaying building, as if the place itself was breathing.

      Tendrils of mist snaked down its front steps, slithering out of its dark interior.

      Zack noticed something standing just at the edge of the gray light inside the entrance. “Anita,” He hissed, raising his shield.

      She came up beside him and must have seen it too, as she pulled down her faceguard and held her two-handed sword before her.

      The figure moved out into the light.

      Zack’s guts clenched at the sight of the creature walking toward them. Wearing the faded, dusty remains of a medieval joker’s outfit, the horrifying figure strode down the stairs.

      Its face was pale and glistening with mildew, its mouth like the flayed skin of an animal hung on a wall. Giant, gray teeth gnashed inside its huge tongueless mouth. Long claws grew out of its human-like hands, sinews moving under the cloth of its outfit.

      “A Rotting Trickster,” Missy said. “Don’t attack it, or it will kill us all.”

      “Don’t attack?” Anita lifted her sword over her shoulder, ready to cut the creature in two.

      Zack moved in front of her, never taking his eyes off the approaching monster. If Missy said not to attack, then he would make sure Anita didn’t race in and start something that could get them all killed.

      The Rotting Trickster stopped thirty feet from them, is small, black eyes reflecting the gray phosphorescent light. “Ah ha ha. Beating hearts, warm meaty flesh, come to thaw this ancient curse of ice.”

      Its keening laughter filled Zack with revulsion. “Riddles you must solve, ha ha, riddles and fiddles or be sliced through the middle.” It pointed at a row of graves near the outer castle wall. “Waiting, six feet under, ready to rise, and eat your thighs.”

      Anita’s armor clanked as she came up beside him. “This thing’s bad poetry is starting to piss me off. I’m ready to go kill it when you are.”

      As she was a Barbarian Warrior (DPS build), she needed Zack to tank the monster—or it would slaughter her in moments.

      “No, wait.” Missy touched Zack on the arm. “It will kill us if we try to attack. Answer its questions, that’s the only way we will get out of here alive.”

      Zack held his arm up to stop Anita. The thing didn’t seem to want to fight, at least not yet. They may as well see what it had to say.

      Stepping forward, Zack spoke. “What do you want, creature? We are in a hurry and need to pass through this castle.”

      “Ha ha, ready to play my game they are. Riddles you must answer, posed to you by this ancient laughing dancer.”

      “His rhymes make me want to puke,” Anita muttered. “Hey, laughing man. Your rhymes stink, like my old sink. I will kill you with me sword, because I am getting bored.”

      The undead joker cackled with laughter. “Answer me this, warm fleshes. What has four fingers and a thumb, yet not the warmth of the living? The soft, tasty flesh, the pounding heart that ends it beat, when—”

      “Gauntlets,” Zack said.

      “Right, ha ha, right you are.” The Rotting Trickster’s mouth snapped shut like a giant venus flytrap that had ensnared a victim. “Riddle two, ha ha.” It opened its mouth again. “What comes at the end of a sentence?”

      Zack was about to say a period, but then stopped. “Is this a trick question?”

      “Trick?” The Rotting Trickster cackled. “Give your answer, fleshy things, or summon my friends I will, to bring about your end!”

      “What type of sentence?” Zack glanced at the other two.

      Anita just shrugged and Missy didn’t look like she knew what to say.

      Zack sighed. “There are multiple answers to that. You could be talking about a court sentence, or a sentence in a book.”

      “Pick, fleshy thing, what is it?”

      If the riddler was talking about a court sentence, then any number of things could be the answer. Death, life in prison, a week in prison… Logic dictated the answer had to be a period. Maybe the developers had designed the question to confuse players, assuming the devs were the ones who had given the monster its riddles.

      This might be another byproduct of their loss of control of the Underworld and things taking on a mind of their own.

      After taking a deep breath, Zack gave the answer. “A period comes at the end of a sentence.”

      The Rotting Trickster began to dance, his rotting sinews snapping, his ancient bones creaking. “Right, you are, Warrior. One more question you must get right—or be prepared for a fight!”

      The monster scraped its claws along the ground. “In my sire’s court, there were knights and ladies. Each knight had half as many brother knights as he did noble ladies. In total, how many knights and ladies were there in my sire’s court?”

      “My head is spinning,” Anita said. “Can we go kill him now?”

      “Wait.” Zack asked the monster to repeat the question. After listening to it again, he gritted his teeth. Great. I always hated these fucking riddles in video games.

      They made him want to pound his head against a brick wall.

      Missy watched him, her lower lip trembling. The longer he didn’t answer, the colder it seemed to become, the heavier the weight of dread.

      “Ten seconds you have left, or your life shall become bereft.”

      “Fuck this,” Anita roared. “Bring it on. I’m done listening to your stupid riddles.”

      Zack had no idea what the answer was.

      “Ah, the warm fleshy ones failed my riddles, ha ha.” The Rotting Trickster raised its face in the air and made a keening scream.

      Rock cracked, the ground shuddered, then an unearthly ravaged moan echoed around them. Missy cried out in terror, her fingers playing tunes, buffing them for battle.

      Bursting out of the rock came a huge skeletal giant, fifteen feet high and armed with a giant sword coated in ice. ”I. Live. Again!”

      “King Macbeth has risen,” the Trickster cackled. “Once more, shall he bring the taste of treacherous iron to the living.”
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        BETRAYER KING MACBETH

        HP: 6000/6000

      

      

      

      Without pause, the rusted plate wearing undead king came stomping toward them. Zack intercepted him, bashing him with Shield Slam to draw aggro from his two female companions. He had no idea what the boss’s moves were, so he did the tanking 101 move and turned the boss’s back to his group.

      Anita raced up behind Macbeth, going nuts with her abilities. It only took her seconds and she was already getting low on Stamina. Zack kept an eye on the Rotting Trickster and found the undead creature standing just inside the castle door, watching the battle. He’d expected it to attack, not just summon a boss and then slink off to watch.

      Zack blocked a massive overhead blow on his shield, the strike bowing his legs, jolting his bones, but not breaking his guard.

      

      -56hp

      

      He sidestepped the next attack and it struck the ground a foot from him with a resounding clang that echoed off the stone castle walls. Missy’s healing magic filled him, slowly restoring his HP.

      Zack took another hit on his shield. This one was followed up by a savage kick that took him completely unprepared. Flying back, Zack slammed into the grave Macbeth had emerged from, striking the headstone and shattering it to pieces.

      

      -234hp

      

      “Gah,” he cried, getting his shield up just in time. Macbeth’s two handed sword almost cut him in half as it came arcing down.

      Zack rolled to the side, then got to his knees and braced his shield for the follow-up attack, this one a massive sweep that struck his shield with an ear shattering clang. He flew backward, toppling over another headstone and landing flat on his back.

      Macbeth was on him in a second, raising his foot in the air to crush Zack’s skull underneath. Zack rolled to the side again, popping his Shield of Stone 75% damage reduction buff. The skeletal foot came down, missing him by less than an inch. The undead king’s bones creaked as he kicked Zack in the belly and flung him toward the castle.

      Screaming, Zack flew through the air, catching a glimpse of Anita racing after Macbeth as he pursued Zack toward the castle. Zack landed hard on his side, spinning several time and coming to rest against something cold and wet.

      

      -156hp

      

      The Rotting Trickster.

      “Ha ha,” the creature laughed. “What fun, what fun, but I think it’s time to run.” He backed away hurriedly as the undead king charged up the castle stairs.

      “Fucking hell.” Zack managed to get to his feet, one of Missy’s ‘oh shit’ heals restoring him to half health. The bosses in the Underworld were nothing like the ones in the above ground. These bosses and their ability to knock a tank around like a toy, made him feel like he had been thrust into another game entirely.

      The king barged into Zack’s shield, hurling him back against the wall beside the gate.

      

      -56hp

      

      Without his Shield of Stone buff active, that blow would have killed Zack. Damn, this boss hits hard and its fucking HP has only dropped by 3000. His heart withered like a rotting flower. 3000 more to go…

      Zack leapt aside as Macbeth tried to impale him on the end of his sword. It took a moment for the boss to wrench back his blade, so Zack used the opportunity to get a few hits in. First he used Devastate then Shield Slam and followed that up with Demon Strike.

      

      Inflicted 245 damage

      

      He grinned as he used his Shield’s special ability—Revenge of the Dead.

      Skeletal arms reached out of his shield, clawing at Macbeth, ripping apart his HP to a delicious degree.

      

      Shield inflicted 181 damage

      Shield inflicted 178 damage

      

      What the? Did Macbeth take extra damage from special abilities?

      “Oh, dear, ha ha,” The Rotting Trickster said from nearby. “The undead always seek to avenge themselves on those who betrayed them.”

      Zack’s shield continued to rip apart Macbeth's health. The boss reared back, his joints clacking, his mouth opening wide, skeletal spectral arms clawing at his ancient armor and bones.

      Anita was there, pounding the living shit out of him from behind, her face hidden by her faceguard. With the boss distracted by the spectral arms reaching out of the shield, Zack moved in, slashing one way then the other, using his abilities as his stamina allowed.

      Then he heard Missy scream his name.

      He spun to face her just as his shield’s special ability wore off. His heart skipped a beat.

      “No!” He turned his back to Macbeth and raced at Missy.

      A black-cloaked undead hag hung from her back, the creature’s teeth sinking into her neck.

      

      Companion suffered -237 damage.

      

      Zack raced over and smashed the hag in the head with his shield. The rotting crone hissed at him, then leapt off Missy, landing on all fours like a cat, her mouth dripping with Missy’s blood. “Ssss, Macbeth, my husband, come kill this man who would see your beloved wife dead.”

      A savage blow struck Zack from behind, his field of view flashing deep red.

      By the time sense had returned to him, he found his HP sitting at 54. He got his shield up just in time. Macbeth’s sword struck with a bone-shattering strike that made Zack spin around several times, before falling to his knees, his HP perilously close to nonexistent.

      Missy used her Hymn of Survival on Zack, instantly restoring him to 50% health. Then Anita was there, taking the undead hag head on. Macbeth moved to protect his hideous wife, racing at Anita from behind.

      Drinking a Restoration Potion, Zack popped Rapid Advance and went after the undead king. The enemy boss only had 1745 HP remaining.

      Zack’s two Demon Strikes from behind staggered Macbeth. The king tried to turn and ward Zack off, but Zack struck him in the ribs, breaking through his rusted armor and shattering his ribcage and cracking the spine behind it.

      Anita had empowered herself with Rage Storm, the Warrior temporary DPS buff. Her blows came, one after the other, her cries of joy muffled by her helmet.

      As his HP neared zero, Macbeth’s skull tilted down to look at himself. Then his bones fell apart and his skull toppled forward and landed on the ground then rolled away.

      

      
        
        BETRAYER KING MACBETH HAS BEEN VANQUISHED!!!

        +6000xp!

        THE BETRAYED RIGHTFUL KING IS NOW AVENGED

      

      

      

      “No, my beloved,” the hag raged. “After all our betrayals, to end like this!” Her voice became a spectral wail of anguish. “I shall avenge thee!”

      The hag lifted her arms in the air. A green, eerie light shone from two holes in the cavern roof. “Come to me, my tormented souls, my shining deadlights. Help me avenge our fallen king.”

      Two orbs floated down out of the holes and sped toward the castle. As they neared, Zack’s blood went cold. Inside each orb was a face, twisted in anguish, writhing in agony.

      Damn, the developers and their twisted imaginations.

      Glancing at Anita, Zack found her up to the task of tanking the hag. The undead woman’s attacks were slow and Anita was able to dodge most of them.

      Racing past Missy, who had just drunk a Restoration potion, Zack intercepted the deadlights before they could attack her. The mouths of the faces opened wide as they bore down on him, as if they meant to swallow him whole.

      He cautiously slashed at them, his weapon passing through the orbs, like they weren’t there.

      

      Inflicted 67 damage.

      

      Nice, he could still hurt them.

      The orbs tried to fly into Zack, forcing him to dodge out of their way. He had no idea what sort of damage they would do, but whatever it was, it had to be nasty. Perhaps merely touching them would cause damage or perhaps they were like those magical bolts in Archscion Archives that exploded for massive group damage if they managed to reach a player.

      Either way, he best avoid contact with them.

      He danced around, leaping one way then the other, the faces in the orbs twisted into indescribable horror. Zack tried to focus only avoiding damage, rather than look the faces in the eye. Even as is, he was struggling not to be moved by their torment. If he made eye contact with them it would likely make him freeze for a few seconds, which was more than enough time for one of the deadlights to reach him.

      In between dodging the orbs, he managed to get in a few more hits, this time with Criss Cross and Sweeping Arc, damaging them both.

      Soon one of the orbs faded and after that, it died. The other deadlight suddenly grew larger, as if empowered by the death of the other. Inside the deadlight, a second face appeared beside the first, the orb now starting to turn red.

      It continued to grow in size, now four feet across. Then it started to flash, and Zack realized it might be about to explode.

      Without thinking, he raced toward the gate of the castle. He had to get the orb away from Missy and Anita in case it exploded and killed them all.

      When he was at the top of the stairs, he glanced over his shoulder. The deadlight was almost on him.

      Racing inside, he saw the Rotting Trickster up ahead. “What are you doing, ha ha,” the undead creature cackled.

      Zack sped by him and deeper into the frozen stone castle, entering a large hall filled with broken furniture and scattered bones. The Undead Trickster raced in after him, screaming for him to leave.

      The deadlight came up behind the Trickster and flew right into its back.

      A blinding flash filled Zack’s vision and a moment later, his field of view went dark.
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      Zack woke with a start. He sat up and shook his head to clear it. “Ah, sleeping beauty is finally awake.” Anita stood over him.

      Missy was at his side, holding his hand, her guitar on the ground beside her. “My music has healed you.”

      He smiled at her, but then let it fade. “Where is the Rotting Trickster and the hag?”

      Anita inclined her head toward a mound of ashes. “That was the Trickster, and the hag…” She held something up.

      Zack chuckled. Anita held a shrunken mummified hag’s head hung on a silver chain in her hand. Bringing up the neck piece’s information in his mind’s eyes, Zack saw that it was a melee DPS focused item.

      

      
        
        Shrunken Hag’s Head

        The head of the Betrayer Queen

        +1 all Stats

        +15hp

        +15ap

      

      

      

      “I guess you want it,” he said. He had control over the item distribution in the harem and would need to assign her the item, like he had earlier with the looted player corpses.

      “Yeah, I killed the hag, I get the rewards.”

      Missy helped Zack to his feet. “The deadlight exploded and put a Knocked Unconscious debuff on you. You’re lucky your lovely music was not silenced, unlike that of the Rotting Trickster.”

      Zack went over and sifted through the ashes with his boot, searching for items. Nothing.

      Then something on the other side of the shattered throneroom caught his eye. Sitting beside the broken throne was a chest.

      He started toward it, Missy at his side. Anita was too busy checking out her stats to notice he had left her.

      Reaching the chest, Zack first searched it for traps and finding nothing, opened the heavy wooden lid.

      The ancient chest contained 200 meals and a couple of items.

      

      
        
        Ring of the Court Joker

        Once worn by the Rotting Trickster, now it belongs to you.

        +1 Intellect

        +1 Spirit

        +1 Dexterity

        +10 Inspiration

        +10hp

        Random chance to make you LOL

        *This LOL effect is disabled in v.0.1145 of the game but will be restored in the next patch due to drop in approxamently three weeks time!

      

      

      

      
        
        Trophy Head of Betrayer King Macbeth

        Just a giant skull with a shitty cheap crown.

      

      

      

      Zack handed Missy the ring and she beamed at him. “Ah, gleaming gold glimmering on my gilded fingers.” She slipped the ring on, then kissed him on the lips. “Thank you, my sweet song.”

      Anita finally noticed they had moved on and hurried over. “We done here?”

      Zack glanced around the room and saw nothing else of interest. “Seems so.” He headed outside. “Let’s blow this joint.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After another few hours of travel through a labyrinth of caves, they finally emerged from the randomly generated zone and arrived at the edge of the Bottomless Well. The well ended up being a giant lake, with a path running around its edge and dozens of passages leading off to destinations unknown.

      Lights shone from the opposite side of the dark waters, reflecting off its black surface.

      Zack brought up his map. “Those lights must be the home of Malghana.” He closed the map. “About bloody time.”

      It felt like an age since Gwynn the Scaleless had given him the quest to see the Black Witch.

      With only three and a bit days left to find the cure, he couldn’t have arrived at a better time. No doubt, the witch would require something in return for the cure which would likely eat up the remaining time until his death.

      Whatever she wanted him to do, he would do it. If his death in game didn’t mean his death out in the real world, the Oligarchy would have long ago found a way to kill him and force him out of the game and into their evil clutches.

      Anita’s plate armor clanged as she came up next to him. “My pig of a former companion had a quest to come to this place.” Zack could sense Anita’s rage just by the way she stood like she was about to punch someone in the face. “If he is here, you better not get in my way.”

      He turned to her. “You better not start something, at least not while we are in Malghana’s home. I’m here for my cure, first and foremost. I must confront Ivan at some stage too, but it can wait.”

      Her snarl was muffled by her faceguard. “This witch sounds like a strong, independent woman. She and I will get along just fine.” Anita cracked her knuckles. “Maybe we can come to some sort of agreement. She hands Ivan to me in exchange for me agreeing to do a quest or two for her.”

      “You’ll have to leave my harem to do that.” Zack took Missy’s hand and headed along the edge of the lake.

      Anita followed after them. “Oh, right, you have to rub in the fact that I live in an oppressive patriarchy.”

      “I didn’t force you to join my harem.”

      The orc woman scoffed. “Everything is made to please men.”

      He glanced back at her. “Even reverse harems?”

      “Yes, even them. Most men fantasize about gangbanging a woman.”

      “So a harem is a reverse gangbang then? Do women fantasize of that?”

      Anita grunted. “A reverse gangbang is also a male fantasy. Everything is about male wants and needs.”

      “What about an all-female harem for a female player?”

      “Male fantasy.”

      “A harem of doorknobs?”

      She shrugged. “A doorknob is a phallic object, so definitely part of patriarchy.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. “I can’t win.”

      Missy leaned in close to him. “Does she ever shut up?”

      “I heard that!” Anita snapped, then walked in blessed silence.

      On the way around the lake, Zack found green plants growing in the shallow water. He went over to the water’s edge and brought up the plant’s information.

      

      Cave Kelp: Used in alchemy as an ingredient and can be eaten. One plant is equal to one meal.

      

      The kelp was worth more to him as a quest item, rather than as food. “Give me a moment, I am going to harvest this kelp.” He shared the quest he had picked up in Vanamoor with Anita so she could read over it.

      With Missy and the grumpy orc woman’s help, Zack acquired twenty two kelp. Once he handed it back in at Vanamoor, he would be rewarded with a good amount of food. Enough to upgrade his last remaining Canvas Sack to a Large Canvas Sack and maybe buy another upgrade for Margery.

      Further along the lake, they found eleven more kelp plants and harvested them.

      Soon, they neared the edge of a plantation of herbs growing in neat rows in a dirt bed. Zack reached for his sword when he saw figures moving about the place.

      Goblins.

      “Wait.” Missy held up her hand. “These goblins work for Malghana.”

      Anita had already drawn her sword and looked ready to run forward and start slaughtering anything that moved. “How do you know?”

      “I’ve been here before.” Missy waved to one of the goblins and it came over, its eyes never looking at the armed orc woman. “Queen Missy, I barely recognized you.”

      “Boglan, long time no see.” Missy glanced at Zack over her shoulder. “I have brought my lover with me. We must see Malghana.”

      The old gray-bearded goblin bowed to her. “Let me bring you to our mistress. She is hard at work on a new spell, and has sent off half her students in search of ingredients. The place is abuzz, but I am sure she will find time to speak to the queen of Vanamoor.”

      Motioning them to follow, the goblin set off through the fields. Finally, Zack would have his cure and could rest easy. Well, rest easy only after Amy and Betsy were awake.

      Missy put her arm around Zack and held him close. “You’re truly blessed to have me at your side, my love. Having a queen as your lover, hearing her songs, her soothing music, gives you access to places you would never have been able to access without me.”

      He kissed her cheek, then breathed her perfumed scent in. “I reckon there’s plenty more I am thankful for having you around for.”

      Her cheeks reddened. “I’m sure there is.”
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        CORE QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: You have traveled through the Shifting Labyrinth and reached the Black Witch, Malghana. Not only does she know of the second half of your cure for Cave Blight, she will also be able to tell you how to reach Upper Underworld.

        Rewards

        +5000xp

      

      

      

      “That’s my final offer.” Malghana glared at Zack with her yellow eyes, her black cloak draped around her. “All your experience points you and your harem have acquired since reaching level 12. Then, and only then will I tell you what you need to cure yourself.”

      Zack growled under his breath, running his eyes over the beautiful dark-skinned woman’s private laboratory. Missy and Anita were waiting for him outside, as the witch had insisted he speak to her alone.

      His XP or his life. It was an easy choice to make.

      “Fine, you can take my experience points and I’ll ask Queen Missy if you can take hers. But Anita—”

      “That angry orc bitch.”

      “Ah, yeah, her.” Why did you have to piss this witch off, Anita? “She might not accept these terms. I will need to speak to her first.”

      Malghana shrugged. “Convince her, or don’t. She seems pretty obstinate to me.” The witch placed her spellbook on the table covered in specimen jars. “A word of advice, young man. That woman is nothing but trouble. If you don’t find a way to bring her under control, she will turn the Underworld against you.”

      The witch looked him up and down. “You’re a strong young man. Why don’t you put her over your knee and spank her? She’d probably enjoy it.”

      He frowned. “I’m not into that kind of thing.”

      “Bah, they all say that. My male students come here seeking power and to woo me with their youth and handsome charms.” She slapped her hand on the table. “Now they all know the sting of my hand and let me tell you, the lot of them are docile now. They do what I tell them and no longer make nuisances of themselves when my female students are about.”

      She waved dismissively. “It’s up to you what you do with the orc woman. I’m just here, offering some advice from one group leader to another.”

      Zack sighed, thinking of all the times Anita had insulted him, Missy, Betsy and Amy. “Anita was forced onto me. If I didn’t need her, I’d send her on her way.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. You think she’s hot and a deep part of you is aroused by her uncontrolled barbaric ways.” The witch grinned.

      Zack stared at the witch open-mouthed. “Ummm…” Well, Malghana was probably right, at least about Zack thinking Anita was hot. But still! “I have three other gorgeous women. I don’t need her.”

      Malghana raised an eyebrow. “You just told me you did need her.”

      “What? Oh, right. I did.” Idiot! This witch probably thinks I’m a brainless boy. Zack spun on his heel. “Enough of this. I will go tell her your offer and see what she has to say.”

      He stormed out of the room. Ever since meeting the Black Witch, he had felt out of his depth. The woman was incredibly demanding and didn’t seem to hold back on anything. Probably why her and Anita didn’t get along…

      Anita had been right, Malghana was a strong, independent woman, and she got what she wanted.
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        * * *

      

      Zack found Missy and Anita waiting for him on the balcony overlooking the apprentice library. The two women looked like they had ignored one another the whole time he was gone, instead passing the time watching the young men and women below at work reading or mixing ingredients.

      Missy came up to him. “What is it?”

      Zack told them of the price the witch had demanded they pay.

      “I accept,” Missy said, strumming a few notes on her guitar.

      He brushed her face with his fingers. “Thank you.”

      Zack could have told the witch Missy accepted and nothing would have come of it, but it felt wrong to do that. He viewed Missy as a real person, so he had to let her make a decision like this.

      Anita pounded her armored fist on the railing. “She wants my experience points just so you can hear what you need for the second part of your cure? She’s not even going to give it to you, just send you off to find it. That frigging—”

      “Shut up,” Zack snapped. “You’re the one who pissed her off. Maybe if you hadn’t raged at her male apprentices and started attacking them, she might have told me what I needed to know for free.”

      Anita tore off her helmet. “How dare you speak to me that way, male. You fucking worm. You should be on your knees, begging for my XP so you can get your damn cure.” She spat at him. “You’re no better than all those other spineless male scum out there.”

      Missy backed away from them. “Stop this, please.”

      “Spineless?” Zack squared his shoulders. “I’m not one of those boys you can push around. I’ve been through too much shit to allow myself to be intimidated by the likes of you.”

      Anita put her sword in her inventory and removed her nose ring. “Then let’s do this. No weapons, just fists and feet.” She stripped down to her small clothes. “Get your armor off, male and let’s fight.”

      After a moment, Zack removed his own armor, placing it into his inventory. He wouldn’t be able to use any of his abilities while unarmed—but nor could Anita.

      Maybe Malghana was right. He had to bring Anita under control or send her on her way. The orc woman was poison and would insult friends and allies, the same way she would enemies.

      Missy clung to him. “What if she kills you? Please don’t do this.”

      Dressed only in his underwear, Zack embraced her. “I have to. We need her. Without Amy and Betsy, we aren’t going to make it very far without Anita around.”

      She sobbed, her tears wetting his cheek. “I will heal you then.”

      He pulled back from her, clasping her face gently in his hands, hearing Anita pounding her fist into her palm, waiting for him to fight. “You won’t be able to heal us. We’re going to be dueling one another, and it won’t end until one of us surrenders, or…”

      “One of you dies.”

      Zack nodded grimly. Out in greater Aralia, you would spawn at a graveyard but the Underworld wasn’t like that. “Don’t worry, even without armor, I have more hit points than her and more damage resistance. I’m a tank, even without my equipment.”

      He didn’t mention the fact that Anita would be able to do more damage than him. With luck, his increased armor and avoidance would more than make up for her extra attack power.

      In a game world, women were just as strong as men, depending on their stats, talent distribution and skill. No need to hold back, for either of them.

      After kissing Missy hard on the lips, Zack turned and initiated the duel.

      Anita accepted right away, then charged. She came on hard, throwing her fits in a quick, one-two punch. Zack blocked the first attack with his forearm, but the other one hit him in the chest with a loud thump.

      

      -23hp

      

      Not much damage, but over time, she would whittle down his health. She threw several more strong-arm punches, a few hitting him, the rest he managed to dodge or block.

      She started to puff, so Zack waited for the right moment to make a move. After she had swung a massive wide punch, he got in a few quick jabs to her muscled stomach, hearing the air shoot out of her lungs with every hit.

      

      Inflicted 16 damage

      Inflicted 17 damage

      Inflicted 13 damage

      

      He had studied karate as a child and remembered a few moves.

      Anita grunted as he kicked her in the side of the leg. “You hit like a boy.”

      “And you hit like a girl,” he spat back.

      Her face twisted with rage. “You sexist, misogynist, pig!” Anita leapt at him, her fingers curled into claws. “I’ll kill you.”

      Zack barely managed to stay out of her reach.

      He hit the railing then slid sideways along it. She slammed into it, almost going over the side. Some of the students looked up in horror, others calling for them to stop making so much noise, reminding them that it was a library.

      Anita called out to them. “Do I need to come down there and smash a few of your heads together again?”

      The students quickly returned to their studies. “Good, then shut the fuck up!” Anita spun and charged Zack.

      As she bore down on him, he ducked sideways, then brought his leg up in a sidekick. She ran right into it.

      His foot took her in the gut, and he heard the air explode out of her lungs.

      But she recovered quickly and punched him in the face, blood spurting up her arm. He almost lost his balance as he fell back, but managed to right himself.

      Missy tried to move to help him as blood poured from his nose but he motioned her to stay where she was.

      Like a charging bull, Anita raced at him again. This time, he managed to get out of her way and trip her as she sped by.

      She face-planted into the ground with a sickening thud. That’s gotta hurt!

      

      Inflicted 45 damage.

      

      Before she could get up, Zack leapt on top of her. He punched her in the back of the head as she tried to reach around and grab him. He took out a chunk of her health but then she got wise, and threw herself onto her side, taking him with her.

      They rolled over a few times, then she ended up on top of him. She could do little, as he was still behind her and his sword arm was wrapped around her chest, pinning her arms to her side. He used his shield arm to get her in a headlock so she couldn’t try to bite a chunk out of him. “Concede the fight. I don’t want to keep hurting you.”

      Anita threw back her head, smashing him in the already bloody nose.

      

      -26hp

      

      Zack groaned as more blood splattered over his face, some running into his eyes. “Concede!” He roared, turning his head to the side so that when she tried to headbutt him again, it only hit his jaw.

      “Fuck you.”

      She started to try to stamp down on his knees, so he wrapped his legs around hers, then tried to roll over so she was under him. Finally, he managed it and had her pinned to the ground. It took all his strength to hold her down. “Are you done now?”

      “Go to hell.”

      Great, she’s one of those types. He’d known several people over the years that were so stubborn they refused to give an inch, even when it was in their best interests to do so, simply because they saw any compromise as weakness.

      “Do you really want me to have to start hitting you from behind? You won’t be able to defend yourself.”

      “Go to hell, asshole.” She tried to roll over, but he managed to hold her down.

      “Damn it. Just give in. I don’t want to hurt you anymore.” He took in a ragged breath. “Surrender, then I can let you up and you can leave. I don’t care anymore. Find your own way out of the Underworld.”

      He would find someone else who could help them. Maybe they could try to recruit one of the mercenaries that Missy said they’d need for Upper Underworld.

      Anita began to weaken or perhaps she was starting to give in. “I’m not leaving. If I want to get back to the surface, I need you and your harem.”

      “Then start acting like a friend, rather than an enemy.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” She again tried to roll over, this time almost succeeding.

      “Stop.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.”

      Anita managed to get one of her arms out of his grip. She grabbed his thigh and dug her nails into his flesh. “Let me go so I can get up and smash your ugly male face in.”

      

      -18hp

      

      Zack tightened his grip on her neck, hating her for making him do this. “It’s over. I won.” He held her tight for a good twenty seconds, then eased up so she could breathe.

      As she gasped in air, he let go and climbed to his feet. The duel wasn’t over, but he was done.

      He would defend himself if she attacked him. But hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that.

      Missy raced over and wiped the blood from his face on her pretty red dress. “My love…”

      He gently eased her away as Anita stood. The orc slowly turned to face him, her face and small clothes covered in blood.

      Both his and hers.

      She stared at him for a long time, her shoulders rising and falling as she gasped in air. Then she laughed. “Good fight, male. You showed me that you aren’t some light-weight simp who will grovel at my feet.” She spat a mouthful of blood over the railing. “I can respect a man like you.”

      Anita surrendered, ending the duel and handing Zack victory.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          

      

    

    







            The Black Witch

          

        

      

    

    
      This time, the two women came with Zack as he spoke to Malghana in her private study. The dark-skinned witch smiled as they approached. “I hope you have returned with good news.”

      Zack sniffed blood, his nose still aching. “Yes, we all accept the price. Take our XP and tell me where I can find the second half of my cure.”

      He had seventy two hours until death, so wherever the ingredient was, it better be close.

      She pointed a metal rod at them. A pale blue light shone up its length, then Zack noticed his XP bar slowly sinking. It stopped once it reached his base level 12 number.

      “Done. I can now use that stored power for my magics.”

      Anita shifted her weight. Zack expected some form of outburst from her, but she managed to keep her mouth shut. Maybe their fight had mellowed her out a bit.

      He reckoned he’d never met a woman so warped in the head than her.

      The Black Witch grinned. “You’re not going to like this.”

      “Just tell me where to find the ingredient.” It was hard for Zack to be patient when his life was ticking down.

      “I have one more task for you—”

      “What?” Anita finally broke her silence. “Just give him the cure for fuck’s sake.”

      Malghana’s eyes narrowed. “Let me finish, fool.” Her gaze switched to Zack. “This task is of benefit to you. The final part of your cure lies in the Deep.”

      Zack’s heart sank. “You’re kidding me. The only way I know to get down there is filled with unkillable dead miners.”

      “Don’t worry, I have a lift that will take you down there.”

      Missy clung to Zack. “We can’t go down there, the Karzel…”

      “Yes, yes.” Malghana waved dismissively. “That creature is down there, but you will not be going near its lair. Now, listen. When you head down into the Deep, I want you to bring an apprentice of mine with you. She will seek to retrieve an ancient Golden Tome for me.”

      “And my cure?” Zack would go anywhere, even the Deep, if it meant he could cure his disease.

      “My apprentice will take you to where it can be found and will give you the details on what you are after.” She pointed at Zack’s sword. “Keep that at the ready, for the place where your cure can be found is dangerous.”

      “The whole Deep is dangerous,” Missy said. “It’s voices sing of death,`of lurking dread, of ancient evil threatening to sweep over us all.”

      “Yes, it’s a dark and grim place.” Malghana strode over to a shelf of jars. “But I will not send you down there without aid.” She removed a jar and opened the lid and sniffed the contents. Replacing the lid, she nodded in satisfaction. “Take this.” She handed Zack the jar. “When you get down to the Deep, rub the oil into your skin and it will help you blend in and make it harder for the denizens of the dark to detect you.”

      Zack put the jar in his Inventory. “When I have the second half of the cure, what should I do with it? Bring it back to you?”

      “No, it should cure you once you have Lord Gwynn combine it with the Soul Eater’s mummy wrappings.”

      “Who is this apprentice we must bring?”

      “Her name is Holly. She will be waiting for you at the lift.” The witch glanced at Missy. “Oh, and one last thing. Your portal stone won’t work down there. The only way out of the Deep is via my lift or another one of the scattered entrances that lead up to Middle and Lower Underworld.”

      Great.

      Zack turned to leave. “After I’m cured, we will discuss how I reach Upper Underworld.”

      

      
        
        CORE QUEST

        Objective: You must head into the Deep for the second part of your cure. Protect your guide and she will get you to the item you need. Fail to protect her and you will never make it out of there alive.

        Rewards

        +5000xp

      

      

      

      Zack accepted the quest. He turned to Missy and Anita. “You ready?”

      Missy nodded. Anita grunted, “I’m with you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Welcome to the Deep,” the young black-skinned female Fire Mage apprentice NPC said, sweeping her arm over the dark purple mushroom forest at the edge of their torchlight.

      Zack gazed out at the giant fungus caps, the stalks shrouded in shadow, the silence oppressive, the roof of the cavern lost to the darkness. Already, he was sweating. The air was humid, like the inside of a sauna and thick with the smell of rot.

      Missy was right beside him, her eyes locked on the forest, her hand clasping his. “This place.” She licked her lips. “It has no song, no voice of its own. It only knows the unending silence of night.”

      Anita pulled down her faceguard and gripped her sword. “Yeah, whatever harem girl. Let’s just get out there and find this fucking item. I have better things to do than trounce around down here, sweating like a pig in shit.”

      Zack detected an edge to the orc woman’s voice. No doubt, she was as afraid as he was and had tried to hide it behind her outburst.

      “Have you been here before?” Zack asked Holly, the apprentice.

      The young woman brushed back her long braid over her shoulder. “Only once, and only a little ways beyond the edge of that forest. Malghana makes us all come down here as a test. She hides an item out in that forest and makes us fight our fear and head out there alone to find it.”

      “How many of you die?” Anita’s eyes glittered inside her helmet.

      Holly lowered her face. “Only about half of us make it back to the lift. The others… are never seen again.”

      “I like this place already,” Zack muttered sarcastically under his breath before rubbing himself and then Missy in the oil Malghana had given them.

      Missy held his hand to her breast when he rubbed there. “I miss our lovemaking.”

      Zack forced a smile, thinking of Amy and Betsy and how much he wanted to hear their voices again. “I miss it too.”

      After he had finished with Missy, he handed the oil to Anita and she coated her armor in it like he had. That done, Zack started forward. “Holly, lead us to the item that will cure my Cave Blight. The sooner we find it, the sooner we can get out of this stinking, hot hellhole.”

      The young female apprentice led them under the purple mushroom caps and into the darkness.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          

      

    

    







            The Deep

          

        

      

    

    
      They had been journeying through the thick forest of mushroom stalks for a little over an hour before they heard something moving somewhere to their left. Zack hid the torch behind a root, leaving them with only enough light to see a few dozen feet around them.

      Better reduced visibility, than having whatever was out there see the light and come for them. He had no idea what type of monsters were down here, but judging by what happened to the miners at Bethod Hole, he’d rather not find out.

      The sounds of movement soon grew more distant and eventually disappeared altogether. The four of them waited for several long minutes, then Zack retrieved the torch, his heart still hammering in his chest. “Malghana is a right asshole for sending you apprentices down here alone,” he said, motioning Holly to continue on.

      She chuckled, “She’s worse to the male apprentices. Not only do they have to get higher grades, they also have to satisfy her in other ways.” Holly gave him a knowing look. “I bet she enjoyed you.”

      Zack raised his eyebrows. “If you mean what I think you mean, than you’re wrong. I never did anything like that with her.”

      Holly looked away. “I’m surprised you didn’t take her fancy. You’re rather hot.”

      “Hey, wait.” Zack caught up to her, feeling a little hurt. “Does she do all the men she meets or something?”

      The apprentice shrugged. “I thought so, at least the young ones but I guess she wasn’t interested in you.”

      Missy touched him on the arm. “You have us. You don’t need her.”

      “I know.” Zack wiped off the sweat running down the back of his neck. “It’s just the point of it, I suppose. Maybe it was my disease…”

      Missy shook her head and chuckled. “Likely, she knew you were too good for her.”

      He kissed Missy’s hair. “I have no interest in any woman outside of you, Amy and Betsy anyway, so I’m glad she wasn’t interested in me.”

      Zack and Missy jumped in fright as Anita suddenly kicked a mushroom root out of her way, causing the whole fungus to shake and brown colored moisture to rain down on them.

      “Take it easy,” Holly said, wiping the dirty water from her face. “I heard of one apprentice getting covered in mushroom spores and a few days later, the other students tried to wake him and found he had turned into a mushroom himself.”

      Anita glared at Holly, then Zack, then out into the darkness. “Fuck off, all of you. I’d be better off by myself then with you lot.”

      “Wow, you really are just as whiny as Malghana said you were,” Holly said.

      “Go to hell,” Anita growled back.

      Two hours later, they emerged from the purple mushroom forest and out into a giant cavern, the humid air drying out so that it was simply hot. Scattered around in the cone of light, were ruined buildings and the remains of a guard tower.

      “These ruins are part of a fallen empire.” Holly gave him a grave look. “Dead Ifphoral it is called now. Before it fell, some of its inhabitants fled to the surface, the great sorcerer Izen-eti among them.”

      Zack grimaced. “Ah… we killed that guy. We knew him as the Soul Eater.”

      Holly seemed not to care. She pointed at the ruins. “We will go around this place. I have never been this far into the Deep, but I did read what I could on it before I came down here. The ancient books say that the ruins in this place are haunted and that they should be avoided.”

      “Who lived here?” Zack asked. The citizens of Ifphoral couldn’t have all been evil like the Soul Eater. Then again, this is all fiction… so anything is possible.

      Missy was the one who answered. “An ancient race of humans. Your shield and my guitar once belonged to their kind. Then, a long forgotten enemy descended upon them, and their music disappeared into the forgotten annals of history.”

      “The Bard is correct.” Holly gave the ruins a wide berth. “Except the enemy is known to Malghana, for she was alive when Ifphoral fell into ruin.”

      “Who were the enemies?” Zack scanned the darkness around them for danger, sweat pouring down his face.

      “The Karzel and its Deep Ones.” Holly shuddered. “These dead people’s bodies are still possessed by the Deep Ones. We must be careful, for some may still roam this cavern in search of new hosts for the creatures controlling them.”

      “Great. More webbed indestructible assholes.” Just as he finished thinking that, he caught a glimpse of the same spiderweb like strings strung up between two broken stone pillars that had been in the Bethod Hole mine.

      Malghana had said they were nowhere near the Karzel. Had she lied? More likely, she lied by omission. The Karzel might not be near, but that didn’t mean its minions weren’t hanging around out there.

      Zack tried not to shudder as he remembered the creature in the infected miner’s mouth. It had looked like a giant bug, living inside the man’s throat.

      He scanned the ground around them just to be certain none of the Deep Ones were about. Nothing but rock, and some thick growths of fungus living around small pools of water.

      They silently made their way through the cavern, moving around ruined buildings and towers. Off in the distance to their left, the faint sounds of a waterfall drifted over to them.

      Several tense silent hours later, Holly led them toward a distant line of giant boulders. When they reached them, she glanced around. “I studied the ancient maps of the Deep. This never used to be here, or at least it wasn’t marked on the map.”

      Zack held up the torch and studied the boulders and the broken rock around them. Some looked like parts of stalactites or stalagmites, broken into pieces by the giant boulders. The rock glistened with moisture. It would be difficult to climb over the rockfall without proper climbing equipment.

      He gazed up into the impenetrable darkness above them. “Maybe part of the roof caved in.” Likely, the developers had added the giant rockfall to break up the monotony of the open cave behind them or to funnel them down a path through the barrier.

      There were probably all sorts of interesting things out there to explore, but with only the four of them and a disease timer hanging over his head and his real world life on the line, Zack wasn’t inclined to go looking for excitement.

      Missy strummed a soft note on her guitar. “Shall we find a way around, or diligently march forward into paths unknown?”

      Zack lowered the torch. “I reckon we head a few hundred feet in either direction, then if we don’t find an easier path, we try to climb over the rockfall.

      Anita glanced left then right then shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t care what we do, as long as we start moving.” Her hand had never left her sword. “The sooner we get someplace cooler, the sooner I can strip this damn armor off and cool down.”

      One way looked as good as the other, so Zack led them to the right. After a few hundred feet he stopped, held up the torch to spread the light along the rockfall as far as he could, then shook his head. If anything, the boulders were bigger here and would be more difficult to climb over.

      They returned the way they had come and went the other direction. After a hundred feet they came to the broken entrance of a stone building. By the look of it, the place had once been a temple but the cave in had crushed much of it under countless tons of stone, shattering the marble structure.

      Cautiously, Zack peered through the broken entrance and was surprised to find a large open space inside. Some of the roof had collapsed, filling the room with boulders, but more than enough of the room was clear to make entering the building the best option they had. The rockfall seemed a convenient way to direct players through the temple, which probably meant it contained enemies or something of interest.

      He turned to Holly and Missy. “Either of you know anything about this place? It must have been pretty impressive before the roof fell in on it.”

      Missy glanced inside, then shook her head. “I have sung songs in all manner of holy places, but have never graced this place with my voice.”

      Holly peered in beside her. “I don’t recall reading about a temple in the ancient books. They spoke of settlements, towns and even cities down here. Likely, the gods of this place are long forgotten.” She turned to him, wiping sweat from her face. “Should we enter and see if there is a way to pass through the rockfall?”

      Zack glanced at Anita to see if the orc woman had an opinion. He couldn’t see her face behind her faceguard, but he could tell she was afraid by the way she held her body.

      Nothing wrong with that, he reckoned. He was scared too.

      Anita shrugged. “Beats climbing over these fucking rocks.”

      Sword in hand, Zack led the way inside.
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            Shattered Temple

          

        

      

    

    
      They were through the shattered outer temple and entering the inner sanctum of whatever god it had been built to worship, when a bone chilling howl filled the air. Zack instantly raised his sword, hefting his shield, eyes scanning for movement.

      Breathing hard, Anita stood next to him, Missy on his other side, buffing them with Song of Fury.

      Holly guarded their rear, her finger pointed back the way they had come.

      The howl sounded again, this time closer. It was coming through a set of doors on the other end of the temple. Zack held his breath, waiting for  a huge monster to come charging through the door.

      Instead, a lone figure glided into the room, a spectral woman in a huge white dress. She saw them, and her mouth opened, a yawning circle void of darkness in her otherwise luminescent white figure. The specter screamed, the long, drawn out wail of a banshee.

      Then she glided toward them.

      Holly raced to Zack’s side. “These things can only be damaged by magical weapons and spells.” She activated the Fire Mage spell Incendiary, sending a huge wall of fire blasting toward the approaching specter.

      The flames didn’t touch Zack or the others, as the game lacked friendly fire damage, unless a duel was activated like it had been with Anita. Zack raced through the flames, using Commanding Taunt to pull aggro off Holly.

      Reaching the specter, he smashed it with Demon Strike, then Devastate.

      

      Inflicted 6 damage

      

      Damn, only the lighting enchantment on his Enchanted Sharpened Steel Longsword inflicted any damage. Thank the gaming gods they had a Fire Mage around, or this might have been an annoyingly slow fight.

      The ghostly hands of the specter grew long tendril claws. Her face twisted and warped, until it looked like a hideous skull with empty eye sockets filled with darkness. The claws slashed at Zack, scraping across his shield. She slashed again, this time raking along his sword arm.

      Zack screamed as icy pain lanced through him.

      

      136 damage

      

      “Rahaaa,” the specter wailed, slashing at him again and again, filling his body with ice.

      Zack used Shield Block, reducing the damage, feeling Missy throwing out her ‘oh shit’ heals on him. Even with his defensive ability, the cold was still enough to paralyze him.

      

      Inflicted with Frozen Blood

      Movement slowed by 50%

      Lasts until body temperature has been normalized

      

      Zack began to stagger under the unrelenting spectral frenzy. He fell to his knees, gripping his shield tight, inflicted whatever damage he could.

      The specter wailed as Holly blasted her with Firebolts, then Fire Blast. Anita went to town on it too, but found her attacks only inflicted small amounts of damage like Zack’s.

      Somehow, through the torrent of fire and spectral claws, Zack managed to keep his head. The specter started to try to attack Holly, the apprentice having gotten threat.

      He used his taunt to drag the specter back on him, then followed up with another Devastate, reducing the specter’s resistance to damage. The Devastate ability worked to buff all types of damage, so even though he could not inflict much damage himself, the ability aided Holly in her attacks.

      Zack’s health got dangerously low, so he sneaked in a quick health potion between attacks, restoring him to near half health. Then he thought of his shield’s special ability, and used it. Long, spectral arms spilled out of the item and attacked the woman, tearing at her with long ghostly fingers.

      

      Inflicted 46 damage

      

      At least his shield could hurt her.

      Missy tossed Holly a mana potion, as the apprentice ran dry. Holly drank it, then resumed her attacks.

      Soon, the spectral woman was near death. She floated away from Zack, arms raised in the air, a halo of green light building around her. Bolts of energy shot out from her, blasting the ground with gouts of ectoplasm that sizzled and popped like acid.

      “Get back,” Zack roared, trying to run away from the AOE. His movement was slowed, and he wasn’t able to keep up with the others as they raced behind a pillar.

      Missy screamed as some splattered into her hair, inflicting some nasty damage on her.

      

      Companion suffered -162 damage

      

      Ectoplasm smothered his back, his armor smoking as it burned the metal. The fumes made him feel lightheaded. His health was draining fast, 10hp per second. Even splattered on his armor, the ectoplasm still caused damage to his flesh beneath.

      Anita glanced at him from around the edge of the pillar. Then she raced out of cover, taking damage from the shooting ectoplasm. Reaching Zack, she lifted him off the ground and threw him over her shoulder. She carried him to cover and put him down, covering him with her own body.

      Green musical notes floated around Zack as Missy healed him. The specter continued to scream, the whole room almost completely covered in the spectral goo.

      Then the scream stopped so suddenly, Zack could hear his own heart pounding in his ears.

      After several long seconds, a new sound filled the air. The cry of a woman in the throes of grief.

      

      Grim Banshee has died

      +1000xp

      
        
        Item Acquired: Spirit of the Deep pet. Enjoy!
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        * * *

      

      Zack slowly made his way out of cover, the stupid Frozen Blood debuff slowing his movements. At least it hadn’t slowed his speech. Kneeling on the ground where the specter had been was a naked ghost woman. This one looked like a real woman, rather than the hideous banshee.

      She looked up at him as he approached, his companions coming up behind him. Missy’s healing magic still coursed through his body as he stopped and spoke. “Who are you?”

      The woman’s body was ethereal, the ectoplasm covered ground behind her visible. “You saved me from my torment.” She stood, her face no longer twisted by pain.

      A sense of peace settled over him as she smiled. “Long have I been trapped inside my cage of torment, reminded of the past, of what happened to my people. But now I am at peace and can soon ascend to my final rest.” Her soft, gentle voice echoed off the ancient stone marble of the temple.

      “For setting me free, I grant thee a sacred item that once belonged to this temple.”

      A list of items appeared before Zack. Anita came up next to him. “I like that ring.”

      She could see the list of rewards too.

      “You can both pick an item,” the ghost woman said. “But only the two items.”

      So, only the two players would get an item while Missy and the NPC apprentice got nothing. Zack reckoned that was unfair. Missy had struggled to keep them alive, while Holly had done most of the damage.

      Nothing he could do about it, though. Some of the items were of use to Missy, but the one that interested him most was the one-handed sword.

      

      
        
        Infantry Commander’s Sword of Fallen Glory

        Belonged to a long-dead infantry commander in Ifphoral’s great armies who died in the epic battle for the Obsidian Gates.

        +87ap

        +13 Dark Damage

      

      

      

      That was a nice upgrade and would help him build threat quicker than with the current weapon he was using. Anita had already grabbed the ring and equipped it.

      Zack chose the sword and unequipped his old one, replacing it with the new. He held it up and grinned. “Nice.”

      He glanced at Anita’s ring…

      

      
        
        Heavy Infantry Ring of Dead Ifphoral

        Worn by Holy Knight Turkis during the battle of Obsidian Gates. Wounded, he fell from the wall and was devoured alive by the Black Veil. Only this ring remained of his blessed armor.

        +3 Strength

        +2 Dexterity

        +2 Endurance

        +20hp

      

      

      

      Sheathing the new blade, Zack asked, “Is there anything else we can do for you?”

      The ghostly woman glided over to a shattered altar. “Not for me, but for the goddess of this temple.” Placing a hand on the altar, the woman turned back to him. “The servants of a greedy aristocrat long ago came here and murdered my fellow priestesses and I. They stole the sacred Platinum Devi belonging to my goddess and took it with them to the Fallen City of Azinore, the once proud heart of Great Ifphoral. These evil men wished to research its magic and steal it for themselves.”

      Her face grew darker. “It was the greed of the ruling class that brought the Black Veil down on this land. Now the Karzel and its minions rule here.”

      “Azinore,” Holly said. “That is where we are heading.”

      How convenient. This temple really was a way to bottleneck players so they would get this quest. Maybe other quests beyond his one to cure his disease would bring players down into this part of the Deep. Perhaps, all of them would also have to pass through this temple and have to fight the Grim Banshee who would then give them this same task.

      “What would you have us do?” Zack asked.

      A quest text appeared in his mind’s eye.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Travel to Fallen Azinore and into the great senate building at the center of the city and retrieve the Platinum Devi statue, then return it to the fallen temple.

        Rewards

        An item each for you and your two present harem members

        +8000xp

        +100 food

      

      

      

      Zack accepted the quest. They were heading to Azinore anyway and would have to return this way.

      The ghost woman smiled. “I shall leave now, and never return. Bring the Platinum Devi back and restore the sanctity of this temple. Only then will my sisters and I truly be at peace.” Her robes fluttered, as if blown on a light breeze. “One last thing, heroes. Rest here in this place, as there will be nowhere out there in Azinore that is safe. Here, nothing will harm you and you can rest easy.”

      With that, the woman faded and was gone.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Hot Orc Chick

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though the ghost had said they were safe, Zack and Anita were not willing to let their guard down. They found shelter in what had once been the high priestess’s chamber and shut themselves in and ate dinner (-4 meals). The orc woman kept watch at the entrance, while Zack, Missy and Holly rested in the bedroom. He would sleep for half the night while Anita kept watch, then he would replace her and let her rest.

      Missy sat in Zack’s lap, strumming her guitar as she stared into the magical flames of Holly’s fire. The fire burned inside a ceramic bowl and unlike a campfire, didn’t smoke. It had been lit to restore Zack’s body temperature to normal.

      “When we arrive at Azinore, we must travel along its Great Aqueducts,” Holly said, scanning the pages of the notes she took back at the library at the Bottomless Well. “The streets are dangerous, as an enclave of Deep Ones have made their nest there.”

      “Where is this item I need for my cure? Better yet, what is it?”

      “I would love to tell you, but Malghana gave me specific instructions not to until we get where it is located.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. “I know. Look, I will do everything I can to keep you alive. If she is so worried about you, why not send more apprentices with us? Or, hey, she could have come down here herself.”

      The apprentice stared into the fire a moment, then looked up at him. “I have no idea why she does the things she does. I never would have come down here, had she not offered me access to her secret archives.” Holly’s eyes fluttered. “People call me power hungry. And I am, I know I am. I would do anything to be able to learn the powerful spells only the witch herself knows, to learn of the hidden secrets of the Underworld.”

      Missy stopped strumming her guitar and put it on the ground beside Zack. “Power is a difficult tune to perfect but is it worth dying for?” She glanced toward the door. “This place is dark, hot and filled with evil. Your quest for forbidden power could be silenced at any moment.”

      Holly made herself comfortable. “I’m willing to take the risk.” She lay down and closed her eyes. “Good night.”

      Shaking her head, Missy looked up at Zack. “I miss Amy and Betsy.” She snuggled against him. “It’s not the same without them here.”

      Zack kissed her forehead. “I miss them too.” He shook his head. “Thing aren’t half as fun without them around.”

      Missy closed her eyes. “You should go speak to Anita. Settle her raging spirit, temper her music. She will be with us for a long time.”

      He stared at her. “I hope she’s not with us for too long. I want her gone once we have Amy and Betsy back.”

      Missy had already fallen asleep.

      Staring into the flames, Zack thought of Anita. Did he really want her gone? She was a great DPS’er and it could be useful having a second player around. But, man was she a bitch. Maybe she had calmed down a bit since he had beaten her in the fist fight, yet still, the way she spoke to other people would lead them into trouble they might have otherwise been able to avoid.

      He gently lowered Missy to the floor. She stirred but didn’t wake.

      Zack crept away and entered the main room and was surprised to see Anita in her small clothes. She really had meant it when she said she wanted to strip down to cool off.

      Anita looked up as he approached. “Nothing to report, male.”

      The door to the high Priestess’s chamber was thick bronze and it was doubtful anything but a giant or an army could break it down. He took a seat on the ground near her and leaned against the door. “I can’t sleep,” he said.

      She shifted her weight, not looking at him. “Fucking Ivan, all he ever did was sleep. Back when we were near naked when we were first exiled into the Underworld, I woke him to take second watch so I could get some sleep. I hadn’t even closed my eyes before I heard him snoring.” She brushed back her brown hair and finally looked at him. “You’re nothing like him.”

      Zack shook his head. “No one is like Ivan. The dude is a piece of work, that’s for sure. The horror stories I’ve heard of his tanking.” Zack grinned. “Let’s just say, I am glad I have only ever played a tank and not had to run a dungeon with him.”

      She spat off to the side. “Like all the other soy boys, he tried to suck up to me in the hopes I would sleep with him. As if I’d want a dweeb like him anywhere near my womanhood.”

      “What do you want?” Zack asked the question before he could stop himself.

      Anita’s eyes narrowed. “I want to get out of this shitty place and kill the male pigs who sent me down here.”

      Thinking of his mother and the resistance, Zack said, “I do too, though I want more than that. I want an end to everything out there in the real world. I want things to go back to the way they used to be, before… Well, before they took power.”

      “Men, always with their head’s shoved up their own asses. There is nothing for us women back in the old days. Just the same shit with a different smell. The patriarchy never dies.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. “Things weren’t that bad, you had all the rights us men did and—”

      “Shut your mouth, fool. Nothing turns me off more than talking of the past.” She took off her shirt, her breasts spilling out, her muscular body glistening with sweat.

      “What are you doing?”

      She removed her nose ring, then slid over and shoved him against the door. “I said shut your dumb male mouth.” Next thing he knew, her lips were pressed hard against his, her tongue slipping into his mouth.

      He froze at first, then grabbed her hair and pulled her face to him. She ripped her lips away. “Get your armor off.”

      As soon as he had unequipped everything and put it in his inventory, she almost dragged him to the ground. “I won’t do this on the bottom.” She stroked his shaft with her hand, holding it in a tight grip.

      “Climb on top then, I don’t care.” Zack loved the feel of her calloused hand squeezing his length. The logical part of him was screaming, ‘WTF are you doing, you idiot?’ the male part was screaming, ‘oh, yeah, bring it on.’

      The male part won out.

      He was rock hard when she lifted her leg over him. “Let me control this,” she said. “I’ve never done this before in game, and I don’t know how it’s going to feel.”

      “I reckon it feels a lot better than the real world.” Zack watched his shaft sink slowly inside Anita’s pink, sweet bliss.

      Once he was in halfway, she started rocking back and forward, her lips slightly parted. He reached up and cupped his hands over her large, rounded breasts. She moaned, grabbing his arms and squeezing, rocking ever harder until he was most of the way in.

      “Does it feel good?” He lifted his butt off the floor so he went even deeper.

      “Shit yeah.” Her nails dug into his arms as she closed her eyes. “Now shut up and let me enjoy myself.”

      Staring up at her, Zack let her do her thing, making sure he came nowhere near exploding inside her. She could pleasure herself on him all she wanted, but when he was ready to burst, he was going to make sure she was in the same orgasmic stupor Amy, Betsy and Missy were left in when he was done with them.

      As he thought of Missy, he wondered if this is what she had meant by tempering Anita’s music. Perhaps it was.

      Anita’s body quivered and she covered her mouth as she screamed in pleasure. Zack grabbed her and pulled her down to him, tearing her hand away and bringing her lips to his. She held him down, her tongue shoved into his mouth, thrusting her pelvis back against him, her liquid come gushing out of her, twice as hard as it did Betsy.

      Zack wrapped his arms around her, loving the feel of the warmth spilling between his legs. Maybe female players had their own version of craziness when they came.

      She lifted her face from his, then started kissing his cheeks, his nose and his eyes, her breath hot on his skin. Grabbing one of his hands, she brought it back to her breasts. He squeezed it, feeling the sinews inside, his masculine desires filling him with the desire to throw her onto her back so he could screw the ever living shit out of her.

      But she had wanted to be on top, so he kept himself in check.

      Anita grabbed his hair. “Fill me up, male.”

      She thrust so hard against him, Zack almost wanted to ask her to ease up. He let go of her breasts and lifted her up and down so he sank in and out of her to a wet squelching sound.

      As he neared climax, he held her to him, then lifted himself from the floor and let his thick, toxic masculinity burst inside her. Anita moaned, her eyes fluttering open. She stared down at him, her pointed ears drooping, face flushed with bliss.

      His field of view bugged out and he saw double of her for a few long moments. A hot and sweaty, big breasted orc chick, with muscled arms, a delightfully warm and wet pussy and a hate boner for anyone born of the opposite sex.

      What was not to love?

      She lifted herself off him as she became full, and his come spilled out over her inner thighs. Once it had stopped geysering out of him, she slid off of his body and looked down at the puddle of fluids left behind from their lovemaking. “What sick creeps made this game?” Shaking her head, she put her clothes on. “I don’t know who made more fucking mess. You or me.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          

      

    

    







            Fallen Azinore

          

        

      

    

    
      Three hours after leaving the temple, they crept along the carved stone aqueduct, the tops of buildings rising above the sides of the giant half-pipe. In the distance, lit by a violet phosphorescent light from giant vines hanging down from the dark shrouded cavern roof, was a vast domed structure with a huge spire rising out of its center.

      Zack kept his endless torch low to the ground to reduce the spread of the light. Already, they’d heard noises rising from the city below them. Strange chattering sounds, a hiss and twice now, the thud of heavy feet.

      Holly had warned them that the hive of Deep Ones had infected this city and that many of its long dead inhabitants still roamed its streets, their bodies under the control of the insectoid creatures ruled by the Karzel. So far, Zack and the three women’s presence seemed to have gone unnoticed.

      He doubted that would last.

      They were far from the safety of the lift leading up to the Bottomless Well, far from anyone that could help them.

      And his disease timer ticked down, one hour at a time, heading toward his death.

      Missy took his hand, her eyes searching his. He nodded to show her he was alright.

      The four of them had resolved themselves to not speak until they had reached the maintenance tower at the end of the aqueduct near the dome. To be detected by the Deep Ones, would almost certainly be a death sentence.

      Soon they reached a broken part of the aqueduct. Zack leapt over the six-foot gap first, his armor jingling as he landed. They waited a tense thirty seconds, before deciding nothing had heard him. Missy made the jump, then Holly.

      Anita peered down and then up at Zack. He could not see her face, but he assumed she might be afraid of heights. It had taken her twice as long as everyone else to scale the ladder inside the maintenance tower that had led them into the aqueduct.

      But the orc woman had said little to any of them since her and Zack went at it the night before. If anything, she seemed worryingly subdued.

      Had they made a mistake sleeping with one another? He’d enjoyed the hell out of it, and felt more connected to her than ever before. He reckoned she had enjoyed it too, but real world women were a difficult lot to understand at times.

      She made the jump, her armor clanking loudly as she landed. Zack hid the torch and held his breath, Missy taking his hand again, her body shaking as she pressed it against him.

      A mewling noise sounded from somewhere below. They heard feet padding across pavement and what might have been claws scraping along the side of a building.

      Then nothing.

      Zack slowly took in a breath, then cautiously moved on. Their pace was slow as they strained their ears to listen for more sounds.

      Damn, he hated this. Horror had never been something he’d enjoyed. After all, when your real life was one of unending horror, why would you want to experience it in game?

      The Forgotten Sump, the place where the tomb of the Soul Eater had been located, was a bright and bubbly kindergarten compared to this place.

      At some stage, he would need to come back down to the Deep to face the Karzel from the Bethod Hole Jeweler Guild quest chain from Lower Underworld. Maybe he would pass on that quest. No way was he coming down to this place again!

      It took them another hour to reach the maintenance tower near the giant dome at the center of the city. Here, they would have to descend to street level and find an entrance leading into the domed structure.

      Zack climbed out of the aqueduct and up to the metal catwalk. Helping the other three up, they made their way into the tower. Before they climbed down the ladder, Zack peered over the railing to the base of the tower.

      The place appeared empty and the door leading in from outside was shut.

      He went down the ladder, then after double checking nothing was about, lifted the torch to better illuminate the stone structure.

      Holly descended next and gave him a brave smile as she came to stand next to him. “We made it,” she whispered.

      “We’re not there yet.”

      Missy gracefully slid down the sides of the ladder, landing without so much as a sound. Anita ended up unequipping her armor and came down in her small clothes, never once looking down. Only when she was safe on the ground did he see her finally relax.

      Piece by piece, her armor appeared on her body as she reequipped it. Then she nodded her head. “Now what?”

      They gathered close together so they could speak as silently as possible. “We put out the torch,” Holly said. “At least until we are inside the dome.”

      Zack would extinguish the flame once they were ready to leave. There should be enough phosphorescent light out there to be able to see.

      “Once we are out on the street, we need to search for a minor entrance to the dome. The place used to be the Senate building and Imperial library. It contains all manner of ancient tomes and sacred items. The minor entrances are where the servants used to enter.”

      She grinned at Zack. “I guess I can tell you what you are after now. Somewhere inside the library, there should be a plant growing inside a glass container.”

      “A plant?” His heart sank. “This place fell a long time ago. If there is a plant, won’t it be long dead?”

      “Malghana doesn’t think so.”

      “That’s not very reassuring.”

      Holly shrugged. “The plant is called Mistletoe and Malghana said it can be found in one of the rooms in the Upper Library.”

      “Mistletoe.” Zack glanced at Anita. The orc rolled her eyes and looked away.

      Zack wanted to beat his head against a wall. Fucking hell. I came all this way to be trolled by the stupid developers.

      Missy grabbed his arm, harder than he was accustomed to. “Trust in the game.”

      “What?”

      She made a sharp intake of breath, then let go of him and hefted her guitar and held it like nothing had just happened.

      No one else seemed to have noticed what had happened. Holly was busy talking about a book she had been sent to find for Malghana and Anita had her back turned, seemingly disinterested in the whole thing.

      Had the resistance just sent him a message through Missy? Telling him not to worry as this was a game world and it was completely logical for a living bit of mistletoe to be found in a place like this?

      “Are you listening to me?” Holly hissed.

      Zack turned back to her. “Sure. Shall we get moving?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They hid in an abandoned building across from the side entrance to the limestone dome. The area was well lit from the purple glowing vines growing along the sides of the building.

      But they were not alone. Shuffling through the streets were mummified people, covered in webs, their eyes empty holes peering out between the white gossamer threads.

      While the infected people were long dead, the creatures inside them continued to control their bodies, the webbing clearly acting to preserve the ancient flesh.

      What sicko came up with this? Zack thought bitterly as twenty of the infected moved about on the street outside.

      They had been trapped in the building for the better part of an hour. Nothing had detected them on their short journey from the tower, the streets empty, the place deathly silent. Then they had neared the dome’s minor entrance and suddenly a group of infected had emerged from a side street and started in their direction.

      They had only just managed to get to cover.

      But why were the Deep Ones still outside? If they had detected Zack and the others, why hadn’t they attacked?

      What if they didn’t go away?

      Zack ground his teeth as he listened to the feet shuffling out on the street. He and the three women sat propped up against the inner wall of the building, right below the broken window.

      The enemy was too close for Zack to speak to the others and make plans and the light inside the building was too dim to effectively use hand signals.

      All he could do was charge out there and hope the others would follow or wait the enemy out.

      After what had happened at the mine at Bethod Hole, he decided waiting would be the best course of action. Magic and weapons had little effect against the infected, which likely meant the way to kill them was yet to be revealed to him.

      It almost seemed like Malghana had sent them all knowingly to their deaths… She out of anyone would know of a way to kill the infected. Why hadn’t she shared it?

      To his immense relief, the infected shuffled off down the street. They waited for several minutes, then Zack stood and cautiously peered through the window.

      The street was empty. The way to the entrance was clear.
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            The Infected

          

        

      

    

    
      Missy gently shut the door behind them. Zack and Anita quickly threw the bolts across, locking them inside the domed building.

      Now nothing could follow them from outside.

      They had made it across the street undetected but just as they were about to enter the door, more infected appeared down the street. Zack had no idea if they had been seen, but he reckoned it best they didn’t find out.

      After lighting his Endless Torch, Zack led the way down the empty stone corridor, Holly at his side. “There should be a servants flight of stairs up ahead on the right. We climb three levels, then we should be able to find an entrance to the balcony overlooking the senate floor. There should be an exit on the other side that will take us to the upper library.”

      Zack was glad the apprentice had studied the maps of the place, at not only was it huge but every thirty feet along the corridor, passages led off to their left or right, many with dozens of doors along their walls.

      The servant passages were a complex maze and had been designed to allow the servants access to all parts of the senate building without getting under the feet of the rich and powerful.

      Or he assumed that’s why the developers made it that way. It could also be to add to the difficulty for the players sent inside the senate building for a quest.

      After a few minutes, they reached the stone stairs. Zack glanced back at Missy and Anita. Both women held themselves stiff, Missy ready to play her music, Anita holding her sword.

      Zack tried not to think of where they were. So far, their luck had held out. Maybe they would be able to get what they had come for, escape the city and never have to face the Deep Ones.

      Or maybe not.

      Holly had started to ascend the stairs when the sound of heavy footfalls echoed from above them. Zack grabbed Holly and dragged her back, then started toward one of the nearby doors, holding the torch close to himself to reduce the spread of light.

      Anita got there first and opened it. Thankfully, the hinges weren’t rusted and made no noise as the door opened. The four of them hurried inside the pitch black room and shut themselves in.

      Zack kept the torch hidden, just in case the light could be seen through the crack under the door. As he listened for the footsteps coming down the stairs, he scanned the room.

      They seemed to be in a servants sleeping quarters. Simple metal beds were placed along either wall and beyond them, another door led from the room.

      Zack touched Holly on the shoulder to get her attention, then pointed at the other door. Her brow furrowed, then she grinned. “I think there is another corridor out there with another set of stairs leading up.”

      She started creeping across the room. Zack waved the other two women after her and then walked backwards behind them, facing the door they had entered, just in case the thing coming down the stairs decided to enter the room.

      Holly listened at the other door, then motioned to Anita to get ready. Zack never took his eyes off the entry where they had come in for more than a second. He could no longer hear the footsteps but reckoned whatever was making them had to be close to the bottom of the stairs.

      Zack heard the women open the door and glanced over his shoulder at them. Anita was peering outside. She opened the door wider, then stepped out into the hallway.

      Suddenly, the door on the other end of the room flew opened. A webbed beast of a figure stumbled into the room. Twice as big as a human and three times as wide, the figure had to be an infected Greater Goblin or some other creature like a troll.

      Zack tossed Anita the torch, then shield raised, backed after them as they left the room. The webbed creature made no noise as it hobbled after them. Two pinpricks of red shone out from the webbed covering over the infected’s mouth.

      A chill ran through Zack. They looked like small eyes, peering out from the host creature’s mouth.

      The creature let out a horrifying moan, then started barreling toward Zack. He raced out the door and pulled it shut, a moment before the creature slammed into it. “Find those stairs,” he cried, holding the door shut as the infected creature tried to pull it open.

      Holly raced down the corridor to their left. Zack waited for Anita and Missy to follow, before he let the door go and hurried after them.

      Seconds later, the creature was in the corridor with them, its moan echoing around them.

      Dozens of shirking cries sounded in the distance. A door flew open somewhere, and feet thundered on stone somewhere down one of the side corridors running from the one they raced along.

      They arrived at a set of stairs and the three women waited for Zack to catch up. He got to them, then took the lead. Anita followed from behind, the two lightly armored women staying at the center.

      Several levels later, Holly said, “This is the right level.” She sped toward a set of double doors.

      The infected were coming up the stairs behind them. It sounded like there were dozens of them back there, crying out to one another in the darkness.

      Unlike Zack and the others, their eyes were clearly accustomed to not having light around.

      Zack got to the doors. There was no time to be cautious, so he threw them open and raced out, shield raised.

      A human-sized infected stood not far in front of him. Racing forward, he charged the creature, slamming it in the chest with Shield Slam. It stumbled back. His blow hadn’t done any damage, just like he expected it wouldn’t, but it had forced it against the railing overlooking the senate floor.

      “Anita, help me.” Zack bashed the infected in the face twice, trying to stun it long enough for him to be able to pick it up and toss it over the edge.

      The orc woman got to him and brought her two handed sword down in the center of the infected’s skull. Her blade bounced away with a hollow thud.

      “You can’t kill them.” Zack dropped his sword and grabbed the creature’s webbed legs, grimacing as the sticky fiber clung to his gauntlets.

      Anita must have understood what he was trying to do. She grabbed the creature from the other side, just as it began to thrash about, then they both hurled it over the railing.

      By the time they heard it crash to the ground, Zack had already grabbed his sword and was racing along the balcony toward the far end of the giant room. The same purple vines that had grown outside ran down the domed roof above them, shining a violet light over them.

      The women were beside him, all puffing and panting. Zack risked a glance down at the senate floor and swore under his breath.

      Everything was covered in dense webbing, much like the lair of a giant spider. Cocooned bodies hung from overhead railings, others were merely dark specks poking out of the blanket of web.

      Then something huge moved at the center of the web. Not a spider, but a creature seemingly made of black fog, tinged with the violet phosphorescent light. The thing had no form, it simply was.

      Even though it had no discernible eyes, Zack knew the thing saw him. Could it be the Karzel? Had Malghana lied about everything?

      They got to the giant wooden doors and Anita kicked them open, one falling off its hinges and crashing to the ground. Racing inside, they found themselves on a narrow bridge overlooking a giant park below.

      Infected moved among the empty garden beds, hundreds of them, their webbed bodies bathed in violet light. A whole fucking army!

      “Shit.” Anita started along the marble bridge, peering over the railing at the teeming masses below.

      The infected knew they were there. Hundreds of webbed faces peered up at them, some human, others monsters of varying size. All had an evil red light shining from their mouths.

      Zack followed the women along the bridge, eyes scanning everywhere. Figures moved beyond the broken door behind them. The infected were close on their heels.

      The bridge was narrow and the only quick way off it would be leaping over the side to a certain death. If any infected were in front of them, they’d be trapped.

      There didn’t seem to be an immediate way for the infected below them to ascend to their level, but there were doors leading from every side of the park, including the end they were heading to.

      Was there a way to reach the upper library from the lower? There had to be. So why weren’t the infected below all heading the same direction they were?

      Unless…

      They got to the end of the bridge and Zack once again took the lead. Their pursuers were nearly halfway across the bridge.

      With Anita’s help, Zack opened the double set of doors leading into the upper library. Making sure nothing moved in front of him, Zack headed in, the women right behind him.

      All four of them slammed the doors shut. Holly pounded her fist down on a button beside the door and a moment later, a loud click filled the air.

      The doors were locked. Seconds later, they heard thuds and bestial screams from outside.

      But the doors held.
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      They took a minute to get their breaths back. The Upper Library was still and silent. Far below them, they could hear the infected.

      Zack walked over to the railing that ran around the giant open air circle in the center of the room. This whole level of the Upper Library was nothing more than a twenty-foot-wide walkway where one could gaze out over the levels below it.

      Peering down, Zack was surprised to see how high up they were. Several levels of the library went below ground level. The bottom floor was filled with study desks and piles of books. The levels above it were much like the one Zack and the others were on, which meant he couldn’t see where the infected were.

      He could only hear them.

      “I don’t see a staircase leading down,” Holly said from behind him. “Kinda lucky, I guess.”

      Anita shook her head. “Even if they can’t get up to us, we’re trapped in here.” She inclined her head toward the door where they had come in. “The whole city probably knows we’re here now. I’d say, we’re royally screwed.”

      Missy strummed a hopeful tune on her guitar. “Never give up. There is hope here, in this place of ancient books and parchments.” She joined Zack at the railing, her fingers working the guitar strings. “I hear the music of ages past, can feel the spirits around me. They sing to me.”

      “What the hell are you on about?” Anita lifted her faceguard, exposing her sweaty face. “All I hear are hungry fucking monsters trying to find a way to come up here and kill us.”

      Zack put his hand on Missy’s shoulder. There could be something important in her words. After all, memories had come back to her when Zack and his harem had needed them.

      The tune of her music became more intense. “After we get what we have come for, we must find a waygate portal at the very top of the library. It will take us to the lowest level below us.”

      “So what?” Anita said. “Those things can jump over the railing and get us. Even if they don’t, how are we going to get out of the city?”

      Holly nodded in agreement, her eyes darting down as one of the infected let out a hideous shriek.

      “Worry not.” Missy went over to Anita and kissed her cheek.

      Anita frowned. “You’re messed up in the head.”

      Missy chuckled. “So are you. Now listen to me, after we have passed through the waygate portal, there will be a door that will lead us to a kitchen where the servants used to boil water for tea. The spirits sing to me and their song tells me that there is an entrance to a sewer.”

      She came over and leaned against Zack, peering up at him, her eyes bright. “And it will take us out beyond the city’s edge.” Her guitar fell silent.

      Zack kissed her on the lips. “Great, we have a way out of here. Now let’s find what we came for!”
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        * * *

      

      “There it is,” Holly said, pointing at the Golden Tome Malghana asked her to find. Reverently, the apprentice walked up to the ancient book that sat on a lectern at the back of a room full of dusty maps and scrolls.

      Zack and Anita both stood guard at the door while Holly and Missy had searched for the item. They could still hear the infected below them, their sounds becoming more frenzied.

      “Now for the Mistletoe.” Holly led the way outside.

      They climbed another flight of stairs to the level above. “It should be here somewhere. Search for the Herbalist archives.”

      After a few minutes of searching the doors leading from the circular landing, they finally came to the right one. Zack shoved open the door, his shield raised, just in case something waited for him inside. It would be no surprise to him if the thing was guarded. The developers had to make things difficult.

      The room was empty of anything but books, scrolls and to one side, tables with dusty jars. Moving around the table stacked with books in the center of the room, Zack headed for an item sitting on a podium draped on a dusty black sheet. He held the torch out and Missy took it from him.

      Stopping before the podium, he took a deep breath. This had to be it. The second part of his cure. He slowly reached out to pull the sheet back, his heart pounding with excitement, his fears dashed away…

      “Hurry the fuck up,” Anita snapped.

      “Go to hell,” Zack replied, then tore off the sheet.

      A golden glow made him avert his eyes. When he could bare looking at it, he turned and gazed upon the eternal wonder of… a dead branch with withered leaves in a glass container, bathed in magical light that was probably meant to keep the plant alive in ages past.

      “Well, that’s a letdown.” Was all he could get out.

      Holly stared at it. “I expected it to be alive.”

      Missy burst into tears and buried her face in Zack’s shoulder. “My love, my sweet song, what are we going to do?”

      He absently put his arm around her at a loss for words. I’m a dead man. We came all this way for nothing.

      Anita shoved past him, smashed open the glass container and grabbed the Mistletoe. She placed it into Zack’s Inventory. “Can we go now?”

      His mouth fell open. “It’s… It’s dead.”

      “Did the quest say the fucking thing was alive? No, it didn’t. Just because it’s dead, doesn’t mean it won’t cure you.”

      Missy looked up. “The mummy wrapping belonged to a dead thing. Maybe the Mistletoe being dead doesn’t matter.”

      Zack thought about it, then grinned. “You’re right.”

      

      
        
        CORE QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: You have (so far) protected your escort and found the second part of your cure.

        Rewards

        +5000xp

      

      

      

      
        
        CORE QUEST

        Objective: You must escape the Deep and return to Lord Gwynn the Scaleless with the second part of your cure. Only then, will you be cured of Cave Blight.

        Rewards

        +8000xp

      

      

      

      43 Hours until death!

      

      “One last item to find, then. Any idea where it is?” Zack asked.

      Now that he had the second part of the cure, he wanted to get the hell out of there and get back to Gwynn.

      Holly led them from the room. “I think it will be near the top of the library.”

      “The waygate portal is on the top level,” Missy reminded them.

      They went up three more levels, hurrying through each to see what they contained, before moving on. The Platinum Devi was a holy item and unlikely to be found in rooms labeled ‘Research: Metallurgy’, ‘Research: Carnal delights’(if Zack had time, he’d have totally checked that one out!) nor ‘Population statistics’. That last one sounded boring as hell. Numbers did his head in.

      Finally, they came to a door labeled ‘Research: Spiritual and Arcane.”

      That sounded promising.

      They entered and found a room full of chests. Holly raced over, searching one after the other. Most contained a mix of religious symbols made out of metal, others ancient tomes and others still random items with garbled item information.

      “I’ve never seen that before,” Zack said to Anita.

      She lowered one of the items, glancing at Missy and Holly as they searched the huge golden chest at the far end of the room. “Maybe they were never meant to be usable items or maybe they are meant to be broken because of their age.”

      Zack lifted a heavy silver sword from the chest. The metal gleamed in the torchlight. “Damn shame, this thing is beautiful.”

      On a whim, he tried to put it into his Inventory to use as a bit of decoration for Missy’s palace, but a warning message came up.

      

      Item 3325T## Corrupted.

      Data report sent

      Player name and location recorded

      

      “Well, the devs know we’re here now,” Anita said, seeing the same message. “Fucking basement dwelling male lowlife scum.”

      “They have women working for them too.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Internalized misogyny. Look it up. Those women are only there for men to objectify them.”

      He grinned at her. “I totally objectified you last night and it felt real good.”

      Her eyes narrowed, then she chuckled. “You’re the only male allowed to objectify me and only when we make love. I got off on it more than you did, anyway.” She glanced down at his crotch. “You know how to use that thing, unlike most pea-pecker, teetotal, soy boys.”

      “What’s your problem with soy?” Zack hadn’t eaten the stuff in years.

      “Go fuck yourself.” She crossed her arms. “You have your petty puerile psychotic hatreds, and I have mine.”

      “Men who eat soy beans. Right then.” Zack turned away and had a sudden thought about something the G Man had said. The developers weren’t able to watch Zack all the time, as they didn’t control the Underworld. What would they do now that they had been sent a message saying where he was?

      Perhaps nothing. Perhaps, if the Janitor was working with the devs, they would help Zack and the others escape so they could keep carrying out his assassination missions. Or…

      “Found it,” Holly said, racing over and handing Zack the Platinum Devi. He glanced at the shining silver item of a beautiful, naked woman with long hair and a perfectly smooth body. Damn, that chick’s hot. Too bad she’s made of metal and only a foot tall!

      “I bet the priests used to get off on that thing,” Anita said.

      “More likely, the Priestesses.” Zack laughed. “That ghost said nothing about men serving in the temple.”

      Zack slipped it into his Inventory. “Let’s get to the portal.”

      They left the room and climbed to the top level. The staircase deposited them into a huge expanse lit by magical lights hanging from the domed roof. The portal sat in the center of the room, half the size of the one he had traveled to Middle Underworld in.

      Anita and Holly where about to step out into the room. Zack grabbed them both and dragged them back. “Wait, this doesn’t feel right. This place looks like a boss room.”

      The orc woman scanned the area. “I think you’re right. But I don’t see anything.”

      Zack leaned out and peered up at the domed roof. He could see nothing up there. There didn’t seem to be anything over the other side of the room except massive shelves full of books.

      Maybe it was just a big room. Nothing to worry about.

      He lifted his shield. “Keep your eyes and ears open and stay behind me.”

      Zack stepped out onto the marble floor. After several steps, nothing had happened and he began to relax. He strode toward the portal, the three women just behind him.

      They paused not far from the swirling purple void. Something moved within it.

      Suddenly, a figure stood before them. A giant gray metal golem.

      “Unauthorized use of this portal is forbidden. Turn around or I will be forced to execute you for violating the library rules.”

      The damn thing sounded just like a cyborg cop out in the real world.

      Zack lifted his sword. They couldn’t go back the way they’d come. There was no way out of the windowless Upper Library other than this portal.

      The golem’s metal feet clanged on the marble as it took a menacing step toward them, its eyes simply two rounded forged metal orbs with black dots painted on them to look like pupils. “Leave. Now.”

      “Get out of our way—or die.” Zack started forward.

      Nothing would stop him from getting back to Gwynn and curing his Cave Blight.
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            The Deep Ones

          

        

      

    

    
      “Go around him,” Zack roared to the three women. He unleashed his Commanding Taunt, getting the aggro from the golem. “I’ll hold it off so you can escape.”

      “No,” Missy cried, already buffing him with Song of Fury and putting her healing over time spells on him.

      Anita didn’t move either.

      Only Holly seemed to be in agreement. She moved around the golem, heading toward the portal.

      As the golem bore down on him, arms raised in the air, ready to crush him, he raced forward and slashed it in the metallic gut with Demon Strike.

      

      Inflicted 24 damage

      

      Damn, the thing has a lot of armor!

      The giant fist came down just behind him, the impact shaking the floor and cracking the tiles.

      Leaping left to avoid a vicious backhand, Zack used his shield’s special ability. Undead hands reached out of his shield, clawing at the golem.

      Yet they too did little damage to the metal being. Distracted by the arms, the golem did not see Zack move in. He got in a quick Devastate, then a Criss Cross. Even with the armor reduction of Devastate, he still inflicted pitiful damage.

      

      Inflicted 37 damage

      

      Anita charged in, using her trinket’s Raid Slayer buff, her Rage Storm DPS boost then Ferocious Strike, her two-handed sword faring little better than Zack’s. The golem pounded Zack’s shield, driving him back, and deadening his arms.

      

      -49hp

      

      Zack avoided several more punches, moving away, trying to draw the golem as far from the portal as he could. Anita was going nuts on the thing from behind, but none of their attacks were doing much damage. Holly was already nearing the portal. She stopped and turned, calling to Missy and Anita to come with her.

      “Go,” Zack ordered them. “I’ll hold it off. Get out of here.”

      

      -54hp

      

      Another massive blow had struck his shield, this one almost knocking it aside and exposing him. Zack leapt out of the way of a giant overhead two-handed attack. The golem’s fists slammed into the ground, shattering the tiles in an explosion of sharp marble shards.

      

      -27hp

      

      Zack got in a quick Demon Strike, before moving out of the golem’s reach. Missy was finally heading for the portal, though her eyes never left him, nor did she stop her healing. Once the women were all at the portal, he would pop Rapid Advance and escape the golem. If it followed them through, hopefully they would be able to find the entrance to the sewers and escape.

      If not… Then they would have to find some way to kill it. Their normal damage sure as fuck wasn’t going to save them.

      Not a good plan, but about all they had, he reckoned.

      The golem lowered its shoulder and charged at him. Zack dived to the side, but the metal construct slammed into his legs, swinging him about. He landed hard on the ground, his digital skeleton shuddering from the impact.

      

      -156 hp

      

      He was on his feet quickly, slamming back a Restoration potion. Anita raced past him, going after the golem who smashed into the far wall, its momentum carrying it well beyond them.

      “Come back,” Zack roared, going after her. He glanced over his shoulder and found Missy standing at the portal beside Holly. They were heading outside of her healing range! “Anita, get back here. Get to the portal.”

      This would have been the perfect opportunity to escape—had Anita used her freaking head!

      He caught up to her just as she slammed into the golem, unleashing some of her most destructive abilities. It barged past her, racing at Zack.

      

      Companion suffered 98 damage

      

      He smashed it with Shield Slam, before it brought its fist around to punch him in the side. The blow knocked him flying. Before he smacked into the ground, he used Shield of Stone to reduce the damage.

      

      -155hp

      

      Zack rolled near a dozen times before he came to a stop. Looking up, he saw the golem barreling toward him. Fuck this.

      He got up, popped Rapid Advance and headed straight for the portal. Anita could stay there and die for all he cared. If she had damn well listened to him…

      The golem’s feet thundered after him, drawing ever closer. Zack glanced over his shoulder and found it doing its charge attack. He dodged to the side, and it flew past him, its course taking it just to the right of the portal.

      Missy and Holly both moved away, watching the golem as it crashed into the wall at the far edge of the room. “Get in the portal,” Zack cried, getting back to his feet and racing on. His Rapid Advance ran out, and his pace slowed.

      To his relief, the two women disappeared into the portal.

      Zack got there five seconds later and without hesitation immersed himself in the purple fog.

      Next thing he knew he was stumbling outside the other end.

      Only to find Holly and Missy standing right in front of him, their eyes locked on something ahead. His heart sank. Across the large open room from them, were a dozen infected, shattering furniture and scattering books as they hurried forward.

      Shit.

      A moment later, Anita burst out of the portal and slammed into him. She grabbed him and dragged him to the side, calling for Missy and Holly to do the same.

      Just as the two women started moving, the golem burst out of the portal, charging forward, smashing through the tables, chairs and mounds of books and right into the infected.

      The metal giant crashed into a stone column, shattering it to pieces. Then it turned and grabbed the nearest infected and crushed it in its huge fist. “Die, trespassers.” It punched another infected in the face, sending its body flying.

      Zack raced up to Holly who watched the fighting. “Find the sewer entrance. Now!”

      She snapped out of her daze, and raced around the edge of the room. Zack went to run next to Missy, holding his shield up, ready to protect her.

      Most of the infected were focusing on the golem, but a few moved to intercept them. Holly shouted something, pointing to a door in the wall. Zack motioned her to open it, his eyes only briefly leaving the approaching infected. Anita came to stand next to him, sword drawn, faceguard lowered.

      Once the infected were almost on them, Zack slowed, letting Missy enter the door. Anita stood to his left. “Get in there,” Zack snapped, then unleashed Commanding Taunt to get the three infected on him.

      Twin red eyes shone from their mouths, revealing broken teeth and gray, pallid flesh. The damn things really were mummified corpses.

      Thankfully, Anita obeyed him. Zack backed toward the door, shield raised. The infected tried to leap on top of him, but he jumped back, and they fell to the ground before him. He slashed at their faces, inflicting almost no damage. The red eyes on two of the infected disappeared down their throats, but the third looked up at him and let out a ghastly keening wail.

      Zack took the opportunity to attack, and thrust his sword right into the infected’s mouth. Its body jerked around, like it was having an epileptic fit. He tore his sword out then backed away as the other two got to their feet. They came after him again, their arms reaching for him.

      Something grabbed Zack from behind and pulled him into the doorway.

      Next thing he knew, the door slammed shut in his face. A moment later, he heard something crash against it. The infected.

      Heart racing, breath coming fast, he turned and found Anita. “We need to move,” she said, pulling him deeper into the room.

      He let her lead him away and soon found Missy and Holly standing over a hole in the ground. The entrance to the sewer.

      The spirits who had sung to Missy had been right.

      Missy’s eyes widened and she pointed at Zack’s sword. “Kill it!”

      Zack looked down and gasped. Impaled on the end of his sword was a fist-sized dark green and black mottled beetle with glowing red eyes. Its six legs kicked wildly, yellow blood dripping from the tip of his sword.

      Anita knocked it off with her gauntleted hand, then crushed the creature underfoot with a sickening crunch.

      

      Deep One has died

      +1000xp

      

      She flicked the gooey carapace away. “Too easy.”

      Holly climbed into the long dormant sewer. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      A day and a half later (and 8 less meals), they entered the lift that led up to the Bottomless Well. As the gears spun, the chains heaving them up, Zack put his arm around Missy. Soon, he would be cured and could get back to saving Amy and Betsy.

      Missy covered her mouth with her hand and yawned. Well, he would save Amy and Betsy after they got some sleep. They were all tired as hell.

      After they had emerged from the sewer and out into the area beyond the city, they had quickly fled. They could hear the distant cries of the infected, as well as the sound of hundreds of feet moving through Dead Azinore’s streets.

      The whole city must have been alerted to their presence. Thousands of infected and the Deep Ones controlling them.

      On the return journey, they had handed in the Platinum Devi quest and Zack had chosen for himself…

      

      
        
        Shield Ring of Dead Ifphoral

        Worn by those who were the unbroken shieldwall of Ifphoral. They were the last to fall before the scourge of the Black Veil.

        +1 Strength

        +2 Dexterity

        +1 Endurance

        +25hp

        Physical Damage reduction 2%

        Magical Damage reduction 2%

      

      

      

      
        
        For Missy, he had chosen…

      

      

      

      
        
        Platinum Chain Amulet

        The shining platinum neck piece once worn by the high priestess of a long forgotten goddess.

        +2 Intellect

        +3 Spirit

        +25 Inspiration

      

      

      

      He had let Anita choose her own reward.

      

      
        
        Nameday Ring

        Worn by the noble sons of the ruling class of Ifphoral. These rings were given to them on their sixteenth birthday, the day they would begin to serve in the great empire’s army.

        +3 Strength

        +1 Endurance

        +25hp

        +20ap

      

      

      

      Not bad.

      On the long journey back, they had seen groups of infected roaming the darkness in packs, their bestial cries echoing off the silent stone. The enemies had forced them to hide twice, wasting even more of Zack’s precious life that drew ever closer to his final demise.

      

      3 Hours until death!

      

      Talk about cutting it thin!

      The lift jolted as it entered the final stretch up to the Bottomless Well. Anita stared into the light shining down on them. “I’m never going back into the Deep ever again. That place can go fuck itself with a giant brick.”

      “Do you have to always swear?” Holly asked, clasping the Golden Tome in her hands. She’d barely put the thing away since she had found it.

      Anita looked down at the apprentice, her face hidden behind her faceguard. “Do you always have to open your mouth and ask stupid questions?”

      “Hey, calm down,” Zack said, letting go of Missy in case the two women started at one another again.

      On the way back, both had nearly come to blows. Everyone was tired and on edge after the horrors they had seen.

      The lift reached the Bottomless Well and they stepped out into Middle Underworld. Zack’s heart skipped a beat. Gathered before the house of Malghana was a small army.

      Rising above them were the banners of Sulfurion.

      The dragon’s minions were here. And a group of them were hurrying toward the lift.

      “Shit.” Zack turned to Missy. “We have to port out of here. Get us to Gwynn.”

      Wide eyed, Missy took out the Jade stone. “I can’t teleport Holly.”

      “What’s going on here?” Holly started toward Malghana’s house. “What are they doing?”

      There was nothing Zack could do to help the apprentice. Maybe the sisterhood was here to speak to the Black Witch and had seen Zack and the others and were coming to investigate.

      Whatever the case, once they recognized him and Missy, they would all die.

      “We have to leave her here. She can handle herself.” Zack grabbed Anita to make sure she didn’t run off and do something stupid.

      Missy had already begun the spell to port them out of there, but it would still take another fifty seconds to go off.

      Holly met the first of the sisterhood. Zack watched the exchange, wishing he could hear what was being said.

      Suddenly, Holly raised her hand and fire erupted around her in a great wall. She had just used Inferno, a Fire Mage spell to drive back enemies.

      “Oh, crap.” Zack drew his sword. Once that spell wore off, Holly would be a dead woman, and then the army of man hating cultists would descend on them.

      Holly raced back toward them, screaming for them to run. Her spell faded and the sisterhood spilled forward, heavy armor clanking on the rocky ground. Some of them rode giant lizards and they raced ahead of the others.

      The apprentice would never outrun them.

      There was only ten seconds to go before they were out of there. Zack called out to Holly. “Go down the lift. Get out of here. We can’t help you. I’m sorry.”

      The last thing he saw before his field of view went dark, was her turning in the direction of the lift.

      Then he stood before Gwynn the Scaleless.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “You want me to eat this?” Zack peered at the dripping Mummy Wrapping wound around the dead Mistletoe. Gwynn had ordered Servitor Granus to cook it in a pot full of a brown sludge that stank so bad, Zack dared not ask what it was.

      The Mummy Wrapping still reeked of the stuff and a pool of it had formed on the ground in front of Zack.

      A long jet of flame exploded out of the dragon’s rear end, setting fire to a newly made tapestry that had been hung only a few hours before to replace the ones the dragon had set fire to when Zack first arrived. “I don’t care if you eat it or not. That is completely up to you, mortal. I have better things to worry about, like my never ending flatulence and my sister.”

      His stomach gurgled and a another jet of flame shot out, setting fire to a shelf of books one level above them.

      Missy put her arms around Zack from behind, and rested her chin on his shoulder. “Eat it my love, my sweet song, for my soft, tender heart shall cease its rhythmic beating without you.”

      Her voice was so full of passion, Zack put the disgusting cure to his lips, then hesitated.

      Anita stomped up to him. “I can hold you down while she rams it down your throat.”

      Zack grimaced. “No, thank you.”

      Slowly he moved his lips around the cooked Mummy Wrappings. “The things I do to live.” Thank god this is only a game…

      In ten indescribably foul mouthfuls, he swallowed it all down. Then he started to gag, and Anita eased him to the ground and onto his back then shoved her hand over his mouth so he couldn’t bring it all up.

      After several long excruciating minutes of retching, then swallowing, retching, then swallowing, he managed to keep it down.

      

      
        
        CORE QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: You have escaped the Deep and returned to Lord Gwynn the Scaleless with the second part of your cure. Now you are finally cured! Just make sure you wash your mouth out with soap.

        Rewards

        +8000xp

      

      

      

      She removed her hand from his mouth. He grinned up at her, the terrible weight of having a countdown timer marking down the hour until his death lifted from his shoulders. “I’m cured. I’m F’ing cured!”

      “Now that’s a shit eating grin if I’ve ever seen one,” Anita said, shaking her head.

      “Gee, thanks.” Zack spat a brown gob onto Gwynn’s pristine floor. “Come here and let me kiss you.”

      She backed away. “Not on your dumb male life. That mouth isn’t coming anywhere near me ever again!”

      “Before you go, humans, I have a task for you.” The dragon stood. “My sister and her minions must be stopped.”

      Zack wiped his mouth on his cloak and got to his feet. “Sorry, we’re busy. I have a harem to save.”

      The dragon glared at him. “You don’t have a choice in the matter. The only way you will ever get out of the Underworld will be by working with me.”

      Another jet of flame exploded out his hindquarters. “My Servitor will give you the details.”

      Gwynn dropped back onto his belly and promptly fell asleep.

      Outside the room, they met Servitor Granus. The man nodded in greetings, then wrinkled his nose. “I see you managed to keep the cure down. Brave man you are, I must say.”

      Zack’s stomach cramped. “Can we talk about something else? Gwynn said you had something for us.”

      “Indeed. Things in Middle Underworld are grim indeed.”

      Anita sighed. “Every moment of my life is grim.”

      The Servitor looked her up and down. “A beautiful young orc woman like yourself should not view the world that way. Why, I—”

      “Just tell us what you want,” Zack said. The last thing he needed was for Anita to rage at the old man for trying to give her some friendly advice.

      “We are holding back Sulfurion’s minions here in Lower Underworld, but in Middle, they have overwhelmed us.” He shook his head. “They have taken Malghana prisoner, killed her female apprentices and last our spies told us, enslaved the male apprentices.”

      Zack had figured the cultists being at the Bottomless Well was a bad sign. “We need her to tell us how to get to Upper Underworld.”

      “Indeed.” Granus grinned. “And that is why you will help us.”

      Zack and Anita both growled under their breaths. She was likely thinking the same thing as him—don’t get involved in some petty factional squabble between NPC factions. But if they ever wanted to reach the surface, it looked like they had to.

      “There better be some nice XP and rewards,” Zack said, crossing his arms.

      “Oh, there will be.” Granus paused. “We will need allies in this coming war. Allies we at present, lack.”

      “Go on.”

      “The goblin tribes hate the sisterhood nearly as much as we do.”

      “Goblins.” Zack frowned. “We killed a bunch of them a while back, and we have a quest to collect their ears.”

      “It matters not. The goblin tribes are in uproar since their king died. They hunger for a new leader, someone who will unify them.” His eyes settled on Zack.

      Zack’s mouth fell open. “I hope you’re not expecting me to become their king. I’m a human, remember. Plus, goblin women aren’t my thing.”

      “You like orc women just fine,” Anita said. “Or at least what is between our legs and hanging from our chests.”

      “Only you, my sweet.” He smacked her armored ass. She shoved him away in what could only be feigned disgust, as he caught her grinning under her faceguard.

      Granus bared his teeth. “Bah. If you two would have shut your mouths, I would have said that one of King Osmos’s sons yet lives. He left home many decades ago, and journeyed out into the vast regions of Western Middle Underworld, near where the Qui’irl, the ratpeople, live. He lives there as a hermit, having nothing to do with his kind.”

      “Interesting.” Zack stroked his chin. “I have Osmos’s shield back in Vanamoor.

      “Most excellent.” Granus grinned. “Then take the shield with you and go in search of this living son and help him unify the goblin tribes. But that will not be all you must do. I have received word the goblins are under attack by the Deep Ones.”

      “Yes, we heard,” Zack said, remembering what Stout Jon had told them.

      “After you have installed the king, help him drive back the Deep Ones and destroy whatever entrance they are coming from. Only then will we have the allies we need to drive back Sulfurion’s minions and restore balance to Middle Underworld.”

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Step one. Find the lost goblin heir, give him his father’s shield and convince him to help you reunite the goblin tribes.

        REWARDS

        +8000xp

        +200 food

        An item each for you and your harem

      

      

      

      “And what about Malghana?” Zack asked.

      “Once you have united the tribes and the war against Sulfurion is in our favor, we will set about trying to save the witch. Don’t worry, they will not be able to kill her. No one can.”

      That was good to know.

      “It might be a while before we can go in search of this son. I have important business to attend to first.”

      The servitor lowered his head. “Then get to it, young man. But when you are done, seek out this wayward son and put him on the goblin throne.”
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            Sweet Cream

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack entered Missy’s room and almost had a digital heart attack. An incredibly loud gong rang right in his ear. “What is it?” Missy asked.

      “I… don’t know.”

      Suddenly, a notification popped up in his field of view.

      

      Message from the Janitor: Glad you’re cured. Now you need to get back onto task. At least if you want your women back. You have tonight off, but come morning, you have work to do. A new target has presented itself and you must kill it.

      You will hear from me soon. Have fun, then get some rest. You’re going to need it!

      

      Once Zack had read the last word, the message disappeared. He found Missy still looking at him, Anita only just now coming up to them.

      Zack forced a grin. “I’m alright. Let’s go check on Amy and Betsy.”

      They raced over to the bed and found both sleeping women snuggled up with one another, Amy laying behind Betsy, her arm draped over her. The two of them looked so damn cute, too bad they’d been asleep for days. Missy knelt beside them, brushing back their hair, humming softly.

      Had Margery put them that way or had they shifted in their sleep?

      Anita came up beside him. “I got a message. It said I will have to help you kill someone.”

      He grimaced then led Anita away from the bed. “Did it say anything else?” Maybe they had gotten different messages.

      The orc woman frowned. “No. I’ve never had one of those messages before. I assume that Janitor you told me about sent it.”

      “Yes, he’s going to have us assassinate someone like we did with those forum trolls. I think we get to rest up tonight, then he’ll wake us in the morning.” He studied her. “What are you going to do? You’re not being forced to help me.”

      Anita took off her helmet and removed her nose ring and put them into his Inventory. “Yes, I am.” To his surprise she began to sob. She quickly looked away, covering her mouth with her hand, trying to hide her pain.

      Putting a comforting hand on her shoulder, he asked, “What is it? How is he threatening you?”

      It took her almost a minute to gather herself. She spun around and knocked his hand away. “I don’t want to talk about it. Not with you. Not with anyone.”

      He backed away a step. “Fine. But I’m going to be honest with you right now, so I hope you will be honest with me when you do feel like talking.” He took a deep breath. “My mother leads the resistance or a least a resistance group with informants inside the center of the City.”

      Anita’s eyes widened. “Bull shit. The resistance groups were all crushed years ago.”

      “Let me explain.” Zack quickly told her about the G man and his mother, what he knew of the resistance and how the Oligarchy had possession of his real world body. He assumed that if the developers didn’t know half the stuff happening out there in the Underworld, they likely wouldn’t hear him now.

      “I should want nothing to do with you then,” Anita said. “And yet…” She lowered her eyes. “Why the fuck did I join your harem. It’s like I actually have feelings for you and don’t hate you like I hate everyone else.”

      She looked up as Zack laughed. “Blow it out your ass, male pig. It’s not my fault.”

      “Fault? You’re human, at least out there in the real world. No one will hold it against you if you like someone, me least of all. And hey, I am growing to like you too I reckon.”

      She glared at him, then her features softened and she finally chuckled. Only for a few seconds, then she stormed toward the bathroom, her armored boots clomping over the floor. “I expect you in the bath with me soon, male. You stink like shit breath.”

      “Fuck you too,” he called after her.

      She gave him the middle finger over her shoulder.

      Zack went over to Missy and knelt beside her, pulling her close, listening to her sing softly of sleeping beauties and the prince who would wake them.

      Her voice was so beautiful, it brought man tears to his eyes.

      She leaned her face against his. “I need you. Make my soul sour, let my sleeping sisters feel you love.” She touched Betsy. “They can hear us, they can sense what we sense, they feel our love and know they are missed.”

      Zack licked his lips. “How?” He thought Amy and Betsy’s AI was completely shut down.

      “All of us are bonded together, you, me, my sisters and…”

      “Anita.”

      Missy got to her feet. “In time, she will feel the closeness we do. It takes a while but the longer we are with one another, the stronger our bonds grow.” She smiled at him, swaying her hips. “I will meet you in my bath, for we must bask in our love for one another, our voices rising together in ecstasy.”

      She headed toward the bath, lifting her skirt so he could see her luscious backside.

      Zack felt himself going hard. But he wanted to spend a moment with Amy and Betsy. He leaned over them, touching both their faces. How was it possible they could feel anything? The Janitor said he had switched off their AI.

      “I’m cured now. No more Cave Blight.” He paused, checking for any sign they’d heard him. Their chests continued to rise and fall and that was about it. “I’m going to get both of you back. Just hold on.”

      He spent a few moments with them, hoping they knew on some level he was there.

      Then his thoughts turned to Anita. What would she do if she knew that the bond between them would grow greater the longer they were together?

      Other than the feeling of love, of bonding and the divinely awesome sex, was there any benefit to sticking with the same harem longterm? Could your harem passively gain other benefits of sticking together?

      Guess I will find out…

      Saying a silent goodnight to Amy and Betsy, he started for the bathroom. When he entered he stopped. Missy was rubbing bath oils over Anita’s naked body, her muscled stomach and breasts. Before getting to work on Anita, Missy had clearly already washed herself, her long hair dripping with water, her skin glistening with water.

      He felt his mouth hanging open and a trickle of drool down his chin. Damn, they are sexy.

      Getting uncomfortably hard inside his armor, he quickly stripped off them leapt into the bath, submerging himself under the eternally warm water. He couldn't wait to get started on the woman, but first things first, he had to better present himself.

      He tried not to think of what he’d eaten earlier in the day as he rubbed himself clean underwater and sloshed some around his mouth. When his lungs were near bursting, he spat out the water then broke the surface, right between Missy’s legs.

      She grabbed his shoulders and pulled him forward, directing his face into her soft, wet sweetness. He got to work quickly, filling his mouth with her taste, the one from earlier replaced by hers.

      “My sweet song, I love the feel of your gentle tongue inside me. Let my orc sister see how much you love me, let our love spread to her and to our two sleeping beauties.” Missy spread her legs wide, so he could better work his tongue.

      Zack heard Anita slide up next to Missy, heard her breathing, felt her eyes on him. What was she thinking right now, watching him pleasuring Missy?

      Probably, wondering if I’m objectifying them, He laughed to himself. Shit, I’m totally going to objectify her when I am done here! She’ll love every second of it too.

      Missy moaned as he buried his tongue deeper, running it over her pleasure spots, lapping her up. She held him to her as she came, her whole body shaking.

      He waited until her bliss had subsided, then pulled himself away, looking up at her. “I will be back for more in a moment.” His eyes switched to Anita and he slid over to her. “Your turn now. I want to know the taste of hot orc pussy.”

      Without hesitation, Anita lay back, opening herself to him. As he moved in, she pulled him in with her legs. “I like a good male toy from time to time. You’ve earned the right. Now make me come.”

      Zack grinned as he moved in on her, planting his face between her legs and getting a good taste of her. Missy was sweet, like honey, Anita was like a smooth, fine wine. Pleasant, with a memorable taste.

      But he wanted more than that. He pulled himself out of the water, running his tongue up her slit, over her pleasure spot and up the center of her muscled belly. She stared down at him, watching his face come ever closer to hers.

      Suddenly, she sat up and dragged him out of the water and brought his lips to her breasts. Obliging her, he sucked hard on her nipple, squeezing the other one between his fingers.

      He hadn’t been expecting to be pulled out of the water like that. Maybe she was afraid he would be on top and she wasn’t ready for that yet.

      Anita was so unlike the other three women. Amy could be forceful at times, but nothing like Anita. And hey, nothing wrong with a woman who knows what she wants, he reckoned. She was damn hot, an orc goddess, a luscious, sexy angel of death.

      And she was all his.

      Zack pulled her down on top of him, then with a mouthful of her nipple he said, “Climb on and I’ll give you a ride.”

      Her glistening, oiled body quivering, Anita sank down his fully erect shaft, almost taking eight inches of his ten. He let her be the one in control at first, until she got comfortable.

      Missy slid over next to him, one hand on Anita’s leg, the other between her own legs as she watched his member sink in and out of her orc sister. Zack pulled Missy’s hand from between her legs, and sucked her fingers, tasting her on them.

      Then he licked his lips. “Climb onto my face and let me taste you again.”

      Leaping onto him, just as Amy would, Queen Missy made love to his mouth. He lifted his arms and felt Anita take his hands, riding him faster now, moaning under her breath.

      Zack gave himself over to the women’s pleasure, and when they were done, he let himself loose over both of them just as Anita had done to his lower half several times during their love making.

      Anita brushed white from her lips. “You’re lucky that taste like sweet cream, or I’d have hacked that dangly male thing off mid flow then rammed it down your throat.”

      Laughing, Zack carried the dripping Missy into the water, cleaning her off as she snuggled against him, weak with her countless orgasms.

      After a moment’s hesitation, Anita joined them and the three held one another and slipped off to sleep submerged neck deep in the steaming, soapy water.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          

      

    

    







            Nagging Janitor

          

        

      

    

    
      Once again, Zack was woken to a quest text being, figuratively speaking, shoved into his face. Except this time, he wasn't the only one.

      Anita almost jumped out of the water. “Fucker. Leave me alone.”

      Missy woke and searched for danger.

      “It's all right.” Zack held Missy to him as he scanned over the Janitor’s assassination mission.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: There is a group of player trash camping out in my Underworld. This group are an organized band who are working the mines at the edge of the Ebony Depths. Kill them all. You have four days.

        Be warned: I don’t know how many of these guys are present. Expect anything from one or two, to a fully-fledged army. Well, not an army, but at least ten or so.

        Rewards

        You can plunder the dead men’s corpses for any and all loot.

        +6000xp

        I will restore one more member of your harem back to normal.

        Janitor’s note: Go dispose of the trash.

      

      

      

      Zack closed his eyes, listening to the bubbling water. Then he accepted the quest. He saw Anita had accepted it too as her character bar flashed.

      “Prick,” she muttered and climbed out of the bath and went for a towel.

      Missy stood when he did. “What happened?”

      Zack climbed out of the water, already missing its warmth. “The man who put Amy and Betsy asleep has a new mission for us. When we have done it, one of them will wake like you did.”

      She handed him a towel and watched Anita head out into the main room, her armor appearing on her piece by piece as she reequipped it. “We’ll do whatever it takes to hear their songs again, to feel their touch, to know their love.”

      Even if it involves murdering people? Zack didn’t dare ask the question out loud. Besides, the Janitor had said their targets wouldn't really die.

      Not in the real world, anyway.

      But who were they killing? Unlike last time, the Janitor had provided nothing in the way of an explanation.

      A few minutes later, they were ready to leave. Margery addressed them before they left. “I handed in those kelp fronds to the Healers Guild (+440 meals) and I went to take the food out of the tax vault but there is nowhere to put everything. The taxes won’t be paid again until it's empty.” She glared at Zack, her hands on her hips like a stern schoolmaster. “You run the palace now. Deal with it yourself.”

      Zack winced. “Yes, Ma'am.”

      He went back into Missy's room to be alone a moment so he could purchase two more storage chests.

      

      -500 food

      

      Damn, the more he purchased, the more expensive they became.

      He dumped most of his meals into the chests, then took the 400 food from the vault and deposited it into the storage chests too.

      

      
        
        STORAGE: 1000 Meals

        INVENTORY: 19 Meals

      

      

      

      Once he was back, he needed to do some series spending, either on upgrades to their equipment or to the palace. No point in continuing to buy storage chests to fill them with food.

      Before he returned to Missy and Anita, he grabbed the goblin shield.

      

      
        
        Medium Shield of Osmos

        Dropped by the goblin king Osmos of the Far Reaches as he fled Armenamo, the Guardian of the Abyss.

        Physical Damage reduction 17%

        Magical Damage reduction 12%

      

      

      

      Who would have thought that a vendor item would become part of something as exciting as putting a new king on the goblin throne?

      Shoving it into his Inventory, he went to Missy. The Bottomless Well was closer to their targets, but that was too dangerous to teleport to since the Sulfurion cultists had arrived there.

      That left one option...

      “Port us to the Drunken Fop!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After checking to see if the Janitor was there or if Stout Jon recalled anything about the man (he hadn’t!), the three set out into the Middle Underworld wilds. It would take them two days of travel to arrive at their destination but with Missy and the map, they shouldn’t get lost.

      Much.

      Late on the first day, they stumbled upon a chamber filled with plants growing around a pool of freezing cold water bubbling up from below. The plants turned out to be Glow Pods, so they gathered them up, walking away with eighteen of the quest items.

      Other than finding the plants, the day was uneventful.

      Once they arrived back to the palace to sleep the night, Zack went down with Anita and first handed in the herbs to the Healers Guild (+360 meals) then went to the local market and bought a 500 slot Gold Stitched bag, replacing the original Canvas Sack he had gotten when he first arrived in the Underworld.

      

      -800 food

      

      Now he had 1600 Inventory slots! There would be no need to upgrade it again anytime soon. Not unless quests started rewarding a lot more food.

      They messed around a bit, kissing and joking with one another, then slept. The next day, Missy ported them back to where they had teleported from the day before and they found themselves face-to-face with a giant Rock Wombat.

      “Shit, look out,” Zack roared, getting his Commanding Taunt out just in time to save Missy who was about to be attacked from behind.

      The rock wombat instantly went for Zack, opening its massive jaws, its sharp teeth dripping with saliva. As the jaws were about to close around him, he smashed the monster in the mouth with Shield Slam, shattering several of its teeth.

      The beast roared, splattering him with saliva, then tried to take another bite out of him. Zack sidestepped, the jaws snapping shut inches from him.

      He used the precious few seconds to get out a quick Demon Strike, tearing open a jagged cut along the side of the creature's neck. Blood drenched its thick brown coat.

      It slashed at him with its claws and missed, instead hitting Missy, lacerating her chest and stomach.

      

      Companion suffered -177 damage

      

      Zack bellowed, then hacked down with a Devastate, then slashed back and forth with Criss Cross, spraying monster blood everywhere. Missy moved back, using an instant heal on herself.

      Anita was on the other side of the beast, stabbing and slashing, punching and kicking, draining its hit points. She was going nuts just like she always did, with no regard for aggro or her own life.

      Zack moved the creature further away from Missy, its claws slashing one way than the other, trying to rip him apart. He backed up against the cave wall, cowering behind his shield stabbing at the creature as he could, Anita behind it, dismantling its rear end.

      As the wombat drew closer to death, its DPS increased. Zack used his defensive abilities and weathered the storm of massive swipes and gnashing teeth. Near the end of the wombat's life, he drove his sword deep into its throat, ripping open its esophagus, his sword bursting out the back of its neck.

      The creature grunted, then fell to its knees, blood gushing from its mouth and nose. It looked up at him, its eyes wide then they rolled up into its head.

      After a final heaving breath, the beast slipped away.

      

      Rock Wombat has died

      +1200xp

      

      Zack sheathed his sword, then raced over to Missy. She dabbed at the blood on her face with part of her dress. Her hit points were near full, so the wounds would heal quickly. The damage to her dress would repair itself.

      Zack embraced her. “You should have moved back sooner.”

      “I was too busy healing.”

      He let her go, then removed the skinning knife from his Inventory. “Let me,” Anita said. “Ivan and I had the same quest to collect pelts.”

      Zack handed her the knife, then brought out the map and scanned it. “Looks like we go a little further, then need to follow a river east.”

      It only took thirty seconds for Anita to finish skinning the corpse. They set out again and soon found the half-eaten remains of a human with a strange insignia on his poor quality mail chest armor.

      “He looks like he is from Fiphan,” Missy said. “I wonder why he was this far from home.”

      “Where’s that?” Zack didn’t recall seeing it on the map. Maybe it was one of the many unlabeled locations.

      “It’s somewhere in the northern regions of Middle Underworld. It’s a tiny settlement, well away from anything else.”

      Anita rolled the corpse over with her foot, revealing the half eaten bearded face of the dead man. “He could be anyone. Let’s search him and move on.”

      At least she didn’t crush his skull underfoot.

      Zack searched the corpse and found a useful item. It wasn't an upgrade for him but it was for Betsy.

      

      
        
        Corroded Ring

        +2 Dexterity

        +2 Strength

        +1 Endurance

        +15hp

      

      

      

      Slipping it into his Inventory, Zack led the way to the river. The man from Fiphan being there probably didn’t mean anything, the body only being one of the many that had been placed there by the developers. And if the man had been there for a purpose, a messenger maybe, then no doubt Zack and the others would eventually encounter a quest to go to Fiphan and solve whatever problem had befallen it.

      Games can be so predictable.

      A day and 3x meals later, they heard the sound of machines echoing through the tunnels ahead. They had arrived at the edge of the Ebony Depths.

      The group of enemy players was near.
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            Tool Weildzing Mo Fo

          

        

      

    

    
      Anita went to leave cover but Zack stopped her. “Wait. We need to come up with a plan. There's more this time then last time.”

      “Only one more.” Anita's eyes focused on the crushing machine breaking up the rock for the players to sift through for precious stones.

      She turned to him with a grin. “Trust me. Let me walk out there and two of these asshole rich kids will be dead before they know what hit them.”

      “You're insane. Remember the Underworld is permadeath for us, not them.”

      She shrugged. “All the more reason to let me go out there and thin their numbers. Besides, I out level them.”

      “I don’t.” Zack clenched his jaw. “I will go first. Missy, you stay behind us.”

      Missy nodded once, her fingers on her guitar strings, ready to buff them.

      They left cover and started forward. They would be almost on the players before they were—

      “Anita!”

      The orc woman had raced ahead. Zack and Missy hurried after her.

      Anita strode up behind the first player, picked him up and threw him into the crusher.

      

      Lowpingbastard has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      The other three stood stunned. She walked up to the next guy, punched him in the face. He fell back against the cave wall. She drew her sword and hacked him down with a massive overhead swing.

      

      OMGplsnerfDeathwing has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      Only then did the final two players react. They both drew their weapons, one a Warrior the other a Rogue.

      Zack slammed into them from behind, unleashing everything he had. Criss Cross, Sweeping Arc, Demon Strike, then his shield’s Revenge of the Dead ability.

      The Rogue was near dead before he could even spin to face Zack and defend himself. Missy had buffed him with Song of Fury, and her healing spells would be more than enough to heal whatever these rich kids threw out.

      As Anita took care of the Dark Priest, Zack slashed open the Rogue’s leather armor with Devastate, then impaled him on the end of his sword.

      

      Inflicted 156 damage

      

      Blood jetted out of the man's mouth and down the front of Zack's armor. “Great,” Zack muttered. “Did you have to make such a mess?”

      The man fell to his knees, staring up at Zack, his mouth working but no words coming out.

      Zack ripped out his sword, then with the last of his Stamina, smashed the man in the face with Shield Slam to the sickening crunch of bone.

      

      PlsdontNerfme has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      The Dark Priest managed to get off one Shadowdrain (an orb that floats in the air and sucks the life out of enemies), before Anita cut him in two, her blade passing through the center of the Priest’s head and out between his legs.

      The two halves fell sideways, to a torrent of blood and gushing innards.

      

      The Dark Incarnate has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      Covered in blood, body heaving for air, she lifted her faceguard then spat on the corpse. “Lrn2play, noob.”

      Zack felt a flutter in his pants. She looked like a gorgeous green-skinned sexy angel of death. Her savagery was kind of a turn on.

      Missy backed away as the blood flowed over the rock toward her. “A soul borne on the savage winds of death, her crimson wake, littered with those who defied her.”

      “Nice poem,” Anita said then stamped down on the head of the Dark Priest. Both his eyeballs shot out, bouncing off Zack's shield then rolling away.

      Zack grimaced. “Damn, you woman. That's such a turnoff. And I was in the mood for some fun too.”

      Anita was about to make a verbal comeback when they heard angry voices heading toward them.

      Zack noticed they hadn't received a quest complete notification yet. Which meant…

      “Six men, incoming,” Anita said, pulling down her faceguard.

      Zack went to stand next to her, clanging his sword against his shield as he watched the enemy players rush toward them.

      He yelled out to them, trying to match Anita's fiery bloodlust, “Only six of you? You’re going to need a whole army to take us down.”

      A DPS Blademaster rushed at them with Rapid Advance, heading straight for Zack.

      Before the two of them collided, Zack noticed the enemy had no healers, but they did have a Mage that needed to be dealt with quick.

      A bunch of real world rich kids used to being brainless DPS, he reckoned.

      With a contemptuous backhand, Zack struck the Blademaster in the side of the face with Shield Slam. The guy shouldered into him, but Zack had been ready for it and barely budged. Falling to the ground, the enemy Blademaster dropped his sword.

      With a powerful downward swing, Zack cut the guy's arm off. The man screamed all the way up to the point where Zack cut open his throat and left him to bleed out.

      

      NotChuckNorris has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      Then the other players were on them, swinging, hacking, slashing and screaming their incoherent threats.

      Zack took several massive hits, then he activated Shield of Stone, absorbing much of the damage.

      Missy had to burn her instant heals to keep them up, and still both Anita and Zack had to pop a healing potion while she had to use a mana pot.

      The Mage ended up being a mix of Frost, Fire and Brainless idiot for duel specking against all the hardcore number fetishist advice on the forums.

      Zack barged his way through the enemy players to reach the Mage but Anita got there first.

      The skirt wearing man-child went down fast.

      

      Stopcallingmeavirgin has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      Zack burned through his Stamina fast as he used all his AOEs to blast the rest of the enemies down. He impressed himself with his tanky DPS output.

      

      Inflicted 212 damage

      

      Anita went positively nuts on them, though she lacked the area attacks Zack had.

      But for single target DPS, Zack was miles behind her.

      She hacked down an enemy player and before he'd struck the ground (or was even dead), she was onto the next.

      “Die, fuckers, you male scum can't kill me.” She took off a guy's head.”

      

      Yomommaisfat has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      An ax struck Zack in the arm, penetrating his armor, digging deep into his flesh. He roared in pain, then stabbed the Barbarian Warrior in the face, the tip of his sword cutting a deep gash along the side of the man’s head.

      

      Inflicted 98 damage

      

      The man cried out, then leapt at Zack, trying to drag him to the ground. Zack backed up against the cave wall, the crusher only a dozen feet to his left.

      Another man came with the first, while an enemy Brigand spec’d Rogue (a Rogue who uses bows and arrows) started firing at Missy with Torrent, sending out half a dozen missiles at once. Zack cried out a warning to her to watch out, but she had already seen the danger and used her defensive Cry of Defense, dodging arrow after arrow, though some buried themselves in her flesh.

      

      Companion suffered 144 damage

      

      The effect of Cry of Defense would not last long and Missy would be left near defenseless and suffer far more damage. Bards healers had some low damage attacks but they would be little use against an equal-level DPS player.

      Plus, the crushers were right there and if the enemy managed to get hold of Missy…

      The ax buried itself into the chamber wall right next to Zack. He slid left to avoid another blow by the dual-wielding Rogue.

      The enemy were forcing him toward the crusher. Zack leapt forward, trying to drive them back so he could maneuver around and help Missy. He got the Rogue with Sweeping Arc but the blow missed the Barbarian.

      

      Inflicted 89 damage

      

      Shit. This wasn’t going to go well. By the time he killed these two players, assuming he could even kill them, Missy might be dead.

      Stuff it.

      Zack did something totally against his nature as a tank. He turned his back to the enemy and raced toward the Brigand attacking Missy. He took the guy from behind, driving his sword into the enemy player’s back with a Demon Strike.

      His sword burst out the other side of the man’s chest, blood jetting out onto Missy’s dress.

      The man screamed, then spun to attack Zack, almost wrenching his sword from his hand. There wasn’t much the guy could do in melee, being that bows were a ranged weapon.

      Zack managed to rip his blade free then on instinct, he dodged right, slamming into the side of the crusher.

      A moment after he had moved, the enemy Barbarian’s ax came down, passing through the body of the Brigand, like it wasn’t there.

      Even though there wasn’t friendly fire, the momentum of the blow sent the Warrior stumbling forward on top of the Brigand, pinning the man to the ground.

      Zack moved forward and went to drive his sword through both men, but the Warrior rolled out of the way and instead, Zack’s sword sank into the Brigand’s forehead, killing him instantly.

      

      IPwnedU has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      “No!’ The enemy Warrior started to get to his feet, his eyes burning with rage.

      With the Rogue coming up beside him, he leapt to his feet and charged Zack in a blind rage.

      Zack sidestepped and the man barreled into the side of the crusher. Moving in, Zack struck him in the side of the head with Shield Slam, dazing him.

      Ignoring the Rogue, Zack grabbed the dazed player and threw him onto the conveyor belt. Then he spun and tried to block the Rogue’s attack, but one of the enemy’s blades buried itself into the side of his neck.

      

      -278 damage

      

      Blood gushed down Zack’s armor as he fell to his knees, his field of view flashing. Missy must have used her Hymn of Survival on him, as his health jumped to 50%. But the Rogue had inflicted a lot of damage, and he would continue to bleed out.

      Damn it.

      Zack blocked the next attack, then tried to fight back. The Rogue danced away, then stopped and stared.

      A second later, Zack heard a sickening crunch from the crusher behind him.

      

      Warriotard has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      Suddenly, the Rogue’s legs came out from under him and he fell to the ground, blood gushing out of the severed limbs.

      Anita loomed over him, covered in blood, her armor dented. She picked the screaming legless Rogue up, casually carried him over to the conveyor belt. He was far enough away from the crusher it would take him ten second to reach it.

      Long enough for him to know he was about to die.

      She slammed him down on the conveyorbelt. “Enjoy the ride.”

      Anita let go and watched as the enemy player headed toward the crusher. The man begged her not to kill him, then he screamed as he was sucked into the machine, his bones crunching in the machine.

      Out the other side came his pulverized remains.

      

      133tDoolweildzingmofo has been vanquished!

      +1200xp

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: You disposed of the trash and made an evil black-clad killer happy for a few, short, blessed moments before his burning hatred for everyone and everything once again overwhelmed him. Now, he will have to find someone else to take out his pain and despair on. Why does everything for him have to be so hard? Why is he speaking in 3rd person? It’s not easy being evil. It really isn’t. It’s not like I wake up every day and think up the next evil I will commit. Well, some days are like that, but not all of them.

        I had no one to talk to last Christmas…

        Ahem.

        Janitor’s note: I don’t know why I just wrote that but if you, the person reading this, share it with anyone, and I mean anyone, I will do horrible things to you and the ones you love.

        I know where you live. Just saying.

        Rewards

        You can plunder the dead men’s corpses for any and all loot.

        +6000xp

        I will restore one more member of your harem back to normal.
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            Old Codger

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack sheathed his sword. “We could have looted some of those guys.” He inclined his head to the bloody, crushed up remains of the dead players who had gone through the crusher. “Not much left on them now I reckon.”

      “Plenty more dead fuckers here.” Anita started to loot a dead Warrior. “Ain’t got much good on them, anyhow. Bunch of noobs or something.”

      Searching the dead Mage, Zack came away with a new pair of shoes for Amy.

      

      
        
        Embroidered Boots

        +2 Intellect

        +2 Spirit

        +10sp

        +10hp

        Physical damage reduction 4%

        Magical damage reduction 4%

      

      

      

      Zack imagined Amy’s look of hunger as he handed it to her. Would she be the one to wake now that he had completed the quest?

      As much as he wanted to port back to the palace, they could spend a few minutes here looting the corpses and seeing if the dead enemies had a hideout nearby. No point in letting someone or something else stumble over it all.

      Next, he searched a dead Rogue and came away with a trinket.

      

      
        
        Beguiling Orb

        Special Ability: Puff of Smoke

        Disappear in a puff of smoke for ten seconds, get behind your target and use Backstab on them for 2x damage

        Cooldown: 10 minutes

      

      

      

      None of them would find it very useful as Backstab was a Rogue ability, but a good trinket was hard to come by. Who knows, in future he might add a Rogue to his harem and something like this could be useful.

      Anita lifted a pair of gauntlets and held it up to the light of a nearby burning torch hanging on the cave wall. “Now, this is something I can use.”

      Zack brought up the item’s information and widened his eyes. A legendary.

      

      
        
        Legendary Gauntlets of the Undefeated Warrior

        Once worn by a warrior from another plane of existence who could never die. Until he did. He just had to die twice in quick succession.

        Warrior Elite Class Item

        +4 Strength

        +2 Dexterity

        +2 Endurance

        Physical Damage reduction 8%

        Magical Damage Reduction 1%

        Activates upon death: Second Chance

        You will be saved from death automatically and have 20% health restored

        Cooldown: One day

      

      

      

      Too bad Anita was the only one who could use it, or he might have battled her out in another fist fight for the damn thing.

      After searching the other corpses they came away with three cloak upgrades (+1 all stats +4% physical damage reduction) and some silken stockings for Missy.

      

      
        
        Silken Stockings

        +1 Intellect

        +2 Dexterity

        +2 Spirit

        +10 Inspiration

        +10hp

        Physical damage reduction 2%

        Magical damage reduction 2%

      

      

      

      Missy took the item and grinned. “My songs shall grow louder still, bolder and more potent.” She equipped the item, discarding her old one on the ground. Zack gave her one of the cloaks, the others he would keep for Betsy and Amy.

      Anita took a cloak too, then held her head up proudly, waiting for Zack to say something. He nodded his approval. “I’d go over there and kiss you if I didn’t have to worry about you punching me in the face.”

      Suddenly, she stormed over, grabbed him, then jammed her tongue into his mouth. After a moment, she shoved him away. “Fucking beta. You should have just gone over there and kissed me.”

      “What, and be called nasty names?” He waved her away. “I know, I know, I’m a hateful misogynist. Bite me.”

      “Trust me, next time I use you as my pleasure toy, I will.”

      “Ride on.” He laughed, then set to work plundering the corpses.

      Other than the item upgrades, they found 50 meals.

      They searched deeper into the mine and finally found where the players had been holed up. Scattered around a campfire at the center of the chamber were sleeping mats and random useless odd and ends. A chest sitting next to the crafting table caught Zack’s eye.

      He was about to head toward it when he caught sight of movement out of the corner of his eye. Reaching for his weapon, he spun around.

      An old man held up a hand. “Wait, I mean no harm.” He looked Zack up and down, his eyes lingering on the blood down the front of his armor.

      Anita came up beside Zack, sword ready to cut the old man in two. Zack held up a hand. Swearing under her breath, she lowered it.

      “Who are you, old man?” Zack asked. Maybe the old man would be able to tell them who they had just killed.

      “My name is Codger. What happened to the men who were holding me prisoner?”

      “You don’t look like a prisoner,” Anita said. “I was a prisoner and was locked in a cell.”

      Codger stepped back, his eyes fearful. “They kept me here and forced me to make them potions and armor and weapons kits.”

      An NPC like Margery then. But this didn’t look like a player house or if it was, the dead players hadn’t set about upgrading much. “They’re all dead.” Zack put his weapon away. “Who were they?”

      The old man waited for Anita to lower her weapon before he spoke. “They belonged to a group by the name of the Chosen of Marius.”

      Zack glanced at Anita and then Missy to see if either of them recognized the name. Both of them looked as bewildered as he did. “Do you know anything more about them? What did they stand for?”

      Codger licked his lips. “If I tell you, will you let me live?”

      “We mean you no harm. Tell us what you know.”

      The old man took a deep breath. “I know this group was only part of the Chosen. There are more of them hidden out there somewhere in the Underworld.”

      “Why were they mining here?” Anita asked. “They could get bloody rocks from anywhere down here.”

      “There is a special type of stone that comes from this area.” The old man pointed at the chest. “The special stones they found they kept in there but some other Chosen came yesterday and took most of them back with them. There might be some left, though.”

      “Tell me about this rock.” Zack headed over to the chest.

      “I don’t know much, but I know the rock is important.” He followed Zack over.

      After checking to make sure it wasn’t trapped, Zack threw open the metal lid of the chest. Inside, he found ten chunks of a dirty cloudy purple colored stone and under them, 300 meals.

      He shoved the meals into his Inventory then held up one of the stones so Missy and Anita could see it. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen this type of stone before.”

      Missy strummed her guitar. “I sense power trapped within it.”

      Anita shrugged. “Looks like a fucking stone to me.”

      “Power. Yes.” The old man studied the rock in Zack’s hand. “I overheard the men talking about the rock having a connection with the Deep.”

      Zack stood. “The Deep? We were only recently down there.”

      The old man paled. “A grim place it is said to be, dark, hot and haunted by the ghosts of Dead Ifphoral.”

      “And the Deep Ones,” Missy added. “We have seen them, battled them, heard their chilling cries.”

      “You are lucky to survive then. I think the Chosen are hunting for something down there in the Deep. What it is, I cannot say.” Codger lowered his face. “There is little more that I can tell you, other than the Black Witch might know more about these stones.”

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Bring the stones to Witch Malghana and see what you can find out about them.

        Rewards

        +5000xp

      

      

      

      Well, this quest isn’t going to go anywhere anytime soon.

      The Black Witch being captured seemed to be becoming a massive roadblock in his adventures through the Underworld. Once Amy and Betsy were back and the Janitor left him alone, rescuing Malghana had to be one of the first things they had to do.

      “What will happen to me now?” The old man asked in a low, hesitant voice.

      “You are free to go as you please.” Zack took the rest of the stones and placed them into his Inventory.

      “Free.” Codger looked around uncertainly.

      “Where are you from?” Zack asked.

      Codger signed. “I lived as a hermit aways north of here but goblins drove me from my home. I had lived there for many years, keeping to myself.”

      The old man rubbed his back. “The whole Underworld seems to have become a bed of chaos in recent times. The men here told each other rumors of a strange type of creature out there somewhere, killing the Qui’irl, driving them from their homes. I heard some of the Chosen boasting of running off some the ratpeople, who were caught passing through this area as they fled from whatever is attacking their settlements.”

      He shuddered. “The presence of Qui’irl out there in the tunnels, far from their homes, portends something bad looming just over the horizon.”

      “Awe, shit.” Anita spat into the chest. “I just want to get back to the surface, not deal with this crap.” She glared at Zack. “Who cares about those stupid stones? We need to free Malghana so she can tell us how to get the fuck out of here and up to level 3.”

      “We can talk about this later,” Zack said. He didn’t want to leave the Underworld just yet, not when he would be delivered right into the hands of the Oligarchy. The G Man said the resistance were working on freeing him, so he needn’t rush things until he had heard word they had his real world body in their hands.

      He was going to get out of the Underworld, one way, or the other. Even if it took a little longer than he’d originally wanted.

      Then again, the way things were going down here, it almost sounded like the whole place was coming down around his head. Maybe he should be looking to get the hell out of there or at least, close enough to the exit that if everything went to shit, he could quickly escape.

      Was all this chaos designed by the developers? Or was it as the G Man had said? That the devs had lost control of the Underworld, meaning anything could happen.

      Perhaps, all this conflict and factional warfare was purely organic. A sandbox, with little developer input.

      Zack hadn’t truly grasped the full extent of what the G Man had meant. The Lower Underworld had felt more handcrafted than Middle. Anything could happen here.

      That sounded damn terrifying. Things had already gone far off course since arriving here after killing the Guardian.

      How much worse could things get?

      Shoving those dark thoughts aside, Zack asked, “How good are you on your own?”

      He didn’t like leaving the old man to his fate but then, what else could he do? They couldn’t port him back with them to the palace, and he sure as hell wasn’t going to spend two days getting back to the Drunken Fop when Amy or Betsy might be awake and wondering where he was.

      “Well enough, if I have a weapon and some food. These men only caught me because I happened upon them as they were about to ambush a group of goblins. Knocked me out cold they did, then I woke up here.”

      Zack handed the man ten meals. “Is that enough?”

      The old man nodded. “I’ll find a weapon around here, no doubt.”

      Codger waved goodbye to them then left.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    







            Amy

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack found Amy with Betsy’s head resting in her lap. She looked up as he raced over. “What’s wrong with her? I can’t get her to wake.”

      In his excitement at seeing Amy again, he almost body slammed her as he wrapped his arms around her. “Thank god.”

      She hugged him back. “Wow, you’re acting like it’s been ages since we’ve seen one another.”

      He let go. “It’s been more than a week since I last saw you. You’ve been asleep.”

      Amy blinked, then grinned. “Damn, you must have fucked my brains out or something and my body needed all that time to recover.”

      “I wish it was something as simple as that.” He bit his lip. “Remember that man we went to meet at the Drunken Fop Tavern?”

      She nodded. “Vaguely.”

      “He did this to you and Betsy.” Zack filled her in on everything that had happened. Just as he was finishing up, Missy and Anita came into the room.

      Amy frowned at Anita. “So, she’s on our side now?”

      The orc woman snarled. “Not by choice.”

      “Yes, she’s on our side.” Zack grinned at Anita. “Deep down, she loves us.”

      Anita rolled her eyes. “Now what? Do we wait around for that asshole to send us on another mission?”

      Zack hadn’t even thought of that. “I guess we rest up around here for tonight, then see what happens in the morning. I have some food to burn through anyway.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever.”

      After Zack had spent a moment with Betsy, trying to bring her comfort in her sleep, he decided it time he went and ordered more potions. Amy went with him as he went down to the apothecary station.

      They were down to two health potions so he ordered eight of them (-96 food). Then he upgraded Margery so she could make stat food (-300 food) and then bought the Health Bread recipe (increases hit points by 50 for one hour) for a further 100 food. He ordered her to make ten of the Health Bread loafs that cost 20 food each (-200 food). There were other types of stat food, but all of them were more expensive.

      And he still needed to upgrade the old woman so she could make armor and weapon kits!

      Margery came down into the basement and looking down her nose at Zack, got to work. “I’m glad you’re awake, my lady,” she said to Amy.

      “So am I.” Amy swooned against Zack. “I missed my dirty nights spent with this guy.”

      The old woman shook her head. “I haven’t missed them. At least, I got some damn sleep with you women out of the picture and with him off gallivanting about, getting up to who knows what.”

      “Hey, we’re not that noisy.” Amy grinned. “Well, sometimes maybe, but don’t blame us.” She grabbed Zack’s crotch. “Blame that thing.”

      “Get out of here,” Margery snapped.

      “Yes, Ma’am,” Amy said.

      Zack took her away from the grumpy old woman and then found a secluded room in the palace where they could be alone a moment. Amy grinned when he shut the door to the kitchen. “I hope you don’t expect me to become the sexy palace scullion or something.”

      “I’d rather you be the hot maid.” He took out the item upgrade he had found for her and equipped them on her using her character panel. She looked down at her new slippers and then her eyes shot back up to him, a mischievous grin on her face.

      She raced over and kissed him, her tongue brushing against his. He spun her so she was against the wall and she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist.

      Amy pulled her lips away and spoke in a low moan into his ear. “Make love to me. Just the two of us like we used to at the tavern.”

      “Damn, I miss those days.” He unequipped their armor and put it into his Inventory.

      She pressed her nipples against him. “I missed you.”

      Zack took her right there, against the wall, her legs pulling him deeper inside her. Their mouths never separated, their eyes locked onto one another as they kissed.

      Neither of them held back and soon they both came together, Amy’s nails digging into his back and drawing blood. The slight pain from the wound added to his pleasure and he let loose inside her, holding himself there until the gamey orgasmic torrent forced him out of her.

      When it was over, he carried Amy over to the sink and cleaned her up. As he rubbed her down, she watched him work. “I remember while I was asleep, I could still feel your love. Missy’s too. It was like it was part of my dream.”

      “You were dreaming?”

      How was that possible? Their AI was turned off, or at least that’s what the Janitor had said.

      “I suppose I wouldn’t call it a dream.” She shuddered. “More like being trapped in a dark room, with no way out. Had I not been able to feel you and Missy out there…”

      Zack hugged her. “It’s all right.” His heart ached as he thought of Betsy being trapped like that.

      “You will get her back soon,” Amy said, as if she had read his thoughts. “I know you will.”

      They reequipped their armor. “Let’s lighten this place up a bit.” Zack led her from the room and went out into the throneroom.

      First, he bought three armor stands (-150 food) and erected them along the east wall of the throneroom. His inventory was filled with looted items they no longer needed, like all the excess mail stuff Anita had discarded. Once the armor stands appeared, he stacked them with the unused armor. Wasn’t like he’d get much for it if he sold it at the vendors, so it may as well decorate the place.

      That out of the way, he turned his thoughts to other upgrades. Zack had a couple of trophy heads he had yet to use and the throneroom seemed like a good place to hang them. He sure as hell didn’t want the dead boss heads hanging in Missy’s bedroom, as having a giant fat demon and a giant human skull watching him as he made love to his harem was no way to turn a man on, he reckoned.

      Opening the house upgrades menu, he selected ‘Decorations’ then ‘Trophies’. He had two trophies, the Guardian’s head and the head of Macbeth.

      When he selected the Guardian head, the fluorescent green wire-frame image of it appeared before him. “Hey, what is that?” Amy asked.

      “I am going to hang up the head.” When he walked near the wall, the wire-frame attached itself to the stone surface.

      “That’s weird.” Amy watched as he confirmed the placement.

      A second later, the Guardian’s head stared down at them from the wall, captured in all its ferocious glory, its tongue drooping from its mouth. “That sure will give Betsy a fright when she sees it.” Amy walked up and kissed the demon’s lower lip. “I killed you. And it felt good!”

      Zack placed Macbeth’s head further along the wall. “Who was he?” Amy asked.

      He told her about the fight. “Meh, sounds boring.” She took his hand. “You wanna go back into the kitchen for some fun?”

      A confirmation message came up before him that Margery was done with the potions. “Damn it. We still have stuff to do around here.”

      After collecting the potions from the apothecary station, Zack went back out into the throneroom and looked at something he had seen when he had placed the trophies. There was something called ‘Pet Pen’.

      He selected it and a short note told him that if he spent three hundred meals, he could have an extension built at the back of the palace as a place he could store his pets. Margery would feed them and tend to their needs.

      Zack rubbed his hands together, thinking of the miniature Guardian pet and the Miniature Greater Goblin and the Spirit of the Deep and how the old woman would have to look after them, including cleaning up their litter. She was sure to have a jolly good time of it too!

      Margery walked up from the basement and gasped. “What the?” She glared at Zack. “I’m not dusting those things when I do the cleaning rounds. That will be your job, young man!”

      Zack spent the 300 food and paid for the Pet Pen upgrade leaving him with only 223 meals in his Inventory.

      Have fun, you old bat!

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          

      

    

    







            Betrayal

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack jolted awake, disentangling himself from Missy and Amy’s arms and sleepily getting to his feet. He equipped his armor, Anita and the two women doing the same.

      They had all heard the boom outside Missy’s room. It had sounded like someone breaking down the palace door.

      Zack moved to the edge of the bed, shield up. Anita moved to his left, Amy behind him to his right, and Missy remaining protectively near Betsy.

      Heavy feet stomped through the throneroom. They sounded like they were heading toward the bedroom.

      Giving hand signals, Zack instructed Anita to move to the left side of the door while he went to the right. When the intruders broke in, they would be attacked from three sides at once. Amy in front, Anita from the left and Zack from the right.

      When Zack got into position, he held his breath, making eye contact with Anita. She had her faceguard down so he couldn’t see her face, but from the way she held herself, he knew she was ready for battle.

      His heart raced his nerves on a razor’s edge. Never had he dreamed of being attacked in the palace.

      Who could it be? The Janitor? The Chosen of Marius? The Guild of White knights? Had Sulfurion’s cult invaded this part of Lower Underworld?

      Too many possibilities.

      Suddenly, a Frostbolt struck him in the side. He cried out in surprise and pain.

      

      -88 damage

      

      His magical resistance had halved the damage but the slowing effects still took effect. Anita swore as she was frozen in place by Arctic Breath.

      What the hell was happening?

      He turned and found Amy pointing a finger at him. She fired another Frostbolt, then showered both him and Anita with Ice Storm.

      Betsy rose to her feet, her eyes rolled back in her head. Her armor and weapon reequipped themselves as she shuffled toward him like a shambling undead.

      “What are you doing?” He cried.

      Missy buffed Amy and Betsy with Song of Fury, increasing their damage. Betsy charged forward, unleashing Blade Storm as she neared.

      Zack cowered behind his shield as her whirlwind attack struck him in the side, though most of its damage was mitigated by his shield and physical damage reduction.

      

      -94hp

      

      While Betsy went to town on Zack, Amy blasted Anita with her magic, keeping the orc woman frozen and unable to attack.

      Zack knocked aside Betsy’s weapon, then shoved her away with his foot. “Betsy, it’s me, Zack.” The Janitor had to be behind this. “Fight him, don’t let him do this to you. Fight him.” Zack’s heart ached as her face twisted with hate. “I love you. Please, stop.”

      She charged him again, using Demon Strike and Gut Rip, the latter bypassing his shield and striking him in the belly.

      

      -104hp

      

      Did he dare fight back?

      He blocked a blow on his shield, then took some AOE damage from Amy, her frost magic again slowing his movements. Amy had her summoned dragon out now, the little creature blasting Anita with its mini Frostbolts.

      Anita’s health was down to a quarter and she used a health potion. Zack’s own health was near half and he hadn’t lifted a finger to attack.

      He groaned under his breath. If he didn’t do something, his NPC harem women would kill him. Don’t make me do this!

      Zack roared in grief, then struck Betsy with Demon Strike.

      

      Inflicted 123 damage

      

      The blow drove her back, blood running down her leg. “I’m sorry Betsy. Please, forgive me.”

      She charged him and he popped Shield of Stone, waiting for her to run out of Stamina as she unleashed ability after ability on him.

      

      -165 damage

      

      He drank a health potion (+99hp), then smashed her in the chest with Shield Slam, sending her reeling back onto the bed.

      

      Inflicted 91 damage

      

      A thought struck him like an armored fist to the face.

      Zack spun around, threw open the door, then used Rapid Advance. He charged out into the throneroom, seeing three figures standing near the center of the room.

      The Janitor and his two dead-eyed henchmen.

      With the rapid movement still in effect, Zack raced past the first giant thug, dodged the second and went right for the Janitor. The man nimbly leapt to the side as Zack swung at him.

      Spinning around, Zack went after him again, but his Rapid Advance had expired and the man was too quick.

      The Janitor was a Monk, with a Monk’s quick reflexes, plus the Janitor was max level. The black-clad man outclassed Zack in every way, except hit points and damage reduction.

      If only I can get in a single hit! He dodged every one of Zack’s attacks, likely grinning behind his mask.

      “Bored yet?” The Janitor asked, then knocked Zack to the ground with a Chi (temporary Monk DPS buff) powered Flying Kick.

      

      -177hp

      

      HP: 44/620

      

      Zack tried to get to his feet, but one of the thugs pinned him to the tiled floor with his foot.

      A moment later, Zack heard a piercing cry of pain and grief from back in the room. Heart hammering, he tried to see if one of the women had died but their health bars were all grayed out.

      “Don’t worry,” the Janitor said. “I’m sure they are fine. Well, mostly fine.”

      “I will kill you for this.”

      “I’d probably kill me too, if I were in your shoes.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          

      

    

    







            Threats

          

        

      

    

    
      The Thug held Zack against the bedroom wall, the other held Anita. If one of them moved, the Janitor would order them killed.

      Behind the black-clad man stood Amy, Betsy and Missy, their beautiful faces twisted with hatred. They had brought Anita an inch from death, but had stopped at the last moment.

      Even now, Anita’s health teetered on the brink. Hers was visible to him now, though the rest of his harem’s remained blurred out.

      The Janitor put his arm around Betsy, stroking her face with his gloved hand while her eyes remained rolled back in her head. He whispered something to her and Betsy hissed, raising her weapon, her teeth bared.

      Zack’s heart felt like it was being dissected with a scalpel.

      The pain of seeing the women he loved look at him the way they did then, was more than any man could bear. I’ll fucking kill you for this, he snarled silently at the Janitor.

      The man let Betsy go and stepped forward. “Now, you’re probably wondering why I decided to pop in for a friendly visit.”

      Zack sneered. “You should have told me you were coming, I’d have made tea and cake and we could have had a party.”

      “Sorry, not into that kind of thing,” The Janitor said. “But open your mouth with another stupid comment like that, and I’ll go through with my threat I made last time.”

      Amy, Betsy and Missy licked their lips, their eyes on Anita.

      “They will eat her alive and when they are done with her they will eat each other and love every mouthful.” The Janitor drew his knife, then hurled it against the wall beside Zack, sending sparks shooting into his face.

      Zack grunted, the sparks burning his skin. Blood ran down his face and dripped onto his armor.

      “I went to that cavern you told me of. The one with the glowing mushrooms.” The Janitor’s eyes narrowed behind his mask. “I saw no sign of the glimmer man. But you know what I did find?”

      “Your tiny cock?” Anita asked, blood dribbling from her mouth.

      “Oh, I will have words with you in a minute, my dear Anita Asparion of Zone 19. I know all about you and your family.”

      “Fuck you.”

      The thug holding Anita slammed a hand over her mouth and silenced her.

      Returning his attention to Zack, the Janitor said, “I found a swarm of 43EXP v1.6 type entities. Gray Fairies. Experiments gone horribly wrong, inflicting real pain, when they were never designed to.”

      “So you work for the developers then?” Zack asked.

      “No, they are all below me. I know their work, I know their names, their faces, all their messy little details. I know enough about everyone of importance in the City, enough to bury them all.”

      “Good for you.”

      The black-clad man chuckled. “I know all about your situation out there. I can do anything I like to your body.” He drew his other knife. “Anything. And you will feel it too. I’ll make sure of that…”

      Zack refused to show fear. “What do you want? I told you where I saw the Glimmer man. It’s not my fault there were hostiles there.”

      “I think you lied to me. I think you are part of the resistance.”

      “What? Are you for real? If you know so much about me, you know I am just a poor fucker with no prospects for the future. Why do you think I jacked into Aralia Online so much?”

      “Yes, yes, I know. But how am I meant to know if it’s not all fake? You’re mother kept her true identity hidden for years, even from the Oligarchy.”

      Zack bit his lip. He had nothing to do with the resistance. Clearly the Janitor didn’t know that.

      The only way to get him to back off would be by convincing him he had nothing to do with his mother or anyone else in the resistance. But how? The man would think anything Zack said was a lie.

      “I don’t know anything about the resistance,” Zack said. “You brought up my mother. What does she have to do with anything?”

      The Janitor made a flourish with his knife. “She leads one of the more powerful resistance groups. A group that has been a thorn in the Oligarchies’ side for years. Not that I care about that, what I do care about is that your mother’s minions get in the way of my benefactor.”

      “Your benefactor?”

      “Let’s just say there is a lot going on behind the scenes you outer City zone trash will never see. Now listen to me. Tell me all you know of the Glimmer Man and where he can be found.”

      Zack sighed. “I don’t know anything else. I only saw him that one time.”

      “And your mother? Where is she?”

      “I have no idea. The last time I saw her, she couldn’t get out of bed.”

      “Not good enough,” The Janitor snapped.

      Showing their teeth, Amy, Missy and Betsy started toward Anita.

      The orc woman started struggling against the dead-eyed thug holding her, her eyes wide, her voice muffled by the hand over her mouth.

      “Wait.” Zack’s legs were shaking, his mind racing to come up with a way out of this. He had no doubt the Janitor meant what he said.

      The three women stopped, all still eying Anita.

      “I’m listening.” The Janitor tipped his head to the side, eying Zack up.

      “I… I saw something else out there that might interest you.”

      “Go on.”

      “I saw a man come out of a doorway with blinding white light behind him. His name was Fawkes11/5.”

      As soon as he said that name, the Janitor raced forward, pressing the knife to his neck. The thug holding him against the wall tightened his grip to the point it constricting Zack’s breathing.

      “Tell me everything you know of Fawkes. If you don’t, I will kill every one of your women right here in front of you, including Anita.”

      “Ummm.” Zack’s mind raced, trying not to breathe as the knife was pressed against his throat so hard, that if he took a deep breath, it would draw blood. “After he came out of the doorway, he walked right at me and my harem. We tried to attack him but quickly worked out he couldn’t be hurt.” He gritted his teeth as the knife sliced open his flesh.

      

      -27hp

      

      Blood ran down his neck and under his armor. Not enough to kill him, yet, but unless the knife moved away, he would slowly lose hit points until he died.

      “Keep talking,” The Janitor said coldly.

      

      -5hp

      

      “I saw numbers in my combat log that kept repeating. 11/5. I have no idea what they mean.”

      The Janitor’s hand holding the knife shook. “Anything else? Did he speak to you?”

      “No. But once we worked out we couldn’t kill him, we ran like hell.” Zack found his stride. “The dude kept coming, like a cyborg cop, an unstoppable force hunting us down. We ran for hours through Lower Underworld and eventually lost him. Only then did we leave combat and Missy was able to port us out of there.”

      The Janitor studied him for a long time. Zack watched his own health bar slowly tick down as the knife at his throat continued to eat away at his health.

      

      HP: 55/620

      

      Then the knife moved away and the bleeding slowed. The Janitor turned to the side and stared into space. “This is… unexpected.”

      He put away his knife and Missy, Amy and Betsy backed away to the center of the room, staring forward with the same dead eyes as the thugs.

      Zack hated seeing them like that. Hated seeing them be treated like puppets. They were real people, even if they were nothing but immensely complex lines of code.

      “I need to think on this.” The Janitor turned back to Zack. “If you see Fawkes again, or the Glimmer man, your NPC women will inform me immediately. They will also let me know if you are speaking words of treachery.”

      Zack’s heart raced as the cold eyes of the Janitor gazed into his. “They will not even know they are sending me this information. They will be as they always were, but with this subtle change. One more thing, if you try to tell them the truth of what they are—I will terminate them immediately.”

      He put his hands behind his back and looked down his nose at Zack. “I have a new mission for you, one that will require your full harem. You will have Betsy back, but you are on a strict deadline. This target must die within two days or I will turn your NPC women against you and this time I will not stop them from killing you and Anita.”

      Zack nodded. Anything to get the man to leave them alone.

      He turned to Anita. “Now you. I know all about you, Anita Asparion.”

      Anita hissed behind the thug’s hand.

      “You’re going to remain with Zack for as long as I have need of you. If you don’t help him carry out my missions, then I will unleash your father onto your mother and sister.” The Janitor chuckled. “You know exactly what he will do if he ever finds them.”

      Anita’s eyes went even wider. The mention of her father seemed to terrify her as her legs gave out and the thug had to hold her up.

      “Do as I instruct and their future remains bright. Defy me, and your loving mother and your dear little sister will die. Oh, and one more thing. We have your body under lockdown. I only need give the word and we will kill you in your stasis-game-pod.”

      The Janitor moved toward the exit. “You both are lucky I have need of you, for if I didn’t…” He let the threat hang.

      The thugs shoved Anita and Zack away then hurried after their leader.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: There is a group of player trash camping out in my Underworld. These cretins are working with the Guild of White Knights, for the purpose of… Well, that is classified. Let’s just say these people need to die and leave it at that. Go the Full McIntosh on them. Don’t know what that means? Then look it up and stop bothering me with meaningless nonsense that you could easily solve yourself!

        Be warned: These guys are low hanging fruit. There is nothing to be warned of… Or, is there?

        Rewards

        You can plunder all the dead corpses for any and all loot.

        +7000xp

        I will not terminate your NPC harem, have Anita’s family killed, have her killed or have you killed. Aren’t I nice? Answer: Yes. Sometimes. Just not often.

        Janitor’s note: Go dispose of the trash.
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            Broken Hearts

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack held Betsy in his arms, Amy and Missy arms around both of them. What had just happened had traumatized them.

      They remembered feeling unrelenting rage at Zack and Anita, remembered attacking them and then at the end, moving forward to start eating Anita alive.

      They had been spared none of it.

      And he couldn’t tell them how it could happen. How another, an enemy, could take control of them at will. He and Anita both had to lie, for to do otherwise would see the women dead.

      Him, Anita and her mother and sister too. So much for telling them the truth!

      “How?” Was all Betsy could get out. She’d asked him again and again and so far he hadn’t come up with a suitable answer.

      Anita paced back and forth at the edge of the bed, her feet stomping across the stone floor, her faceguard hiding her face. She’d been of no help doing nothing but raging under her breath.

      Zack needed to tell Betsy and the other two something. But what?

      He kissed Betsy’s hair and finally came up with some semblance of an answer. “I’m not certain, but I think he is not of this world. An outsider.” Zack’s mouth went dry and he struggled to swallow. He reckoned there wasn’t much worse than having to lie to the women he loved and maintain that lie, perhaps for many years to come.

      In the moments after the Janitor had left, he had decided he would never leave the Underworld. Not willingly.

      Out there in the City, he would fall right into the hands of the Oligarchy and would be powerless. In game, he could at least fight back in some way. Every day he remained in game, was one more day they couldn’t use him against his mother and the resistance.

      If he found a way to kill the Janitor, then he would no longer need to worry about losing Amy, Betsy and Missy. Well, not unless the developers themselves stepped in…

      But who knew if the Janitor could even be killed?

      Betsy sniffed and peered up at him through her tears. “An outsider?”

      “There are lots of monsters and bad people out there on the surface. You didn’t get to see much of the world from your tavern but there is a whole, vast world out there beyond its walls.”

      Amy smiled at Betsy. “Trust me, there is. Drunks like Zack used to tell me all about it.”

      Out of any of the women, Amy had dealt with it the best. Missy had said little, just held him, humming under her breath, her eyes closed.

      All that aside, it felt great to hold Betsy in his arms again and hear her voice. She held a special place in his heart.

      Betsy searched Zack’s eyes for conformation on what Amy had said. He forced a reassuring smile. “I never used to get that drunk. But yes, I probably did tell Amy a few drunken stories when I had her on my lap. Some of these bad people and monsters out there have special powers.”

      He recalled the Shadow Council boss fight in the Lost Barrows dungeon. “There was a group of Mages who took control of me and made me attack my companions. I felt much the way you did.”

      Missy finally spoke. “Will he be back? Will his evil drown out our soft, gentle music once more?”

      Zack’s heart sank. This time he had to tell the truth. “I don’t know. He could come back at any time.” Zack fought back tears. “But if he does, I will do everything I can to protect you.”

      “I think you need protection from us,” Amy said, clearly not joking around.

      She got up and stopped Anita’s pacing. Putting her arms around the orc woman, she said, “We’re sorry we attacked you. You’re part of us now and your pain is our pain.”

      Anita recoiled, trying to break free of Amy’s arms. “We need to get moving and kill those targets. We don’t have time for this lovey dovey bullshit.”

      Missy stood and joined Amy. “There is always a moment to share our love. We’re all sisters now and are in this together.”

      “Can you call them off?” Anita’s eyes were on Zack. “We need to get moving.”

      Zack stared at her and she back at him through the eye slits of her helmet. Her eyes told him everything he needed to know. She was terrified. Not of being hugged—but by the Janitor’s threat.

      Who were her parents? Who was her father? From what the Janitor had said, the man was clearly a threat to Anita’s mother and sister.

      Why was Anita in game if her family was under threat by her father?

      She seemed to give up struggling against Amy and Missy and let them hug her as she glared at Zack. “Stop looking at me that way, male and get the fuck off your ass. We need to get out there. Right now.”

      Sighing, Zack helped Betsy to her feet. “Give me a moment.” He brought up Betsy’s character panel and equipped all her new items.

      Betsy looked over herself, then stepped away from him and held her head high, tears streaking her cheeks. “I am ready to fight with you again, my love.”

      He grinned. “And I am ready to have you at my side.”

      Amy lifted Anita’s faceguard and kissed her on the lips. “Orc women are such a turn on. Next time Zack makes love to us, I am totally going to make you pleasure me.”

      Anita didn’t seem to know what to say to that.

      Margery burst into the room. “Which one of you tracked muddy footprints through the throneroom?” She threw in a mop and bucket then put her hands on her hips, her eyes on Zack. “You’re the man of the house. Go clean it yourself!”
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      Half a day later, they entered a stalagmite filled chamber and were immediately set upon by a band of goblins.

      Zack raced up to the giant one charging toward them, its club raised over it’s ugly, wart covered head. He unleashed his Commanding Taunt, then spun to the side as it brought down its weapon. Before it could raise the club, he stabbed it in the guts with Demon Strike, inflicting a critical hit.

      

      Inflicted 174 damage

      

      The lesser goblins raced around their giant brother and leapt at Zack, swinging their makeshift weapons, crying their warcries. He activated Shield Block, taking the pummeling blows. “Come get some.” He stabbed one through the eye then ripped his blade out and sliced the nose off another.

      Amy unleashed her Frost Beam, and Betsy was right in the midst of it all, first activating her Frenzy buff, then unleashing Blade Storm and Sweeping Arc. Between the two women, they inflicted so much damage, Zack lost aggro and all the goblins went for them.

      Laughing like a maniac, Amy let loose her dragon pet. “I’m awake, monsters and bad dudes. Awake and ready to kick ass and freeze you all to death!”

      The goblins were almost on her and she didn’t care. “Oh, yeah, come to momma.” She showered the goblins with her AOEs. “Ice to see you. Oh, and you and you. Now die, die, die!”

      Zack raced over then used his own AOE attacks to get aggro back. Anita barged right through the enemy and ran right up to the giant goblin and hacked down into its shoulder, severing one of its arms in a great fountain of blood. It looked up at the chamber roof and bellowed in pain.

      One of the lesser goblins got behind Zack and struck him in the back of the helmet with its club. With his shield up to block all the other frontal attacks, Zack elbowed the goblin in the face, breaking its nose and sending it down onto its ass. He backed away a few steps then crushed it skull under his boot.

      If Anita had seen what he just did, she would give it her head crushing seal of approval.

      Another goblin tried to get around him, so he took it down with a Demon Strike followed by a Criss Cross. It went down with a wail of agony. The Greater Goblin charged and smashed into Zack’s shield, breaking his guard. Zack stumbled back, trying to ward off the next overhead attack.

      It came down before he could get his shield up, striking him in the sword arm and almost shattering the bone. Zack screamed, pain buffeting him.

      

      -199hp

      

      Missy used some of her instant heals, restoring much of his HP and dulling the pain. Enraged, Zack backhanded a lesser goblin, knocking it aside then went for the Greater Goblin and drove his sword through its throat, shattering the neck bone and exploding out the other side.

      

      Inflicted 145 damage

      

      The blade almost sliced into Anita’s face. Even if it had, it would only pass through her head like it wasn’t there, as the game lacked friendly fire… Except when some asshole takes control of your harem!

      The greater goblin dropped like a sack of shit onto its back. Anita cracked open its skull with the edge of her blade, then drove her foot into its pink, soft, fleshy brain. “Thanks for the xp, fucker.”

      

      Greater Goblin has died

      +2000xp

      

      The lesser goblins went down easily, one after the other. A few tried to run away but Amy made short work of them, laughing as their little frozen green bodies shattered apart when they fell against the rock floor of the passage.

      

      +1200xp

      

      She made a flourish with her wand and put it back in her belt. “Now I’m turned on.” She turned to Zack. “Want to make love to me?”

      He glanced at the chinks of frozen flesh scattered over the chamber floor. “Ah, maybe later.”

      Once Missy had restored their health, Zack set Amy the task of gathering any remaining unfrozen ears while Anita kept watch for more enemies. Amy set to work with a cheerful grin, bending over, pulling up the back end of her latex armor dress so he could get a good look at her ass. “I bet it turns you on watching me getting covered in blood as I chop off their ears. You sure you’re not up for some fun?”

      Zack smirked. “I reckon I can think of more sexy things I’d rather see you be doing. I like you naked, wet, glistening and ready for action.” You and Betsy are so gonna get it when this stupid assassination mission is over. It had been way too long since he had held them in his arms as he made love to them.

      Amy sliced off another ear and held it up and watched the blood drip out. “This would look cool hanging around my neck.”

      “No, thank you,” Zack said. “That’s a big turn off.”

      She shoved into his Inventory. “Says the guy wearing a dried wormgut necklace around his neck. You think that’s sexy?”

      He’d forgotten about that one…

      “Hey, look at this.” Betsy pointed at something on the ground not far from the edge of the blood and gore.

      Zack lifted the torch and picked his way through the corpses to look. Anita and Missy went with him.

      Laying on the ground was a freshly killed, human-sized rat dressed in ragged leather armor. Except it didn’t look like a proper rat. This one had a more human-like face and a short tail.

      “It’s one of the Qui’irl,” Missy said, bending down to get a closer look at it.

      “Doesn’t look like it’s been dead long.” Anita elbowed Zack. “I’ll let you search it for loot. Rats rank next to men on the list of things I hate.”

      “Gee, thanks,” He winked at her. “I can say that women are my favorite thing. Well, women and that brown sludge they feed us through those tubes…”

      She grabbed him and dragged him against her, then planted a kiss on his cheek to disguise what she said next. “We have a lot to talk about once this mission is over. But we just have to ditch the other three temporarily to do it.”

      “I know. Believe me, I know.” It was just hard to have the three women leave them without upsetting them. And if they became upset… and one of them passed on that feeling to the Janitor, who knows what the black-clad nut job would think.

      Zack bent down and searched the Qui’irl’s corpse. Inside a pouch it wore at its waist was a parchment. He passed Anita the torch and unfurled the parchment and found a handwritten scrawl written over it.

      “Can you read this?” He asked Missy.

      She took the parchment from him and frowned. “No, this is written in the Qui’irl language and only they can read it.”

      “That sux.”

      Her frown deepened. “Whatever it says, must be important. The Qui’irl never leave their hidden settlements as they shun contact with outsiders.”

      “Stout Jon said something about them being threatened by something. This mustn’t be the first time they’ve been seen outside their home.”

      “Traders go to them sometimes,” Missy said. “Likely, they heard of this threat and spread the word.”

      “Maybe things are worse there now.” Anita shrugged. “But what’s it matter? We have places to be, people to kill. A bunch of two-legged rats pretending at being humans mean jack shit to us.”

      Missy turned her frown on her. “If the Qui’irl are afraid enough to send their own kind out here with a letter, then whatever is threatening them, is of great concern. I come from down here in the Underworld, and last I knew, you were stuck here too. So what happens to the Qui’irl, threatens us all.”

      Zack sighed. “Is there anyone who could translate this letter? Please, don’t say Malghana. It might be a longtime before we can speak to her again.”

      Missy turned back to him. “She would be one person who would be able to read it. But there is another. Lord Gwynn.”

      That made sense. The dragon had a vast library of books and oddities. If he didn’t know a thing or two, then no one else would. “Fine, we will take the letter to Gwynn.” He glanced at Anita. “When we get the chance.”

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Bring the parchment to Lord Gwynn and have him translate it for you. Only then, can you learn of this new threat that looms over the Underworld.

        REWARDS

        +3000xp

      

      

      

      The corpse contained nothing else of interest, so they pressed on deeper into the wilds of Middle Underworld.
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      That night they didn’t return to Missy’s palace and instead slept out in the wilds, taking turns on watch. None of the women wanted to be reminded of what happened and Zack couldn’t blame them.

      Right now, the palace didn’t feel safe. It’s sanctity had been violated.

      Zack held Betsy, kissing her, whispering soothing words into her ear until she fell asleep. Once he saw Amy and Missy were asleep too, he carefully moved away from Betsy and went over to Anita. She kept watch near the entrance to the small recess in which they made camp.

      They said nothing for a time, just stared out into the darkness, then she finally spoke.

      “I will make this short, for I’m not one to prattle on.” She took a deep breath. “My father is an evil man. We lived in the center of the City. My parents were house servants to one of the oligarchy.”

      Anita turned to him. “Don’t start thinking I’m just another woman with daddy issues. Listen before you dare try to mock me.”

      “I would never mock you. Damn, stop acting like I’m out to get you all the time. I’m not.”

      “Whatever. Just listen or don’t.” She closed her eyes and told him of how her father had been cheating on her mother then tried to kill them so he could break his marriage contract and be with his new mistress. Inside the City, marriage was for life, unless you were an oligarch.

      Yet another one of the Oligarchies many laws and regulations. The only way out of a marriage was if one of the people in it died.

      That had easily predicted consequences as some took it into their own hands to prematurely end a marriage.

      “My mother, my sister and I fled into the outer city and hid in Zone 6. But my father hunted us down, using his mistress’s resources. She is from one of the lesser rich families, so had the resources to hire spies to watch out for us.”

      Anita lowered her face. “When he came for us, I tried to hold him off so my mother and sister could escape. My mother was too distraught to fight back, and my sister was too young. That left me.”

      She was silent for a time, so Zack took her hand. “My father beat me badly, then dragged my unconscious body to the hospital in the Center of the City. When I came too, I found out my mother had escaped with my sister and disappeared. My father of course demanded I tell him where they went, but I had no idea.”

      “I’m sorry.” Zack didn’t know what else to say.

      “Not long after I could walk, I escaped the hospital and fled. My father tried to hunt me down, so I hid out in different places for a time, then made my way to Zone 19. I never did find my mother and I lost hope.” She sobbed. “So, like a lot of people trying to escape reality, I ended up in one of the games and gave up on the real world. If my father found me, he would kill me, and if he found my mother… He would make her death slow and painful. He told me so himself.”

      Zack shuddered. “He can’t get married until she is dead.”

      “No. All this happened ten years ago. How much more angry do you think he is now?”

      Zack could only guess.

      Feeling depressed about their current situation, Zack put his arm around Anita and pulled her against him. After a moment, she removed her helmet then rested her head against his.

      “Sorry you got dragged into this,” he said. “This is all because the Oligarchy wants my mother.”

      “So she really is a resistance leader?”

      Zack let out a bitter laugh. “Who knows? I thought she was terminally ill and bedridden. The last time I ever saw her I had to spoon feed her soup.”

      “Maybe she used to be a leader or something and the Janitor has it all wrong.”

      He thought on that for a time, then said, “No, he wasn’t the only one who said my mother is a resistance leader. The Glimmer Man, or the G Man, is a real person.” He told her what had happened when he first arrived in Middle Underworld.

      Zack couldn’t see her, but he was sure Anita was crying. He gently made her face him, stroking her cheek and feeling wetness there.

      This vulnerable side of Anita was hard to see through her tough-girl attitude. Maybe she was learning to express herself in ways other than through anger and violence or maybe she was more comfortable with him now and willing to show her human side. That could only be a good thing, for all of them.

      Her confrontational attitude pissed people off and they would need allies if they were to survive the Underworld.

      “I wanted to get out of here and back to the surface.” Anita sniffed, her voice taut with grief. “It all seemed so simple not so long ago. Now everything has gone to hell and my family, who I haven’t seen in years, is under threat.”

      Zack continued to stroke her face. “I understand a little on how you feel. The oligarchy wants me out of this game so they can interrogate me to find out where my mother is. Not that I have a clue.”

      He made a fist. “But you know what? Before I was sent down here to the Underworld, I didn’t give a shit anymore. I’d given up on life. But now. Now I want to live. I have something to fight for, something real.”

      He kissed her cheek. “I have you, I have Amy, Betsy and Missy. Not only that, the longer I remain in the Underworld, the longer it will be before the Oligarchy has me in their hands. It’s not much, but in my own small way, I am giving them the middle finger.”

      Anita laughed at that. “I like it.” She was silent a moment. “I guess I’m stuck down here with you, at least for now.”

      “And that’s a bad thing?”

      She took in a breath. “I don’t know what it is. You’re the first guy I’ve let get this close to me in years.”

      “Maybe it’s the harem game system breaking down your barriers.”

      “Fuck no.” She grabbed his face and made him face her and put her mouth near his, her breath gently brushing his lips. “I felt no different when I joined. You were the first guy to ever stand up to me and that set you apart from all the other male soy eating spergs out there.”

      She pressed her nose to his. “And that made me sit up and take notice of you. I love a guy who can look me in the eye and not be afraid.”

      Now she was back to her normal self, he reckoned.

      “I’ll fight with you and with the rest of your harem. Fuck the Janitor for what he did to them and fuck him for threatening us.” Her breathing was coming hard now, her lips gently pressed against his. “I’m going to rip off his head and hang it from the wall in that palace of yours and every time we are there I am going to spit on it. Then and only then, will I continue my quest to leave the Underworld.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He shoved his tongue in her mouth.

      After a few minutes of intense kissing, he pulled back. “When this stupid mission is over, I’m going to take you, Betsy, Amy and Missy somewhere nice and pleasure you all so hard, you won’t be able to walk for a week.”

      Anita removed her gauntlets and reached inside his armor and grabbed his manhood and started stroking it. He went hard within seconds.

      “I will make this thing work harder than it ever has before,” she said playfully into his ear.

      He grinned. “You hold the toxic masculine patriarchy in your hands. Feels good, doesn’t it?”

      She nipped at him with her teeth. “Careful or I will crush it in my hand like I will the heads of the misogynist who sent me down here.”

      Zack shut his dumb male mouth, then closed his eyes, leaned back against the cave wall and let her pleasure him.
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      After all five of them ate the +50hp bread, they moved toward the enemy.

      Just like every other time they had come to kill the Janitor’s targets, Anita strode out of cover and amongst the level twelve enemies who sat among their tents talking to one another.

      She walked up to a Holy Priest dressed in white robes and punched him in the face. When he went down, Anita lifted him then impaled him on a stalagmite beside the camp. “Stick around.”

      

      Lethal Healz has been vanquished!

      

      Their healer was down.

      Then she drew her weapon and started toward the other seven players who were only now beginning to stand. Zack had already used Rapid Advance and slammed right into them before they even knew what was happening. Why these morons never had someone on watch for danger was beyond him. Maybe they never expected to be attacked by other players.

      Zack hadn’t, at least not until he himself had become a player killer.

      His body slam knocked two enemies off their feet, the rest staggered, still trying to get their weapons out. They were all middle aged men and two women, not the younger players they had faced the other times. Who were they?

      Zack put any reservations about killing aside as two warriors, one a tank, the other a DPS, charged him. He unleashed Sweeping Arc just before they smashed into him and sent him reeling backward.

      Anita and Betsy tore into the Mage behind them, the enemy woman desperately unleashing the fire spell Inferno, blasting Zack, Betsy and Anita with flames.

      The fire wall ripped past Zack, inflicting some nasty damage, even with his near 50% magic damage reduction. These players had decent gear equipped and wouldn’t be the pushovers the last lot had been.

      

      -125hp

      

      It hit Anita and Betsy far worse. Zack heard their screams. The pain of that was far worse than the pain the spell had caused him.

      Missy got onto the healing and to help her out, Betsy and Anita each drank a health potion. He noticed an enemy going for Missy, club raised overhead.

      The warriors pounded their weapons against Zack’s shield, pummeling him, not even using any of their abilities. Likely, they meant to drive him back to his harem and get them all bunched up so they could take down Zack’s group with AOEs.

      “Die, fucker,” The tank Warrior roared. “You’ll never win.”

      Baring his teeth, Zack activated his shield’s special ability and his trinket's defensive buff. As spectral arms burst from his shield, the men fell back in surprise.

      Zack took that moment to race forward, shouldering through them and racing at the club-wielding player heading for Missy.

      The player was a Druid, but this one had placed his points in the Gorilla tree. That meant he was a slow but heavy hitter. Missy activated her Cry of Defense as the club came down. Nimbly, she dodged aside, so the gorilla slashed instead, this time striking her in the arm.

      

      Companion suffered -134 damage

      

      Enraged, Zack leapt on top of the Gorilla from behind, driving the man to the ground. Zack landed on top of the player, then drove his sword right into the center of the Gorilla’s black-furred back with a massive Demon Strike.

      

      Inflicted 178 damage

      

      That’ll fucking teach you for hurting Missy. Zack brought his weapon down again, this time right into the rear of the enemy player’s ribcage and deep into his chest cavity.

      

      Inflicted 186 damage

      

      Sicko Furry has been vanquished!

      

      Then the two warriors slammed into him from behind, one hacking down and severing Zack’s shield arm. Falling forward, Zack screamed, blood gushing from his wound, his field of view going crazy with colors.

      

      -179 damage

      

      The enemy weapons came down again. Zack parried one of the blows, but the second stuck him on the leg, cutting through his armor.

      

      -142 damage

      

      He finally had sense enough to activate Shield of Stone, then tried to roll out of the way of the next enemy attack. The two men went after him, ignoring Missy who had already started to restore Zack’s health with her instant heals.

      Her healing magic slowed the blood spurting from his severed arm but it did little to help with the pain. While not as bad as it would have been in real life, it still felt fucking terrible!

      Zack slashed at the men, trying to keep them back, vaguely aware of the battle raging to his right. Betsy and Anita were in a bad way, Missy clearly struggling with all the damage.

      The men laughed as Zack backed up against the cave wall. He had nowhere to go.

      For the first time on these stupid Janitor assassination missions, Zack thought he was going to die. Maybe that had been the Janitor’s plan all along.

      Then Amy was there, right in front of him, blasting the men with her Ice Storm AOE. Her little dragon hovered above her shoulder, shooting them with tiny Frostbolts. The two men were taken by surprise. But not for long.

      They went for Amy, but she was too good to die so easily.

      Amy froze them in place, then backed up, heading toward where Betsy and Anita were fighting. The men yelled vile insults at her that only made her laugh. “Oh, please. You’re only insulting yourself with idiotic taunts like that.”

      “I’ll kill you, witch!”

      She held up her hand and blue rings appeared around it. “You want ice with that?” She blasted them with Frostbolts, then Arctic Breath, freezing them in place again. At last, she drank a mana potion and followed that up with a Frost Beam to both their faces.

      Frost Mages. The bane of warriors and Blademasters alike.

      By the end of the frozen torrent, the two men were almost dead.

      Zack staggered to his feet, then stomped forward. He walked up to the DPS Warrior and took the man down with a slash to the neck.

      

      Fapfapfap has been vanquished!

      

      The tank Warrior spat at him, still frozen in place. “Fucking pathetic. You needed a woman to save your ass.”

      “At least I have a woman to save me.” Zack beheaded the man, his head bouncing inside one of the tents and knocking out its support. The tent collapsed on the head, as if in a final ‘up yours’ to the dead player.

      

      Tanker has been vanquished!

      

      Turning, Zack found Amy had already moved back to help Anita and Betsy. Only two of the enemy players were still alive, backed into a tight corner at the rear of their camp. Anita and Betsy were right onto them, hacking, cutting, slicing open wound after wound.

      Amy danced around, laughing her head off, as ice fell from the air above them all, slowing the enemy players.

      One went down, then the female Rogue started bleating for mercy. “No, please don’t kill me. I’ll tell you what you want—”

      Her words were cut short by Amy’s Frost AOE.

      The woman turned into a block of ice and a second later, shattered to pieces.

      

      Stabbychick has been vanquished!

      

      8x enemy players have died

      +8200 XP

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: You killed them! You really killed them! Oh, there is going to be some angry people around the center of the City these next few days!

        Rewards

        You can plunder all the dead corpses for any and all loot

        +7000xp

        I will not terminate your NPC harem, have Anita’s family killed, have her killed or have you killed. Aren’t I nice? Answer: Yes. Sometimes. Just not often.
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            Phat Lootz

          

        

      

    

    
      Betsy snuggled against him as they watched Anita and Amy pick through the remains of the enemy dead for item upgrades. Missy knelt in front of him, playing her healing music. “Your arm is starting to grow back,” she said, eying his stump.

      Zack refused to look at the damn thing. Outside in greater Aralia, one only had to be returned to full health (or die and resurrect) for a limb to be restored. Here in the Underworld, the process was much slower and weird.

      Too weird.

      Rather than being instant, one had to watch as their fingers formed out of the stump then watch as the arm slowly grew to its full length. Assuming it did grow back to its full length. He had no idea what would happen. This was the first time any of them had lost a limb.

      Using his good arm, he held Betsy close. It felt good having all of his harem back.

      They heard a crunching sound. Zack grimaced when he realized what had made it.

      “Why does she do that?” Betsy asked, watching two eyeballs roll past them.

      “Anita is…” How do I even describe her? “She loves killing and violence, especially against men.”

      “Her song is one of fear,” Missy said. “And hearing the unpleasant sounds of her own fear makes the hateful, angry notes come out. Her music is dark, heavy and will not soften until whatever causes her such fear is put to rest.”

      Zack shook his head in awe. Missy’s insights never ceased to amaze him. All the musical nonsense aside, she pretty much had Anita dead on, he reckoned.

      The source of Anita’s fear and loathing of men had to be her father.

      Betsy kissed his blood spattered cheek. “What’s she like in bed?”

      That made Zack raise his eyebrows. “Are you turning into Amy now? She’d ask something like that.”

      Chuckling, Betsy said, “Well, I figured she is one of us now, which means we are going to be sharing you with her.”

      Even with his pain and the creepy arm thing going on, Zack felt his groin flutter at the thought of naked Betsy and Anita next to one another, waiting for him to make love to them. “She doesn’t do well being on the bottom but other than that…” His cheeks burned. This is weird. “Well, I enjoyed her well enough and she enjoyed me.”

      Zack tried not to think what it felt like being inside Anita. If Amy caught wind of him being turned on, the dead corpses, the blood, the guts and his severed arm rotting out there somewhere, wouldn’t stop her from wanting a piece of sexy time action.

      “I was with her once,” Missy said. “Zack pleasured us both to the point of exhaustion. Anita’s music settled and she and I bonded like sisters.”

      “I wish I was there.” Betsy lowered her face.

      Zack kissed her forehead. “You are here now and that is all that matters.”

      Anita and Amy returned. They had placed all the upgrades in Zack’s Inventory along with 500 meals.

      “Holy shit,” Zack said, scanning the list of items. “That’s a lot.”

      Some were only sidegrades, but five were upgrades and they would equip them.

      For himself he took,

      

      
        
        Gold Band

        A heavy golden ring.

        +1 Strength

        +3 Dexterity

        +2 Endurance

        +25hp

      

      

      

      The new ring replaced his cheap +20hp one.

      He also took,

      

      
        
        Well Tailored Cloak

        A well crafted crimson cloak that is good at hiding all the blood from your murderous escapades!

        +1 all stats

        Physical Damage reduction 5%

        Magical Damage reduction 3%

      

      

      

      Betsy got some nice mail armor (that of course looked like a chainmail bikini on her), replacing her leather chest piece.

      

      
        
        Healthy Mail

        +5 Strength

        +2 Dexterity

        +3 Endurance

        +45hp

        Physical Damage reduction 17%

        Magical Damage reduction 7%

      

      

      

      Amy got some sexy black,

      

      
        
        Shiny Latex Leggings

        +1 Strength

        +3 Intellect

        +2 Spirit

        +10sp

        +10hp

        +12 physical damage reduction and

        +15 magical damage reduction

      

      

      

      And lastly, Missy got,

      

      
        
        Gleaming Silver Ring

        +1 Intellect

        +2 Dexterity

        +2 Spirit

        +10 Inspiration

      

      

      

      Zack brought up his stats, minus the health food buff.

      

      ZACK

      Steadfast Blademaster

      Level 12

      STRENGTH: 21

      DEXTERITY: 30

      INTELLECT: 3

      ENDURANCE: 26

      HP: 620

      STAMINA: 435/435

      ATTACK POWER: 387

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 54%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 50%

      

      He’d finally hit the Magical Damage Reduction softcap. Shame about all the diminishing returns on Dexterity, Endurance and damage reductions.

      Zack dismissed his stats. Not long and he’d be level 13 and even more powerful than he felt now.

      He almost leapt out of his skin as a notification popped up in his field of view.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: There is a woman that is in dire need of some killing. There is a man with a harem (I.e.: You) who is in need of some murdering. Go kill this woman. She is the leader in a camp built beside Lake Ithyristria and has made her home in the main building. You have three days to complete this task. If she isn’t dead by then, see the “I will not terminate” you reward below. Replace “I will not” with “I will”.

        Be warned: This woman is dangerous. But you can handle her…

        Rewards

        You can plunder her dead corpse for any and all loot.

        +8000xp

        I will not terminate your NPC harem, have Anita’s family killed, have her killed or have you killed.

        Janitor’s note: Go dispose of the trash.

      

      

      

      “Fuck, me,” Anita hissed. “Does this prick ever let up?”

      Zack would have said worse, but unknowingly, Betsy, Missy or Amy would pass on his message to the Janitor.

      “What’s the problem?” Amy had her wand out. “More killing, means more fun!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      With no time to mess around, they journeyed straight to their next target without rest.

      One day, fifteen hours later, they neared their destination, having eaten a meal each. Zack dimmed his torch as they entered a huge cavern.

      Stretching before them was a giant lake, almost as large as the one near Malghana’s.

      Lights shone on the far sure, glittering on the surface of the lake. “There’s a whole fucking settlement over there,” Anita snarled, standing a foot from the edge of the black water. “So much for it being only a camp. I was expecting something like last time.”

      Zack almost glanced at his regenerating arm as he went to stand next to her. The longer the limb became, the harder it was to not look at it. Last time he had accidentally looked at it, he felt the standard Aralia feeling of nausea.

      He studied the distant torchlight. It lit a palisade and a wooden gate. Was it a player ran town?

      “This place once belonged to the Thamasian Imperium,” Missy said. “They built it as a frontier camp when they came down here to the Underworld to pillage it for resources.”

      The Thamasian Imperium was an ancient civilization that had once existed on the surface. Strewn throughout parts of the game world were Thamasian ruins, some with the ghosts of ancient fallen soldiers still haunting them.

      Clearly, the developers were expanding on the Thamasian lore. The Imperium had been a powerful force in ancient Aralia but its enemies were just as powerful, the same enemies who would later destroy it. If the Imperium had been a real empire, it would most certainly try to acquire the Underworld.

      Say what you want about dark caves and spiky stalactites, but game logic dictated that caves always contained rich ore nodes ripe for the taking.

      “We need to get closer,” Zack said, putting the torch in his inventory. “See what’s going on.”

      Without the torch, it was damn dark and they would need to be careful.

      From deep under the water came a green-yellow light. The five of them watched as the light moved around. Then it scattered into hundreds of little lights.

      A school of glowing fish.

      “Those are globefish,” Missy said. “I have sat beside the crisp waters of the Silent Lake and sung to them, watching them dart about in the dark water, their swift movements rising and falling to the soft sound of my voice.”

      “Beautiful,” Betsy murmured, the light from the fish glinting off her eyes.

      Zack put his arm around her shoulders. “Maybe one day when everything has settled down, we can go with Missy to the Silent Lake and watch the fish swim around as she sings to them.”

      “They eatable?” Anita shifted her weight, her armor clanking. “Some fresh meat would be good. I’m sick of eating mushrooms and stale bread.”

      Amy nudged Zack’s crotch. “I know what I’d prefer to be eating right now.”

      Laughing under his breath, Zack led the way along the edge of the lake. The path was dimly lit by the bright torches burning on the palisade in the distance.

      The biggest threat would be one of them tripping and falling face-first into a stalagmite. As they passed through a forest of them, Zack’s feet kicked something in the dark and it clattered away. “Shit, what was that?”

      “Put the light on,” Anita said, the sound of her drawing her sword making Zack’s hairs stand on end.

      Walking around almost blind was one of his least favorite things. Call it watching too many B grade horror movies as a kid or call it a perma-death raid zone with monsters and enemy players, but kicking something unexpected in the dark put his nerves on edge.

      Removing the torch, he made sure to keep its light hidden under his cloak. Peering down at the dimly-lit ground, he caught his breath.

      Bones. Lots of bones. Some human, others… who knew what?

      “What the hell?” Anita’s boot crunched down on a human ribcage. “There’s thousands of the damn things here.”

      Just as she finished speaking, they heard giant ripples lap against the lake’s shore. A moment after, something splashed in the water as it moved toward them.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Zack started forward, trying to keep the light covered, while desperately trying to watch where he put his foot.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught sight of glistening egg sacks, nearly as tall as he was. Crap.

      Without knowing it, they had wandered into the lair of an Underworld creature. If they had to fight, the sound would carry all throughout the cavern and alert the settlement to their presence.

      “Amy, if that thing comes out of the water, try to freeze it in place. We can’t stop and fight or we’ll never get anywhere near our target.”

      They didn’t have time to spend a day or more waiting for the people at palisade to forget someone was about. Likely, they’d be extra alert for days afterward.

      It wasn’t like there were many players down here in the Underworld, so the fact that other players had stumbled upon their settlement wouldn’t be something they would take lightly. The people at the settlement had to know the creatures were over here and perhaps kept them there as an early warning system.

      They raced among the egg sacks and through the bones. Behind them, came the sound of something large dragging itself over rock. Directly to their left came the same sound.

      There were more monsters out there. Shit.

      Something huge loomed up in front of Zack. He grabbed Missy with his good arm, then dragged her right. For a moment, he saw a fifteen-foot-long glistening body, then it was gone.

      It had looked like a giant slug, dripping with slime and water.

      The other three women were behind them as they smashed into a wall of stalagmites and broke through. Zack stumbled into a larger one, hitting the rock and bouncing off.

      Missy stabilized him, then they started off again, squeezing between the rising spears of stone, water dripping on their heads. The giant creatures slithered along the edge of the stalagmites, making slurping noises as they moved over the rock.

      They didn’t seem able to follow them into the stalagmite forest.

      Once they were at the edge of the cavern, Zack found a tiny opening among the stalagmites and stopped to let them all catch their breaths and listen to see if any alarm had sounded from the palisade.

      All seemed quiet.

      He held up the light. Amy had lost a few hit points during the ordeal, but he was relieved to find it only a small cut to her arm.

      The four women watched him, their faces dimly lit by his torch. God he loved them. Even Anita. The harem system really broke down a lot of the barriers of the real world when it came to love, even among players or maybe it was spending time together, killing together and sharing the same purpose.

      He and Anita were part of a shitty world ruled by even shittier people.

      They would never have met out in the real world, never have known of each other’s existence. And even if they had, each one of them would have only been yet another downcast wretch living at the edge of the City, their whole life dependent on the sludge fed to them in tubes that passed as food and water.

      But, here in the Underworld, they were warriors. Strong, proud and willing to fight for one another.

      The five of them had been through a lot together. Hopefully, the worst of it was over.

      Zack turned and picked his way through the stalagmites and headed toward the palisade.
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      Zack ducked down as the guard on the wooden palisade in the distance stopped and looked out over the edge of the wall. He held his breath, making sure he hadn’t been seen before turning to the others. “I only see the one guy on the wall.”

      “I doubt he’s the only fucker about.” Anita cocked an ear. “I heard voices a minute ago, coming from somewhere inside.”

      “So did I.” Zack glanced back over the stalagmites between him and the path leading along the edge of the lake. “The path goes around both sides of the settlement. The left side is a no go, unless we swim under the surface until we are near the edge of the palisade. With those slug things out there in the water, I doubt any of us wants to do that.”

      Betsy and Missy both shook their heads. Amy just shrugged. “Slugs, snails and puppy-dog’s tails. I’ll kill them all for XP and loot.”

      Anita rolled her eyes. “Grow a brain, girl. The only experience points worth getting is when it comes from killing men.”

      “Be quiet, both of you,” Zack growled. The two women had gotten on his nerves on the way over here. Both of them reckoned they should all walk up to the palisade and start killing anything that moved.

      Amy covered her mouth as she burst out laughing. When she had gotten control of herself, she said, “That’s the first time you’ve ever snapped at me. It was kind of a turn on.”

      Anita’s eyes narrowed. “More proof of patriarchy, if you ask me.”

      “No one asked you,” Betsy snapped.

      “Shut up, all of you,” Missy hissed in the angriest tone Zack had ever heard her speak.

      Instantly, everyone fell silent. Missy glared at Anita and Amy, then turned to Zack. “Go on, my sweet song. Tell us how we get inside.”

      Zack took a quick drink of water as he thought things through. Then he came up with a plan.

      “We stick close to the cavern wall and go forward on our stomachs. The light is dim that close to the edge and we should be able to get around to the side of the palisade where there are less torches. Hopefully, there will be a back gate or if not, maybe we try to find a way to climb the wall.”

      “Then what?” Betsy asked.

      “Once we’re inside, try to stick to the shadows. The quest said the target is inside the main building. With luck, there will be an unguarded entrance or window or something like that.”

      “Seems a lot of ifs and maybes,” Anita said.

      He frowned. “What choice do we have? We have twelve more hours to finish this mission before shit hits the fan.”

      The orc woman shrugged and turned away. “Amy and I had a solid plan.”

      “Come on, Anita. There could be a fucking army in there for all we know. I don’t want Amy, Missy and Betsy to die.”

      Her head snapped around. “My mother and sister’s lives are at stake here too. You’re not the only one with lives on the line.”

      Zack took a deep breath to calm himself. She was afraid, he understood that, but that didn’t mean they had to act recklessly.

      “I’m sorry. But we do it my way.” Zack went to cross his arms but remembered one of them was little more than half its normal size with tiny, kid-sized fingers.

      Anita glanced at the limb. “You sure you’re up to it?”

      “Damn sure.”

      He started crawling forward. “Now you can all follow me or you can stay here and sulk. Either way, I’m going in there to save all of you.”

      To his relief, he heard the women moving after him. Amy was just crazy and would have followed him into the settlement using stealth, even if he didn’t like her idea of going in, wands blazing. Anita… was just being Anita. As she had pointed out, every other time they had killed the Janitor’s targets, she’d walked right in amongst them and killed one before they even knew what was happening.

      But here was different.

      They had no idea what they were up against. Her way would only get them killed, especially when he wasn’t the man he was without both arms functioning.

      It was difficult sliding forward on his stomach without the use of both arms, so he had to resort to pushing himself with his legs and pulling himself with his one good hand. No doubt, he looked like a right fucking idiot, but whatever. He would do anything to save his harem.

      Anita soon took over him, taking the lead. He gritted his teeth as he watched her go forward. Just her small way of showing defiance, he supposed. Amy and the other two had the decency to keep pace with him. Betsy even kept watch on the palisade and warned him when a guard walked along the wall above them.

      They lay down and tried not to move, hearing the sound of the guard’s feet thumping along the wall until it drifted away. Then they started forward again and after around ten minutes, reached Anita.

      She’d found a pit filled with small stalagmites about forty-feet from the palisade. They climbed in next to her, trying to be careful where they put their feet.

      Anita leaned in to whisper to Zack. “There is a gate here but it’s closed.”

      With Missy, Betsy and Amy awkwardly crouching behind him, Zack peered over the edge and vaguely made out the gate in the wall. There wasn’t much light over this side of the camp, but the one guard did a slow patrol along the wall, sometimes shining the torch over the edge.

      As he patrolled along the palisade in front of them, they ducked down to avoid being seen. When he was gone, they stood and continued to search for another way in.

      They could not see the north end of the palisade, but like the south, the direction they had come from, it appeared well lit. They had to find entry on this side or they would have to go with Anita’s plan and walk through one of the main gates and hope for the best.

      Amy stood and peered forward. “How about I sneak over there and see if I can open the gate?”

      “What? No.” Zack struggled to climb out of the pit with one fully functioning arm. If anyone was going to go over there, it would be him.

      Amy and Anita pulled him back. “Let her go,” Anita said. “Our armor makes noise when we move and it could give us away.”

      “Then I will take it off.” He started to unequipped his gear and put it in his Inventory.

      Anita tapped his regenerating arm with an armored finger. “You can’t even climb out of this pit properly. Just let her go. She won’t fail you.”

      “I’m not afraid of her failing…”

      Amy put her arm on his shoulder. “I’m a big girl, I can handle myself. I love you being my big, strong, protector, but right now you can’t do everything yourself. I’m lightly armored, I’m fast, and if I do get seen, I can freeze the guard and buy myself time to escape.”

      Zack knew he was defeated. Amy was their best option of going forward unseen.

      He hugged her. “Don’t do anything stupid. If you get caught, then run.”

      Amy shoved her tongue into his mouth and brought his good hand to her ass. When she’d had her fill of him, she pulled away. “I expect all sorts of Zack loven once we get back to the palace.” She breathed him in. “I want your tongue over every inch of my gorgeous body.”

      Her sexy, sultry voice and her closeness made him relax. “If you find us a way in there without being seen, the rest of us will pleasure you any way you like!”

      She waited until the guard had made his pass again, then slipped over the edge of the pit and crouch ran forward, disappearing into the shadows at the gate.
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      Amy reappeared a minute later, moving along the edge of the wall. She reached the corner, then glanced around the edge at the north side of the settlement. After a moment, she ducked back and pressed herself against the palisade.

      Above her came the guard. He had changed the direction of his patrol and was heading back the other way.

      Zack and Anita ducked down, only the tops of their heads above the edge of the pit. They watched as the guard passed right over Amy and moved on, completely unaware of her presence.

      Zack breathed again. Shit, that was lucky.

      Amy crouch ran back over to them and they helped her down into the pit. Once she got her breath back, she said, “The gate is unlocked and I managed to get inside the wall. The problem is, there’s a sleeping guard sitting on a chair not far from the entrance. I think he was meant to be keeping watch, but nothing much must happen here and he slipped off to sleep.”

      “Was there anyone else about?” Zack asked.

      “I saw some guards playing cards at a table near the main entrance and inside the building just on the other side of the wall, I heard voices. All up, I counted ten guards, including the one on the wall and an unknown number inside the building.”

      “Lucky we didn’t just charge right in there,” Betsy said from down at Zack’s feet.

      Anita and Amy said nothing. Both were watching Zack expectantly.

      “Then we go in and slip past the sleeping guard and see if we can find a back entrance to the main building.”

      “I say we kill the sleeping guard,” Anita said. “Just to be safe.”

      Zack reminded himself what was at stake. All of their lives and those of Anita’s family out in the real world.

      “Fine, kill him. Just do it quick and silent.”

      “Of course.” Anita grunted. “I can be subtle too, you know?”

      He grinned. “Could have fooled me.”

      Zack and Anita both removed their armor to reduce the noise they made as they moved around. It felt absurd to him to be dressed only in his small clothes while going into a camp of enemies. But sometimes desperate times called for stupidly dumb measures, he reckoned.

      They waited for the guard to go past again before they made their move. A minute later, they were in the shadows at the gate.

      Once more they waited for the guard to pass by, then Amy slowly opened the gate. Thankfully, it made no sound. They slipped inside the settlement and stopped.

      Ten feet to their left, shrouded in the dim light, was a guard sitting on a chair. His chin rested on his chest and he snored softly.

      Anita crept up to him, Betsy's old sword taken out of Zack’s Inventory in her hand. Zack and the others held their breaths as she slowly reached out.

      Then with a quick movement, she covered his mouth, shoved back his head and drove the blade in up under his chin and into his brain. The man's body jerked around for a few seconds then went still, his blood pooling at his feet.

      

      Companion inflicted 545 damage

      Sneak attack 2x damage

      

      Honor Guard has died

      +500xp

      

      Just an NPC. Were all the guards non-players?

      Anita propped the body back up to make it look like the guard was still asleep, then after wiping the blood off her hands on the dead man’s cloak, she rejoined Zack and the others.

      He couldn't see her face in the gloom but he could tell she was well pleased with herself. She had proved to him that she could be silent and efficient when she chose to be.

      Zack led the way along the back of the building, the darkness shrouding them. They came to a thin ally between the smaller building they were against and the larger main building.

      His eyes had adjusted well to the low light. He could see well enough to know there wasn't any rear entry or windows leading into the main building. Its walls were made of stone, its roof way above their heads. The only way onto it would be from the top of the palisade and that was out of the question.

      That left the alley.

      Zack glanced around the corner. There was no one about. He scanned the wall of the main building, hearing a man's bellow of laughter coming from the building next to him.

      About halfway along the wall was a side entrance to the main building. There was what looked like a bin next to it. Perhaps it led to a kitchen.

      Zack gave the women hand signals, telling them of the door. Anita put her lips to his ear. “I'll go forward by myself and open it and see what's inside. If it's clear, ill wave you forward.”

      He turned to argue with her. He would go forward. Then he saw her face and shut his dumb male mouth.

      They’d already been through this. She was the better option. Without being able to use a shield, he was half the man he normally would be. Less really, as he had no armor on.

      Reminds me of when I was first thrown down here. Near naked and shit out of luck.

      Anita disappeared around the corner. Missy took Zack’s hand and squeezed it reassuringly.

      It was hard letting the women go forward without him. I'm a tank. We're always the first in and the last out!

      To make sure Missy, Amy and Betsy knew he was all right, he touched them on the face. They could barely see him but he gave them all a brave smile.

      Then he turned back and found Anita cautiously opening the door wide enough to peer in. Beyond her, was the well-lit central area of the settlement. He couldn't see anyone out there, though the alley narrowed his field of view.

      For all he knew, there could be a guard standing just around the corner at the front of the building.

      Anita soon waved them forward. Zack motioned for the three women to follow him.

      He stuck close to the wall of the main building as he headed toward Anita. They were halfway there when the guard patrolling the wall walked along above them. Shit, we should have waited.

      The man went by without slowing and Zack's heart stopped pounding in his ears. He moved up to Anita, then without pause, followed her through the door. Once all of them were inside, Anita shut the door gently behind them.

      They were in.
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      Darkness enveloped them, the only light shining under the door on the other side of the room. But Zack didn’t dare light their torch. He felt around and found pots and pans sitting on the bench next to him.

      They were in a kitchen, which likely meant there was an NPC around like Margery who did the cooking and cleaning. But where were the players? Their target had to be another player because surely the Janitor would be able to terminate the AI of any NPC in the Underworld without fighting them if he so chose.

      Or was this all some type of test?

      Zack gritted his teeth and led the way toward the light across the room. They reached the door and Zack put his ear against it to listen. He could hear nothing outside.

      Anita got down onto her stomach and peered under the door. After a moment, she got up and whispered, “I don’t see anyone out there.”

      Taking a deep breath, Zack put his hand on the door handle and slowly turned it, making sure it didn’t make a noise as he did so. Then he opened the door half an inch and looked out.

      He could see a hallway with several exits leading from it. A torch burned on the wall further along and there had to be another to his left that he couldn’t see, as the light was brighter there. In one of the other rooms he thought he heard the soft murmur of voices. It was impossible to tell if they were male or female.

      Glancing at the others, he nodded. Let’s do this.

      He opened the door wider, slowly at first, then when he heard no sign that anyone had noticed, he opened it faster. Then he drew his sword and stepped out into the hallway and glanced around.

      They were alone.

      He moved out of the way so the other four could step out, each walking as silently as possible. If they were seen he and Anita would put their armor back on. It would only take a few seconds but if they entered combat before they could get it on, then they were shit out of luck. The game would prevent them from reequipping their armor or changing anything but weapons and shields.

      Another stupid rule made by idiotic developers.

      To their left, the hallway ended at what looked like a small feasting hall and the front exit leading outside and to their right, it ended at a door. Maybe this is where the people in the camp slept. The rooms off to the side of the hallway appeared small, as the doors were close together. The door at the end of the hallway seemed the logical place to start.

      They crept up to the door. Zack put his ear to it and listened.

      Silence.

      Gripping his sword, his heart racing in his chest, he cautiously opened it. Anita shoved past him and entered first. Zack stopped himself from snapping at her.

      Then he reminded himself that he had no shield and that he wasn’t his full self. Let her go first. It wasn’t like enemy players could be tanked anyway. They attacked whoever they liked.

      Zack went in second, followed by Betsy then Missy then Amy. They entered a room with a desk at the opposite end and a bookshelf running along one wall. The room was lit by three candles, two on the desk the third on a table next to them.

      No one was about. Another door led from the room on the right side. Maybe the bedroom of the camp commander.

      Amy shut the door behind them. Anita went over to the entrance to the bedroom and waited for Zack and the others to get in position. Then she opened it. Peering in, she glanced around then turned to Zack and shook her head.

      Damn it.

      Suddenly, they heard footsteps coming along the hallway toward them. Zack ushered everyone into the bedroom then shut the door. He had no idea if the person was coming into the main room but if they were, then perhaps he and his harem could ambush them.

      The bedroom was small and had no source of light except what spilled under the door. It didn’t matter. They didn’t need to see anyway.

      They all held their breaths as the door to the main room opened and someone walked in. The door shut and the footsteps moved over to the desk. A chair scraped along the floor then came a thump of someone sitting.

      Zack waited a moment, then was about to move when he heard the door open again and another, light-footed person enter. “Simon, you’re back,” Said a woman’s voice.

      “Yes, I arrived a few minutes ago.”

      “Anything urgent to report?”

      The man started to pace. “Things are getting better for us out there but I do fear we will soon be found. We had traitors among us and once we caught wind of them, they fled into the quarantined zones.”

      The chair creaked. “Then they are as good as dead. What’s there to fear?”

      “When you have lived outside the City as long as I have, you learn that not everything they tell you about the world beyond its outer wall is true. That quarantine zone is a living, green paradise. It may have once been dead, but now life flourishes there.”

      “That doesn’t mean humans can live out there yet.”

      Zack didn’t know much of the world beyond the city. Speaking of the past and of the world that had once existed before the chaos that had seen the oligarchy rise to power was a Code 2 violation. A slow, torturous death awaited those who dared break that law.

      “True and that is why I didn’t send anyone to pursue the traitors. I let them head out there and hope to never see them again. But if I do see them again… that answers the question on whether we can enter the quarantine zones again.”

      “So what if we can?” the woman said icily. “There is nothing left out there except blasted ruins and the dead buried under them. There is one place we know where humanity can flourish and that is what I am fighting for.”

      The man was silent a moment, then cleared his throat. “The only other thing to report is that we acquired more stasis-game-pods and have installed them in Site D. Our agents will begin using them within the next few days and coordinate with your people. I’ve sent Cohen out there to oversee things.”

      “Great. Before you go, I have a warning for you. The man who calls himself the Janitor is down here causing trouble. Have your people be on the lookout for him. He has a group of agents working for him, players I think, who are killing his targets for him. Don’t hesitate to kill them, even if they are Type A’s who will die out in the real world.”

      “Blood for blood.”

      The woman was silent a moment. “Blood for blood.”

      “I will pass the message along,” the man said. “Are we any closer to working out who the Janitor is?”

      The woman sighed deeply. “Not yet. He is just as mysterious as Fawkes, and that says a lot.”

      Zack’s heart jumped at the mention of that name. Who were these people out there? What was the quarantine zone? Site D? Were they part of the resistance?

      It sounded like they were. The G Man had said that members of the resistance were using the Underworld to meet one another as the developers and the Oligarchy had little control over it, unlike the streets of the City.

      Then who was the woman? Could it be—

      “Leave me,” the woman said. “I will be logging out soon and overseeing our next operation. This one will be our toughest yet.”

      The man started toward the door. “Be careful out there. My gut tells me something big is coming.”

      “My guts have been saying that for years.” The woman chuckled. “See you next time.”

      A moment later, the door opened then closed, leaving the woman to herself.

      Zack took in some calming breaths. What if that was his mother out there? What would he say to her?

      He and Anita reequipped their armor. If it was his mother, they had so much to talk about.

      To his horror, Anita shoved open the door and stepped out into the room, her weapon raised before her. Oh, fuck. Anita would kill the woman before he could learn who she was. Anita had her own family on the line and wouldn’t give two shits if the woman was Zack’s mother.

      “Wait,” Zack cried, rushing out after her.
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            Murderous Reunion

          

        

      

    

    
      The woman stood and drew her sword. “Who are you? What were you doing in my room?”

      Zack grabbed Anita and tried to stop her from attacking but she shoved him away. “Leave me alone. I need to protect my mother and sister.”

      Zack tried to grab Anita again but she sidestepped him and continued forward. “Just give me one minute, please,” Zack pleaded, his heart pounding in his ears as he met the eyes of the woman behind the desk.

      It looked like a much younger, healthier version of his mother.

      “Anita, no!”

      Missy buffed them with Song of Fury, then started her healing over times in preparation for the fight.

      Anita threw the desk aside, then lunged forward, trying to skewer the woman on her sword. The woman parried and backed away. “Guards, get in here. There are Intruders. Kill them.”

      “Anita, stop!” Zack roared again. “This woman is my mother.”

      Thankfully, his voice brought sense to Anita. She glanced over at him, lowering her weapon.

      His mother lunged forward and drove her sword through Anita’s back, the blade exploding out the front of Anita’s plate armor.

      

      Companion had suffered 456 damage

      

      She tore the blade out of Anita as the orc woman crumpled to her knees, her eyes wide behind her faceguard. His mother lifted the blade over Anita’s head, ready to plunge down.

      “No!” Zack acted on instinct and charged forward, slamming into his mother and knocking her flying into the rear wall of the room.

      Slamming into the stone wall stunned her for a moment, long enough for Zack to punch her in the face.

      

      Inflicted 34 damage

      

      He went to grab her sword arm and try to get her to listen to reason but his mother spat blood in his face, then kicked him in the guts. He stumbled back a step and then had to leap aside as she slashed at him with her blade.

      “Wait, it’s me. Don’t you recognize me?” He dodged another attack.

      She charged him, using Impale, a Warrior ability, and took him deep in the side.

      

      -234 damage

      

      Zack’s field of view flashed, pain buffeting him. Real pain. His mother’s weapon was no ordinary one. It had to have been altered to inflict real pain on those she attacked.

      His mother was playing a max level Barbarian Warrior. They had to get her to see reason or someone was going to die a painful death. Zack backed away toward Missy, trying to stay beyond his mother’s reach, shoving the agonizing pain of the wound to the back of his mind.

      Already guards hammered on the door to the room, trying to break it down. Amy and Betsy were there, trying to hold it closed.

      Unless he could get his mother to stand down, they were all fucked.

      “I’m Zack. Your son. We lived at 42 Brighten Street when I was a kid.”

      His mother slowed, her eyes rapidly blinking.

      “My name is Zack John Smith, but that wasn’t my original name.”

      Now she stopped, the blood from her nose trickling down her face. “Zack?”

      He nodded.

      “Why are you working for the Janitor?” She frowned. “Why did you betray me?”

      “What? I didn’t betray you. I’m being forced to work for him. I had no idea who you were when I came here.”

      “How is he forcing you to work for him?” She bared her teeth at him. “I trusted you.”

      Zack’s guts felt like lead. “He will kill all the women in this room. I love them.” He pointed at Anita. “He will also have her mother and sister murdered. That is why she attacked you. She is trying to save her family.”

      His mother ran her eye over Missy, Betsy and Amy. “So what? They are NPCs. Look, you might think you love them but an NPC can never be anything more than a toy you play with inside a game. They aren’t real.”

      Her eyes fell on Anita. “I’m sorry, but what’s another few murdered people in a world full of them?” She turned back to him. “Come on, Zack. You need to think of the big picture. The future of humanity is at stake.”

      The coldness in his mother’s voice took Zack’s breath away. She was nothing like he remembered. A loving, caring, nurturing woman who had protected her son all her life up until she was too weak to get out of bed.

      This couldn’t be his mother.

      It might look like her, but then anyone could alter their appearance in game to an extent. If they had some power over the Underworld like the resistance had, perhaps they could even fully alter their looks.

      His mother narrowed her eyes. “Please, lower your weapon, Zack. I can come and go from this game, even if I die, but you can’t. You will stay here with me as my people work on getting your real world body to safety. Once you are safe, we can find a way to log you out and we can be together again.”

      Zack’s brain froze as he listened to the guards trying to break down the door, seeing Anita out of the corner of his eye. She was alive but in a bad way, her HP sitting just above half thanks to Missy’s healing magic. But the attack had been a big one and from behind and with the real feeling of pain… he could only begin to imagine the terrible agony Anita must be in.

      “If I stay here, what will you do with Anita and the other three?” he asked, trying to move around his mother to get to Anita’s side.

      His mother’s lip curled as she glanced over at Missy, Betsy and Amy. “You’re not sleeping with those things are you?”

      He stopped moving as a red haze descended over him. “I love them. They are real people, even if they exist only in this game.” His blood pounded in his ears. “What will you do with them if I stay? How will you stop the Janitor from killing them and killing Anita’s family out in the real world?”

      “Nothing.” His mother scowled. “NPCs mean nothing, and Anita and her family… well, as I said, what’s a few more—”

      Zack didn’t listen to the rest. This wasn’t his mother. And if it was, she could go fuck herself.

      He drove his sword into her throat.

      She let out a gargled scream, then fell to her knees, blood gushing from the wound and down her armor.

      Drawing back his blade, he growled deep in his throat, “I love every woman in this room with all my heart, including you. If you really are my mother, then hear this. I won’t turn my back on anyone. We are all important in our own way, human, player and NPC alike.”

      Her eyes followed the blood drenched point of his sword as he brought it back for a final attack.

      “If this is what you are and what the resistance is, then I will find my own way.” With that, he took off her head.

      

      Level 15 Player Marisa Ashby has been vanquished!

      +10000xp!

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: You killed her. I hope you feel better. I know I do.

        Rewards

        You can plunder her dead corpse for any and all loot.

        +8000xp

        I will not terminate your NPC harem, have Anita’s family killed, have her killed or have you killed.

      

      

      

      
        
        CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE REACHED LEVEL 13!!!

        +10hp

        +1 Stat Point

        +1 Talent Point

        +1 Perk

        Unlocked: Level 2 Buffs

        Three members of your Harem have reached Level 13 and receive the above bonuses, except for the perk point

      

      

      

      Anita was the only one not to level. She had to wait.
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      Zack stared down at the corpse, the blood spilling over his boots and spreading around him. He had just killed his mother or at least her in-game avatar and sent her screaming back into the real world.

      Everything he thought he knew about her was a lie.

      Someone put their hand on his shoulder and forced him to turn around. Betsy. She said something but he didn’t hear her words, his mind numb with shock.

      She started shaking him, pointing at the broken door from where the guards were attacking it with axes. Except there were no guards breaking in to kill them.

      Amy stood there, Missy beside her, their eyes on him. He blinked, then finally got hold of himself.

      Feeling nauseous, he quickly moved out of his mother’s blood. “Where are the guards? What happened?”

      Betsy hugged him. “They disappeared as soon as the woman died.”

      He moved toward the door, half dragging Betsy with him and then looked through the broken hole the guards had hacked into it. Nothing. The hallway was empty.

      Maybe the guards had been tied to his mother and when she died, they despawned. Then he remembered Anita.

      Zack spun around and ran up to her. She looked up at him and groaned. “Fuck, that hurt. Not sure what she was packing but it wasn’t pleasant.”

      “Thank god, you’re alive.” He bent down and kissed her bloody lips.

      He helped Anita to her feet. She was shaky and leaned on him for support. “Takes more than a bitch like her to kill me.” She wiped the blood from her mouth. “Was she really your mother?”

      “Yes, or at least what used to be my mother.”

      “You killed her.”

      Zack refused to look at the corpse. “I had to. She would have let her guards murder you all.” He lowered his face. “She wasn’t how I remember. Something must have changed her.”

      “Shit happens and it fucks with people’s head,” Anita said.

      So true. Zack dismissed his mother. “Let’s get out of here.” He glanced at Missy. “Port us back to the palace.”

      “We’re not going to loot the camp?” She asked as she removed the Jade Stone from his Inventory.

      “No. I just want out of here.”

      As she began the cast, Zack quickly assigned stats and talents. He put his talent in the tank tree and for the women, put theirs in the primary skill focus. Stats, he put his in Strength, as it was the only stat not up against diminishing returns (yet), Missy got hers in Dexterity, Amy Intellect and Betsy, Stamina.

      He would leave his Perk point for later.

      That done, Zack glanced at their level 2 buffs.

      

      Bloodborn: Restores 4hp per 1 minute in or out of battle

      

      Betsy gave them,

      

      Battleborn: +6 damage to attacks

      

      Missy,

      

      Restorative Orchestra: +10% to heals

      

      And, lastly, Amy gave them,

      

      Hardened Ice: -10 damage taken

      

      Anita still gave them her level 2 buff.

      Then he looked at their new abilities.

      

      Amy got,

      

      Frost Barrier: Builds a wall of ice around the Mage to protect her from all damage.

      Lasts 30 seconds. 10 minute cooldown.

      

      He and Betsy both got,

      

      Inner Light: Restores 20% of the Blademaster’s health.

      10 minute cooldown.

      

      And lastly, Missy got,

      

      Rapid Healing: Allows the Bard’s heal overtimes to heal at twice the normal rate for thirty seconds.

      5 minute cooldown.

      

      Nice all round. Those abilities would really help in the days ahead.

      Before they could leave, another quest notification came up from the Janitor.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: A group of targets of opportunity have presented themselves. Obliterate them, boy. Obliterate them! And tell them I sent you. You have five days to comply.

        Be warned: This will be your toughest mission yet. Take no prisoners.

        Rewards

        You can plunder all their dead corpses for any and all loot.

        +10000xp

        I will not terminate your NPC harem, have Anita’s family killed, have her killed or have you killed.

        Janitor’s note: You know the drill. Go dispose of the trash.

      

      

      

      “Aw, fuck.” Anita spat. “Leave us alone.”

      Zack waved to Missy. “Just get us out of here.” His legs were shaking, his stomach churning. “Do, it Missy. Now.”

      She activated the stone and they ported home.
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      The flash as they ported filled his vision, then Zack found himself in a black void. The same one where he met the G Man.

      He spun around and found the shining man behind him. “What do you want?” Zack had wanted to talk to the G Man again but not right then.

      The man worked with his mother and he’d only just killed her less than twenty minutes ago…

      “I know what you did, son.” The G Man flashed, blinding Zack. “That was not wise.”

      Covering his eyes, Zack snarled, “My mother is a liar and a psycho. She doesn’t care about anyone anymore. She was going to kill the women I love.”

      “I am not here to argue with you.” The G Man dimmed so Zack could look at him again. “Your mother does what needs to be done for the resistance. Sometimes… she can come across as uncaring, but deep down she does care. She wants us to live in a better world.”

      “Everything I do is done so that the women I love can live. The Janitor will kill us all if we stop killing his targets.”

      The G Man raised an arm to silence Zack. “He is why I have come. Him and Fawkes.” The glimmer man turned to stare off into the void. “Fawkes is a threat to not only us but everything we have worked for.”

      Zack noticed his regenerating arm was restored here in the void and that once again he was wearing next to nothing. He returned his attention to the other man. “Who is Fawkes?”

      “That is a complex question and time is pressing, so all I will say of Fawkes right now is that he is dangerous. If you see him, run as fast as you can. We thought him gone, as the Oligarchy killed him out in the real world. Yet he is still here and logged into the game. How can that be possible?”

      Zack shrugged. “I haven’t seen him, but if I do, I will run. Anyway, why am I here? I have shit to do and I am in no mood to talk to my mother’s minions.”

      “Your mother will be angry at you for killing her in-game avatar, enraged even, but she will forgive you—for you are important.”

      “How? All I want is to be left alone with the women I love.”

      “Who else will lead the resistance when she is gone? It is true, your mother is sick. Not all of it was a lie.” The G man sighed. “She has terminal cancer and it’s slowly eating her from the inside out.”

      Zack didn’t care anymore. “Then find someone else to do your dirty work. I already have one asshole breathing down my neck and forcing me to kill people.”

      “She has been leading us for so long, that without her, our resistance group will fall apart.” The G Man hadn’t listened to a word Zack said. “We are growing more powerful by the day, unifying the other resistance groups out there, researching new technologies. If she dies, we could lose everything. All our work, our sacrifices, will have been for nothing.”

      He pointed at Zack. “You are our hope for the future.”

      Zack burst out laughing. “You’re kidding me? Why don’t you lead the resistance?”

      The G Man flashed again. “I am not a leader. Just like your mother, you have what it takes to lead.”

      “Well, I guess that’s too bad.” Zack crossed his arms. “I’ve decided I will stay here in the Underworld. If I go out there I fall right into the Oligarchies’ hands. I stay in here and they can’t get me.”

      “Wrong. One of their agents already has you in his grasp.”

      “The Janitor?”

      “Yes, though his loyalties don’t belong to the oligarchy. Instead, he works for a powerful faction among them who work tirelessly to destroy the resistance so that they can elevate themselves over the other factions in the center of the City.”

      Zack made a fist. “How do I kill him? How do I stop him from taking control of the NPCs in my harem?”

      “That is why I have come, for we have a mutual enemy in the Janitor. We can work together to destroy him.”

      “Finally, you’ve said something that interests me.”

      The G Man’s eyes blinked. “First, you should know. We are still working on a way to get you out of the clutches of the Oligarchy, though our progress is slow.”

      “Good. But remember—I told you I have no interest in leaving the Underworld. I’m beginning to rather like it down here.” He forced a grin. “Once the Janitor is dead, I will be free to do whatever I want. And I haven’t been free in a long time.”

      The G Man sighed. “You will reconsider in time. For now, let’s deal with the Janitor. He must be neutralized before he can force you to do any more harm.”

      “Go on.”

      “Our double agents who work inside the development team for Aralia Online are well aware of the Janitor but can do nothing to stop him, as his pay grade is well above theirs. However, they have come up with a way for you to remove him from the game, at least for a time.”

      Zack couldn’t help but show his eagerness. “Tell me how to kill him.”

      “These developers have devised decoys of you and your harem. These decoys will move to perform your most recent assassination mission while you and the women with you will go to the hidden resistance armory and retrieve two things. One, a Control Blocker that will prevent the Janitor taking control of your NPCs. And Two, the Containment Core that will stop the Janitor from escaping your trap.”

      Zack’s heart fluttered. That first item was exactly what he needed to make sure Amy, Betsy and Missy were safe.

      “The decoys will activate as soon as you leave here and will buy you time to get to the armory that is located in the randomly generated content you have passed through once before. Be warmed, there will be a powerful boss monster guarding it, so you will need all your wits about you.”

      “Fine. Fine. How long will the decoys give me to find these items?”

      “For as long as the timer on your quest.”

      Four days.

      “What about Anita? The Janitor said he had her body under lockdown. He is threatening to have her mother and sister murdered by her asshole of a father.” Zack quickly told the G Man about the Janitor’s threat against Anita.

      “You need not worry about your orc lover. I have personally ordered our fighters to secure her game-pod with her inside it and bring it to a safe location. As to her family… We will begin work on locating her mother and sister and will ensure their safety.”

      Zack studied the G Man. Could he be trusted? Could his mother?

      “Does my mother know you have done this? She didn’t seem to care about Anita or her family.”

      “You’re mother won’t care. She loves you, Zack and if us protecting Anita’s family gets you to work with us, then she will be more than happy to have us protect them.”

      There seemed to be little choice in the matter. He had no way of knowing if the G Man would come good on his promises or that his mother wouldn’t put a stop to things. He had to take that risk, as the G Man was offering a way to kill the Janitor.

      “Thank you,” Zack said. “I need Anita. I can’t do this without someone else who understands the enormity of what we face.”

      “You can thank me by killing the Janitor.” The G man began to fade like he had last time, meaning his time with Zack was near done. “Once you have retrieved the two items from the armory, return to the palace and confront the Janitor there. That is your territory and you must defend it. Use everything you have at your disposal—and kill him.”

      “Before you leave, how will I know where the armory is located? What does it look like?”

      The G man was gone before he could answer.
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      When they were safe in Missy’s bedroom, Zack told the women what just happened. He assumed the G Man had told the truth and that they were off the Janitor’s radar for the next four days as the decoys moved to the assassination target. After he had told them all that, he briefly took Anita aside to tell her that the resistance was working on saving her mother and sister.

      Anita glowered at him. “No offense, but why should I trust this glowing asshole? Your mother tried to kill me.”

      “Well, either way you look on it, we need help in killing the Janitor. Plus, what I just said, should have triggered his alarms and sent him here to kill us.” He glanced at Missy, Betsy and Amy so Anita would know what he meant, feeling intense rage that the NPC women he loved were being used against him as spies.

      She glanced at the three women and rolled her eyes. “Well, fuck. This better work or I’m going to kill the nearest man I can find.”

      “Ah, that would be me.”

      “Other than you, obviously.”

      Whey Zack and Anita returned to the others, Amy frowned at him. “There seems to be more going on than you are telling us. It’s making me feel like you don’t trust us or something.”

      Missy and Betsy nodded in agreement. Zack’s heart ached at the hurt in their eyes.

      Zack went over and wrapped them all in his arms. “Please don’t look at me that way. I trust all of you with my life.” He swallowed the lump that had formed in his throat, wishing the developers hadn’t made everything have to feel so real. “But there are things I am forbidden from telling you. When the Janitor is no longer a threat to us, I will tell you everything.”

      He got to his knees, holding Amy’s hand. “I promise you, I will tell you everything. Just give me time.”

      Her face softened. “I can’t be angry at you. I know you would have told us the truth if you could.”

      Zack looked away. Had she said that because she meant it or was it the harem system forcing her to not be angry at him? In the end, did it matter? It was how she felt.

      He stood, turning back to them. “Once I tell you the truth… If you feel the need to go your own way.” He stumbled over the words, then finally got them out. “I won’t stop you from leaving me.”

      That made Betsy burst into tears. She hugged him. “I will never leave you, no matter the truth. I know you love me and I know I love you and that’s all that matters.”

      Missy’s singsong voice filled his ears. “You are my sweet song, my blessed high note, your music fills me with joy. No matter what, I will be with you.”

      Zack pulled her to him and stroked her long hair. Amy grinned. “Before I was sent down here with you, life was so, so boring. Now I get to kill stuff, loot corpses and make love to the sexiest man in all of the Underworld. She wrapped him, Betsy and Missy in her arms.

      “Fuck if I’m going to miss out on a group hug,” Anita said and crash-tackled them all onto the bed.

      They all held one another until they slipped off to sleep. Zack stared up at the ceiling, listening to the women breathing around him.

      He would sleep for no more than four hours, then they had to get a move on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After placing 450 meals in storage they ported to the Drunken Fop Tavern. A day from there, they stood at the edge of the random gen zone—the Shifting Labyrinth.

      Zack, Anita and Missy had been there before but this time the area looked completely different. Instead of dark, frozen, twisting caves, the area began at a huge, broken stone door. Black sludge spilled from the entrance like dirty engine oil and an eerie green light shone from inside, a foul smell wafting around them.

      “Looks pretty messed up in there.” Amy screwed up her face, watching as a long gooey drop of sludge dripped from the ceiling. “I hope it washes off.”

      Anita pulled down her faceguard, torch in one hand, sword in the other. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Zack raised his shield, his arm not quite as long as it used to be yet, but strong enough to block with. “Stay behind me.”

      He took the lead, feeling good about himself. He was the one at the front again, the one who would protect them.

      Betsy and Anita walked close behind him as the other two came up behind them. They hadn’t gone far when Zack felt some sludge plop down on his helmet. He glanced at Amy and Missy and found them both trying to get the stuff out of their hair. They were the only ones without helmets.

      Missy pulled back her hand, long goo dripping from her fingers. “This place is rotten, it’s foul song that of the festering trash heap.”

      Some sludge ran down Amy’s face. She brushed it off contemptuously, then poked her tongue out at Zack. “The things I do for love. You still owe me a round of lovemaking of a lifetime, now you owe me two rounds of it!”

      He laughed and trudged on, his boots squishing with every step.

      The deeper they entered the sludge encrusted passages, the worse the smell became. It truly did smell like rot, like they were entering the gray-black sludge at the bottom of a public trashcan back in the old days when people ate with their mouths and not through tubes.

      Whatever it took, he would keep going, for to do otherwise would see the women he loved dead and Anita’s mother and sister murdered.

      Several times they came to dead ends and had to double back to try a new path. All the while, the tunnels remained silent except for the occasional splat of a drip of sludge falling from the roof.

      The place was a labyrinth and they grew ever more lost. Then Missy stopped them, her fingers absently playing a soft, soothing tune. “I know where the armory is.” She pointed at a small opening to their left, one of six in the room with them. “We go that way.”

      “You sure?” Zack asked, recalling what the G Man had said about Missy recalling the location at the right time.

      “I am certain.” Missy started into the passage.

      Zack raced over and got in front of her, trusting in her word. After more than an hour, they came to an opening about a hundred feet across. Black goo bubbled up from the ground in several places, the oily sludge running into a black pool that filled half the chamber. On the far side, there appeared to be another tunnel leading away from them.

      “Looks like we have to walk through it,” Zack said. “We’re going to get dirty.”

      “I love being dirty, just not in this way.” Amy’s laugh was forced.

      “I wonder how deep it is.” Betsy held Zack’s arm. “I’m not sure I can swim.”

      He found a clean spot on her cheek and kissed it. “You’ll be fine.”

      Zack entered the pool and was relieved to find it only knee deep. The others followed him in without hesitation and they slowly made their way forward.

      The sludge had the consistency of mud and took a lot of effort to walk through. “Better not get any deeper,” Anita said when they were up to their waists.

      “I’m more worried there is something in here with us.”

      That made them all look nervously around.

      About halfway across, Zack drank some water, then handed the bottle around. It was hard work forcing his way through the sludge and already he was feeling worn out. They had done with little sleep for too long.

      The women all took a drink. Missy put the bottle in his Inventory and continued forward. Suddenly, the sludge bubbled next to her and a moment later she was pulled under.

      Zack’s heart leapt into his throat. “Missy!” He desperately hurled himself toward where she had disappeared. Even her HP had faded out, so he couldn’t see if it was declining.

      Amy was already there, feeling under the surface. “I can’t find her.”

      Betsy came with Zack. “Missy, where are you?” Her voice was filled with panic.

      Zack kicked around the bottom of the pool and felt nothing but the rock under them. Anita searched to their left, while Betsy to their right.

      Oh, god, where is she? It’s already been close to a minute. How much longer can she hold her breath?

      Something kicked against his leg. Zack reached under the surface, his face entering the muck. He grabbed whatever was there, then wrenched upward and found himself grasping Missy’s arm.

      He hauled her to her feet. Completely covered in black oil, it didn’t look like Missy standing there. She gasped in air, blinded by the sludge. “I’m here, baby.” He wrapped his arms around her. “It’s alright.”

      Her HP bar was back and near full.

      Something loomed up behind her. Zack went to move but the thing swept over them like a breaking wave and he was sucked under the surface, slamming hard against the bottom. With his weaker arm, he kept hold of Missy as something pulled them along, their backs grinding against the bottom. Then his head struck something hard, and his field of view flashed.

      

      -42hp

      

      Whatever had him was trying to pull him into a hole in the wall but he wouldn’t fit. It soon let him go and Zack managed to get to his knees and haul Missy and himself back to their feet.

      Gasping in air, he swiped the goo from his eyes and found Anita, Amy and Betsy hurrying toward him. “Where is it?” Anita roared, holding her sword above the surface.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t even see what it was.” He handed Missy to Betsy, then had to swipe more goo from his eyes. He had them all move away from the hole in the wall in case that was where the creature had come from.

      Soon they reached the far end of the pool and struggled to climb onto the rock at the edge. When they were all up, they huddled together, Zack with his arm around Missy. She leaned into him, both of them looking like part of the sludge. “We made it, my love.”

      Missy only nodded.

      Zack turned his attention to finding a way out and continuing on, but the tunnel he had seen from the other side of the pool was gone. He swore under his breath, trying to think if there was another passage behind them that they hadn’t gone down.

      He couldn’t remember seeing one.

      When he turned back to the pool of sludge, he froze. The surface was churning.

      The bubbling goo out in the center of the chamber exploded upward in giant jets of black, coating the roof and spraying them all.

      Then something rose up out of the pool, a glistening, bubbling figure, like a dripping wet stick figure wearing liquid armor. It stood ten-feet-tall and had arms twice as long as its legs. Two solid jet black eyes peered out from the dripping face, the reflection of Zack’s torch lighting them with a fel glow.

      The creature spoke. “Drown in my excrement, rot inside my festering heart, join me forever.”

      

      
        
        BLIGHTED ENT

        HP: 10000/10000
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      Zack raised his shield and moved to the edge of the rock. “Stay out of the sludge and let it come to us.” There was no time for buff bread.

      Amy started blasting the Blighted Ent with her spells. As it loomed over them, Zack leapt into the sludge and taunted it off her. Throwing out a Demon Strike and then a Criss Cross, he made sure he had good aggro on it before he swung it to face away from the group.

      He kept it near the edge so Anita and Betsy could attack it from behind without having to climb into the black soup.

      The Blighted Ent swung its long arms at him, slamming them against his shield, hammering his sides. Its limbs were like twisted tree roots, but covered in muck. He used his trinket’s damage reductions buff to lower the damage.

      With the buff, the damage wasn’t too bad but he doubted it would stay that way when the effect wore off.

      

      -58hp

      -56hp

      

      The Blighted Ent’s attacks were rapid, slamming into him from one side, then the other. It was hard to block them as when the limbs struck, they looped around behind his shield. In between its attacks, Zack dealt as much damage as he could. He tried not to use too many abilities so he could conserve Stamina just in case the boss did anything crazy and he had to use defensive measures or go nuts with his abilities to draw back aggro.

      The creature looked down at him through its solid black eyes.

      Then the sludge parted and a mouth formed. “Join me, liquefy your flesh and join the drowned ones.”

      It clasped its hands together and raised them over its head.

      Zack used his Shield Block damage reduction buff and covered himself with his shield.

      The arms came down, driving him to his knees. He was showered in a curtain of muck, his shield acting like an umbrella.

      He couldn't see beyond the wall of black, nor could he raise his weapon as the creature slowly leaned down on his shield, trying to drive his head under the surface.

      “Get off me,” Zack roared, exerting all his strength to not buckle under the pressure.

      This was hell. One of the worst boss fights he’d ever endured and made all the worse as his own life and that of the women he loved was on the line.

      Then the pressure eased and with a sucking sound, the arms withdrew.

      Zack cowered under his shield, glancing around the edge to make sure the arms weren’t going to come crashing down again. The boss drew back its left arm, then lashed him across the face.

      

      -78hp

      

      The other arm came back to attack him from the other side.

      

      -75hp

      

      Baring his teeth, Zack stood and resumed his attacks. The creature’s special move was over. He hoped that was the only one it had. If so, the fight was a pretty basic (but messy) tank and spank.

      The mouth appeared again. Oh, shit, what now?

      “I will drag you all under,” The Blighted Ent said as more arms sprouted from its body.

      They twisted and writhed, long fingers grasping. Then they reached for Zack, the long fingers encircling him.

      Screaming, Zack was lifted into the air. But he was not the only one. One of the other hands had grabbed Amy, lifting her in the air beside Zack.

      She didn’t seem to care, she blasted the Blighted Ent with her spells, a giant grin on her face, her dragon pet flying up to stick beside her.

      Then the boss dunked them under the surface and slammed them into the bottom of the pool.

      

      -157hp

      Companion suffered -230hp

      

      Vile tasting ooze filled Zack’s mouth, making him cough and splutter. He felt Amy kicking next to him and might have heard her scream.

      Zack felt himself lifted into the air again, though all he could see was black. He retched up a mouthful of the disgusting, sticky sludge and heard Amy doing the same.

      Missy’s healing magic filled him and he saw his and then Amy’s HP shoot up as the Bard used some of her ‘oh shit’ heals.

      He brought out a health potion at the same time as Amy used a Restoration Potion. Sucking it back, he then let the bottle drop into the sludge.

      A second later, the boss brought them down again, slamming them against the bottom once more.

      

      -133hp

      Companion suffered -190hp

      

      Not as hard as last time but still bloody well hard enough.

      They were held down, the twisting fingers tightening around them. How long does this fucking last? Zack wanted to scream his frustration at the developers but he dared not open his mouth and let the sludge in.

      After what felt like an eternity, the fingers withdrew and they were able to surface. Gasping in air, Zack wiped the sludge from his face so he could see again. The boss’s arms slowly drew back into its body, buying Zack precious seconds to recover from the vicious attack.

      Amy used the time to haul herself back onto the rock. Betsy helped get Amy to her feet, then they both resumed attacking the boss.

      The Blighted Ent finally started its attacks again, lashing Zack one way than the other. Zack was at around 60% health so decided against using his Shield of Stone defensive buff. Instead, he used his shield’s special Revenge of the Dead ability and let the spectral arms do their thing.

      The boss’s attacks slowly took their toll on his health, so Zack slipped in another health potion as soon as it came off coodown, saving Missy some Inspiration.

      The boss lifted both its arms over its head. This time, Zack dived to the side, slipping under the surface. A great swoosh sounded, and the liquid sloshed around him.

      The massive overhead attack was avoidable.

      He quickly got to his feet and found the boss still bent over, its arms under the surface, as if he was being held down there like last time. So, even if the tank managed to dodge the attack the boss went through its normal attack animations.

      That bought them a good twenty seconds to do as much damage as they could.

      Anita and Betsy were already going nuts with their high-damage abilities while Amy held back a bit as her mana was low and she had already used a Mana Potion and had forty seconds remaining on the cool down.

      Zack charged in and used Devastate to up the women’s DPS then smashed the boss with Shield Slam, Devastate, Sweeping Arc and then Demon Strike.

      Watching all the pretty numbers in his Combat Log, Zack was impressed with the amount of damage his harem was putting out. All of them were A grade DPS!

      Amy got in a massive critical hit with a Frostbolt.

      

      Companion inflicted 322 damage

      

      Impressive, Zack thought. She’s a real go getter!

      Empowered by her nasty damage, Amy’s little dragon companion became twice as large and its rate of fire from its mouth increased. The buff would not last long, but the scaly little fella would put of almost twice the DPS for thirty seconds.

      Zack was in awe of his harem. Most DPS noobs out in greater Aralia Online would only dream of being able to put out damage like this. Their e-peen would wither if they saw the women now!

      The Blighted Ent grunted, its health starting to dwindle. It rose out of the murk and resumed its attacks.

      Zack continued to weather them as he watched its health rapidly heading toward zero.

      The boss wouldn’t last much longer… unless it had something crazy up its slimy, dripping sleeve.

      At 5% health, the mouth formed again.

      Oh, for fuck sake. Just die!

      “You must join me. All of you.”

      A tremor ran through the ground, then the sludge’s surface quivered. A few moments later, Zack started to be sucked toward the center of the chamber where a whirlpool had formed.

      Suddenly, all the woman were pulled into the sludge, as if by an invisible hand. Like Zack, they struggled against the current, Anita and Betsy still trying to maintain their attacks on the boss.

      The Blighted Ent stopped attacking Zack and instead grew more of its limbs and reached out and encircling its root fingers around all of them. “Drown with me, let me feel the life sucked out of your thrashing bodies as my toxic sludge fills your lungs.”

      It started to carry them toward the heart of the whirlpool that was sucking everything down inside it. Zack’s heart skipped a beat. The boss was going to drag all of them down into the murk and hold them until they drowned.

      “Keep attacking. Use everything you’ve got. Burn it down.” Zack no longer cared about his shield. He drank a Restoration Potion, then used Demon Strike, then Criss Cross, then Sweeping Arc.

      Anita and Betsy’s blades were a blur as both women unleashed everything they had.

      Amy screamed in ecstasy, her fingers and wand pointed at the back of Blighted Ent’s head, a torrent of frost spells blasting it, sending chips of ice in all directions. Even her little dragon seemed to be enjoying itself, its wings flapping, its little teeth bared its eyes shining.

      Missy played her guitar, her fingers moving quickly over the strings. She didn’t look happy. She’d had a hell of a time keeping them all alive.

      That was the way of MMO games. The DPS had all the fun and the tanks and healers did the hard, unforgiving work.

      When the boss neared the center of the whirlpool, its body suddenly dissolved, leaving only its thin, stick body behind. “No, the drowned ones will drag me down with them. Please…”

      The stick figure dropped them and they fell into the murk, no longer carried away by the current, unlike the Blighted Ent that was sucked into the maelstrom.

      Black hands formed from the sludge and grabbed hold of the boss, then they dragged it down into the eye of the whirlpool. Zack’s blood went cold at the scream that followed.

      

      
        
        BLIGHTED ENT HAS BEEN VANQUISHED!!!

        THE DROWNED ONES WILL NOW REST IN PEACE!

      

      

      

      
        
        Long Lost Crown of the Princess

        A shining silver crown, once worn by a beautiful princess of Vanamoor who was lost in the wilds long ago. Now her far flung decedent can bask in its glory!

        +1 Intellect

        +3 Dexterity

        +3 Spirit

        +20 Inspiration

        Physical Damage reduction 2%

        Magical Damage Reduction 7%

      

      

      

      
        
        Blighted Ent trophy Head added to Inventory

        (Place this on your wall of your player house as a celebration of your victory!)

      

      

      

      Then the sludge simply disappeared. The pool was gone and the stuff clinging to the walls went with it. Their skin was instantly cleaned too.

      Zack took a steadying breath, glancing around at the ordinary looking chamber they stood in. Somehow, they had survived.

      Amy leapt into his arms and kissed him. “Can we do that again?”
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      Zack made sure all the women were fine before he handed Missy her new silver crown. She continued to play her healing songs, restoring their health but she still found a moment to kiss his cheek. “It looks wonderful, a glimmer of light in the darkness that was this place. I shall ever remember my distant royal sister as I wear it.”

      He hugged her. “Thank you for keeping us all alive. That was a high damage fight and you kept your head.”

      She smiled at his praise. “I sing, I strum and make pretty colors float through the air. The healing is me sharing my love for all of you.”

      Anita moved away from them, then stopped at the hole in the center of the chamber where the Blighted Ent had been sucked into. “There’s something down there. Looks like a metal hatch.”

      Intrigued, Zack walked over to look, Amy and Betsy beside him. There was indeed a hatch down there. He’d expected a hole filled with black sludge.

      But a game was a game, he reckoned. All the black sludge had simply despawned, as if it never existed.

      “You want me to get down there and try to open it?” Anita asked. “It doesn’t look like there is another way out of here.”

      Zack fought the urge to do it himself. She was just as capable of it as he was. “Go ahead.”

      He watched her climb down and stand on top of the hatch and struggled to turn the handle. He heard her grunt as she put her full weight behind each rotation. There wasn’t the room for two people down there, so all he could do was watch.

      Amy pressed up against Zack as they watched Anita. “I hope there’s lots of loot in there. After a fight like that, all I want to do is get new stuff then wrap my legs around you and have the ride of my life.”

      “If there’s still time after we get back to the palace, trust me, we are all going to have some fun.”

      She grinned. “Oh, I’m totally going to sit on Anita’s face. Probably the only way we’ll get her to shut up.”

      “Go fuck yourself,” Anita said, puffing from trying to get the hatch open.

      Amy looked down at her. “I’m too lazy to fuck myself. That’s what you and Zack are for.”

      Zack tried not to laugh but he couldn’t stop himself. Even Missy and Betsy chuckled at that one.

      A cloud of escaping air shot up from below. Anita swore loudly, then said, “Got it.”

      She started to descend the ladder. Zack leapt down and landed on the edge of the hatch. He looked up at the three women peering down at him. “Stay there until I call you. We don’t know what’s in here.”

      Amy pretended to yawn. “Don’t be too long or I might get bored and wander off and try to find some stuff to kill.”

      Betsy grabbed her. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t do anything silly while you’re gone.”

      Zack shook his head then started down the ladder. Twenty rungs later, he was at the bottom.

      A light came on, blinding him for a second. When he could see, he found Anita standing across from him. “The lights work.” She flicked another switch and air started to pump into the room. “Looks like a survival shelter or something.”

      “Yeah, I reckon.” He scanned the shelves of equipment and food supplies. “This looks like it is modeled on real world stuff.”

      Aralia Online was a fantasy game with the normal fantasy conventions (except no elves and dwarves!). Why would the developers make a vault that looked like a nuclear and biological survival shelter from the time before the Oligarchy took power?

      Zack saw a symbol on the wall and stopped dead. The symbol was a snake eating its tail. He’d seen it before, as it had been around forever.

      His mother had that exact symbol on her stomach.

      Around the time when she had changed their names, she’d had a black market artist tattoo it onto her. To his mother, it had symbolized humanity’s eternal struggle to be free.

      Why did you make me have to kill you, mom?

      “I think the resistance added this to the game,” Zack said. “This is the armory we came here to find.”

      Anita scanned the shelves. “I don’t see any weapons. I was hoping we’d find guns or something.”

      “Guns? That would be a bit too obvious. The developers would have cracked right down on that. Besides, how would the damage work? What classes could use them?”

      She huffed. “Fucking men. Stop thinking so much and let’s find those items that man said would be here.”

      “Right.” Zack continued through the shelves, searching them for anything out of the ordinary that could be what they were looking for. Out of interest, he tried to bring up the item information of a can of beans and oddly, it came up with nothing.

      Glorified set dressing. The lot of it.

      He moved onto the next shelf and the one after that. Still nothing.

      Then he saw a chest with a golden halo around it. “I think I found it.”

      Anita hurried over to him. “Looks gamey enough.”

      He knelt down, searched the chest for any indications of traps and seeing none, went to throw open the lid. The damn thing was heavy. “A little help here.”

      She came over and together, they managed to open the lid. Instantly, two items appeared in his Inventory. Normally, he had to pick them up first but these weren’t ordinary items made by the developers.

      Zack brought up the information of the first and saw the standard game window giving him the item details.

      

      
        
        Containment Core

        Cordons off a chosen area, preventing anyone from escaping.

        One use remaining

      

      

      

      The next item was the Control Blocker, the one that would stop the Janitor taking control of Amy, Missy and Betsy. Excitement flooded him. If these worked like they said they did…

      He didn’t even know what he would do once the Janitor was dead. After checking around for anything else that might be of use and finding nothing, Zack smiled wistfully. “I think we’re done here.”

      Anita came and stood before him. “We still have a day and a half left on the timer too.”

      He grinned. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “That we go find another group of rich kids playing at being warriors and slaughter them all?”

      “No, I was thinking something a little sexier than that.” He ran his eyes up her plate bikini, lingering on her armored breasts.

      Her lips twisted into a smile. “Men and their one track minds. Can we get back to the palace first?”

      Zack chuckled. “I’m not sure what you were thinking, but I only wanted to have a nice relaxing bath and then take a nice nap.”

      “Yeah, sure you were.”
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      Propped up with pillows behind him, Zack watched his naked harem crawl toward him from the edge of the bed. Anita walked naked behind them, her muscled, perfectly proportioned orc goddess body glistening with oil.

      She had herded the other three women from the bathroom like a shepherd with a flock of sheep. Except these sheep were all beautiful women, their smiling faces looking up at him, their hair hanging down around them, their breasts firm and waiting for him to fondle them.

      I embrace my petty toxic masculinity, he thought to himself as he motioned the women forward.

      Zack lay back and let them crawl up to him. They started kissing his feet, slowly working their way up his body and to his face. Each of the women took turns kissing Zack as Anita took a seat next to him and watched her NPC sisters at work.

      Zack held Betsy back a moment as she tried to shove her tongue in his mouth. “Why don’t you give in and join them?” He asked Anita.

      Her eyes widened. “I don’t do submissive seductress.”

      Amy glanced around at her. “You think I’m submissive?” She grabbed Anita and dragged her over. “Lay down beside him. I’ll show you submissive.”

      After a moment, Anita obeyed. Amy touched Zack on the cheek. “Watch this.” She leapt on top of Anita, putting the orc woman’s face between her legs. “Shut up and start enjoying yourself for once, woman. Once I am done with you, you’ll be nice, soft and juicy for Zack!”

      Anita’s reply was a muffled pleasure filled moan.

      Zack closed his eyes as Betsy put her soft, sweet lips to his and curled her fingers around his hair. He reached over and slipped his index finger inside Missy and started gently rubbing her pleasure spot. She gripped his hand, stroking it back and forth, moaning in delight.

      With his other hand, he clasped Betsy’s firm backside, pulling her pelvis against his, silently telling her he wanted to be inside her. She shuffled around, then reached back and eased him in, her mouth never leaving his.

      She made love to him, his length sliding in and out of her wetness. It didn’t take her long to lift her face from his, her eyes rolling back in her head as she gushed her love all over him. Then she collapsed forward, breathing hard. “I missed you so much.”

      With one arm, he held her tight. “I missed you too. But let’s not think about what happened, not now.” They held one another, his right hand still pleasuring Missy.

      Betsy finally could move and kissed his nose. “I’ll want more of you once the others have had their share. Being locked in the darkness all that time was so lonely.”

      Zack forced a smile, trying not to think of what she went through so as not to spoil the moment. He kissed her nose in return. “There’s plenty of me to go around.”

      As Missy climbed onto him, slipping him into her wet sweetness, he glanced up at Amy. She had her eyes closed, lips slightly parted, her cheeks flushed. Anita had clearly given herself over to pleasuring Amy, as one hand was wrapped around Amy’s arm, gently rocking her back and forth while her other hand was rubbing between her own legs.

      Missy turned Zack’s face so he looked up at her instead. “My sweet song,” she whispered, her voice filled with lust. “We are altogether now, sharing our love, finding pleasure in one another’s bodies, our souls entwined as one.” Her whole body quivered. “My heart flutters with joy.”

      Betsy reached up and ran her fingers over Missy’s face. “I love you, sister.”

      Closing her eyes, Missy let Zack grab her love handles and lift her up and down on his member. He watched her breasts rise and fall, the look of utter contentment on her beautiful face.

      She dug her nails into his chest as he worked her up to near orgasm, her mouth slightly parted, small gasps escaping her lips. Then she turned up to the ceiling and cried out in ecstasy.

      “My turn now,” Amy said, still on Anita’s face. “But I want to make it fun.” She lifted herself off Anita and came over to him as Missy hopped off and snuggled up behind Betsy.

      Anita’s face was glistening with sweat or Amy’s juices. She looked over at Zack with a bewildered expression. Amy took her hand. “Come over here and join me.”

      After a moment, Anita slid over. “Fucking harems.” She both frowned and smiled at the same time.

      Zack brushed back her damp hair, then ran his fingers over her glistening lips. “Enjoy yourself. We’re altogether in this and no one else has to know what we do here.”

      Anita’s face softened. “I’m just not use to letting my guard down like this.”

      “You loved being between my legs,” Amy said, stroking Zack’s shaft with a tight grip. “And you’ll love going down on Zack.”

      “That’s what I am afraid of.” Anita gritted her teeth. “Fuck it. If I am enjoying myself, then why not dive right into the deep end and drown myself?”

      “That’s the spirit.” Amy licked up Zack’s length, her eyes meeting his. “Now get over here and share this sexy beast of a thing with me.”

      Zack couldn’t help smiling as Anita awkwardly took turns with Amy in putting his sensitive throbbing head into her mouth, her nose ring tickling his skin. At first, only Amy looked up at him, then Anita worked up the courage and met his eye.

      She was fearless in battle, yet love terrified her. Real world women are crazy! I guess that’s why men like me love them so much.

      He reached down and stroked her face as her head bobbed up and down. “I love you.”

      That made her pause for a few seconds then she blinked her eyes and continued to pleasure him. When Amy took her turn again, Anita moved up and kissed him gently on the lips. “I… I love you too.” She frowned. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t kick your ass if you deserve it.”

      “Alright.” He chuckled. “Climb onto my face and let me taste you. Nothing pleases me more than making all of my women scream with joy.”

      Anita climbed over him, her smooth, orc sweetness glistening. Her skin might be green-brown but her insides were soft, shiny pink like any other woman. She brought herself down to him and he pleasured her like she had just done him, his tongue sliding over her soft pleasure spots. Gripping his hair, pulling him up into her, she moaned his name. “Zack.”

      Amy slipped herself over him and made him enter her as deep as he would go. Then she bounced up and down, laughing like a maniac. “This feels better than slaughtering a room full of goblins and then cutting off their ears!”

      When Anita finally came, she exploded all over Zack’s face, her pleasant tasting love filling him with lust. She lifted her dripping self off him. “That’s payback for spurting all over me last time we made love in the bath.”

      Zack licked his lips. “Payback accepted. Now get down here and give me more.”
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      Everything was ready for the final confrontation.

      Margery had made the potions and buff food to restore the ones they had used (-295 food) and they had eaten 5x of the newly baked bread (+50hp).

      The Control Blocker had already been activated and the Containment Core was ready to use as soon as the Janitor showed himself. The Blighted Ent’s head watched on beside all the other major bosses they had killed and best of all…

      All Zack’s women were with him. Awake and ready for vengeance.

      He sat on the throne in the throneroom, Missy on his lap, her arm draped over his shoulder. To his left, her sword drawn was Betsy and to his right, Amy, her wand gripped in her hands. Standing at the base of the steps leading up to the throne, stood Anita her two-handed sword gripped in both hands.

      Now they only waited for the palace doors to open and for the fun to begin.

      Margery glanced in from a side door. “Try not to make a mess of the place or you can find someone else to clean up after you.”

      When no one responded to her, she pulled up her dress, looked down her nose at them and said, “Young people these days. No respect for their elders.” With that, she returned to her room.

      Suddenly, the palace door flew open. Zack gripped the Containment Core tight. The two dead-eyed thugs charged into the room and stood not far from the entrance. Seconds later, the Janitor strode in like he owned the place.

      As soon as the black-clad man crossed the threshold, Zack clicked the button on the Containment Core, trapping the three enemies in the palace.

      They would never leave here alive.

      The doors slammed shut behind the Janitor. The black-clad Monk glanced over his shoulder at the doors, then over at Zack. “You failed my mission.”

      Missy kissed Zack on the cheek. “We’re ready, my sweet song. Just tell us when.”

      The Janitor sneered. “You almost reached the targets then you came back here to sit on this stupid throne. Why didn’t you follow my orders?”

      The resistance decoys must have despawned when they neared the targets.

      Zack lifted Missy off his lap and she went and stood beside Betsy, her guitar in her hands, ready to buff them.

      “I got rather bored running around like your slave.” Zack pretended to yawn. “I decided to come back here and make every woman in this room scream my name as I made love to them.”

      Anita shifted her weight, lifting her sword higher. “I’m done listening to you both talk. Let’s fucking get this over with.”

      The Janitor stepped between his two minions and pointed at Zack. “You think I’m playing games? I’ll kill all of you.”

      He pointed at Betsy then Amy and Missy. “Eat him alive. Make him scream.”

      Amy was the first one to burst out laughing, then the other two joined her. “I’ve already eaten him once today.” Amy rubbed her belly. “Tasted good too. I’m hoping for seconds later.”

      The Janitor’s hand slowly started to drop.

      Missy strummed a note on her guitar. “We were bathed in his love, our souls singing his praise.”

      “What?” The Janitor turned to Betsy, his arm dropping to his side. “Kill him.”

      Betsy raised her sword. “No. I love Zack with all my heart and I will die defending him.

      The Janitor only stared at them. Then his eyes were drawn to the entrance to Missy’s bedroom and he gasped, “Who the hell are you?”

      “I’m a six slingen, sharp shooting centaur. Who the hell are you?”

      Then a woman’s voice followed. “I’m Melody One Eye. Zack asked us if we could help him.” She chuckled. “And of course, we accepted. We stand by our friends.”

      Kaustubh’s hooves clopped on the floor as he came to stand beside the stairs leading up to the throne, his eyes never leaving the Janitor. “Those two brutes your harem?” The centaur shook his head. “Not my type but each to their own.” He clapped Anita on the shoulders. “Now, here’s a woman. Big, strong, a straight back and encased in sexy, shiny metal.” He let out a heavenly sigh. “She should have been born a centaur.”

      Anita didn’t respond. She was ready for battle.

      Melody came to stand next to the centaur, pulling him away from Anita. The centaur waved her back. “Don’t make me pull out my gnome to blast you with verbal diarrhea again.”

      “Just shut up and get into position,” Melody snapped her sword and shield in hand.

      Finally, Zack stood and descended the stairs, drawing his sword and hefting his shield. “Not only did I find a way to stop you taking control of my harem but I also trapped you inside this palace.”

      Zack pointed his blade at the Janitor and bared his teeth. “Get. Out. Of. My. Underworld!”

      With that, Zack charged right at the Janitor, Missy buffing him with Song of Fury. He smashed the man with Shield Slam right in the face.

      The Janitor recovered quickly, bringing out his twin daggers. Both flashed green as he used the Monk ability Stinging Nettle to coat them in poison. Then he leapt away from Zack, as one of his dead-eyed thugs raced toward Anita and the others, the other coming for Zack.

      Amy blasted them with Arctic Breath, freezing the first thug in place. All of the DPS focused on the frozen enemy. Amy, Betsy, Anita, Melody and Kaustubh. Between the lot of them, the brute went down in less than eight seconds.

      By then, the second brute was on Zack. Armed with an iron knuckleduster, he drove his fist against Zack’s shield, pounding the bone-encrusted metal, jolting Zack’s arm.

      The thug was an NPC and not any class a player could choose to play, which meant its moves were unknown to Zack. He had to be careful.

      Zack tried to keep the brute and the Janitor in front of him, though gave up quickly, as the Janitor continued to try to flank him.

      In the end, Zack leapt back then completely ignored the brute. The DPS would handle him.

      He went right for the Janitor but the man somersaulted backwards through the air. While he was mid spin, a fan of shurikens flew out of his hands, all aimed at Zack.

      They took him all over his body, some bouncing off his armor to minimal damage, others sinking into his flesh. Zack screamed in agony.

      

      -266hp

      

      Real pain came with the wounds. Much like the fairies back in the glowing mushroom cavern, this was not standard issue Aralia Online pain.

      “Feel that?” The Janitor said, landing at the front entrance to the palace. “I don’t have to abide by the rules of this game. I am better than all of you.”

      Next thing Zack knew, the Janitor was right in front of him, burying his poison coated blades deep into Zack’s guts.

      Zack fell to his knees, his field of view flashing red as pain buffeted him. It felt like his insides were being ripped apart. The Janitor twisted the blades around. “Feel that?” He let the handles of the blades go and grabbed Zack under the jaw and made him look up into his eyes. “I fucking eat scum like you for breakfast and with cherry and cream on top!”

      Suddenly, a blade tore through the Janitor’s back. He looked down at it, then back up at Zack. “You think I can be defeated this easily? Think again, asshole.”

      He threw Zack at Missy. Zack slammed into her, both of them sliding across the ground and striking the lower step.

      

      -144hp

      Companion suffered -267hp

      

      Gasping in air, Zack drank a health potion. Then he ripped the blades from his stomach, crying out in pain as he did so. This wasn’t going as well as he’d hoped.

      His blood went cold when Anita let out a ghastly scream.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

          

      

    

    







            Vengeful Goryō

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack helped Missy to her feet, her fingers already working her strings as she used Rapid Healing to restore their health at twice the rate. He let her go and started back across the throneroom.

      The Janitor held Anita by her neck, her legs dangling a foot off the ground. But something was happening. A golden sphere had appeared around him, protecting him from any damage.

      He turned to face Zack, his eyes shining with fel light. “You have awakened my inner chaos and made me more powerful than ever.” The Janitor shook Anita. “Now you shall know my true power!”

      The two corpses of the dead thugs started to convulse. A terrible cry erupted from their blood dripping mouths, their gore splattered heads lifting from the floor to scream up at the ceiling.

      From out of their mouths came what looked like white mist. Instantly, it formed into two long tendrils that snaked their way toward the Janitor. Zack had no idea what the fuck was happening, but he reckoned that he better do something.

      He used his Rapid Advance and charged forward, running right through one of the tendrils and scattering it. He started for the other but by the time he had disrupted it, the first one had reformed. Betsy and Melody raced over to help, though none of them could break the mist apart for long.

      Amy tried to freeze it but her spells did nothing.

      “Pathetic.” The Janitor threw Anita away like a piece of trash.

      She struck the floor and rolled away, her health dangerously low. He walked over to the mist and it coiled around the golden bubble protecting him like constrictor snakes encircling their prey. The bubble disappeared and the mist flew right down the Janitor’s throat.

      Zack realized they only had moments to act. If this was anything like a normal boss fight, the Janitor was empowering himself but he was also vulnerable for a short period of time.

      “Attack him!” Zack was already racing forward, ready to go nuts with his abilities and burn all his Stamina.

      Amy and Kaustubh were the first to strike the Janitor. The man grunted and groaned, then fell to his knees, the mist still flowing from the mouths of the dead thugs and into that of the Janitor.

      Just as Zack and Melody reached him, they were thrown back by an invisible force. Zack slid across the ground and came to rest against Kaustubh’s front legs. As he got back to his feet, he watched the Janitor lift his arms in the air and let out a wail of anguish.

      Then the black-clad Monk stood, white mist rising from his body like steam. The tendrils of mist had stopped flowing, all of it now inside the Janitor, the bodies of the dead thugs once again resting in a pool of their own blood.

      Still wailing in pain, the Janitor’s body began to grow, his muscles tearing through his armor in places. Then his mask fell off, revealing a hideous, twisted face that looked ravaged by leprosy, his body now slightly transparent like a ghost. His teeth grew out of his mouth like fangs, his eyes bulged so large, they looked like they would burst. His wail became deeper and he now stood ten-feet-tall.

      “That’s the ugliest god damn thing I’ve ever seen,” Kaustubh said, stamping a hoof.

      The Janitor stopped his pained cry and slowly turned to each of them, his misbegotten mouth moving, his tongue visible through the diseased flesh of his cheeks. “I am ascended to undeath. The spirit of vengeance.” His voice boomed off the throneroom walls. “All of you will die.”

      He turned to Zack, his translucent fangs dripping vile yellow ichor. “I don’t care who your mother is. My benefactor will find another way to destroy her.”

      The empowered Janitor lifted his arms as his fingers turned into long, metal claws. “I will tear your women apart, then I will feed on their flesh.”

      

      
        
        VENGEFUL GORYŌ

        HP: 15000/15000

      

      

      

      Epic music began to play in Zack’s ears, much like the soundtrack that played in some raid dungeons. Zack’s heart pounded as he braced himself for what came next.

      Had the Janitor—now the Vengeful Goryō—just become a raid boss? The G Man said nothing about this…

      The Vengeful Goryō turned to Amy. “You shall die first.”

      Amy laughed at the empowered Janitor as he raced toward her. Zack screamed her name, begging her to run. But she didn’t hear or didn’t listen.

      She lifted her finger and her wand, then a wall of ice encased her. The Janitor slammed into it, his claws flailing. Every time he swung his giant arms, a deep whoosh sounded, the after image of the claws trailing after them.

      In his terror, Zack had forgotten Amy had Ice Barrier. But the spell wouldn’t last long.

      He charged the empowered Janitor from behind, striking him with Shield Slam, then Demon Strike.

      

      Inflicted 196 damage

      

      Melody came up next to him, using her own non Aralia Online abilities. Then Betsy was there, her attacks buffed by Blade Fury.

      The Janitor spun around and backhanded Melody, sending her flying. He slashed at Betsy, almost impaling her on his claws. She leapt back, her eyes wide.

      Zack drove his sword into the Vengeful Goryō’s ethereal stomach, the blade sinking in an inch but drawing no blood.

      

      Inflicted 102 damage

      

      Melody and Betsy had done far more damage than him, but they could not risk sticking close to the Janitor when he was so fast and unpredictable. Unlike a normal raid boss, there was no way to tank him, as he was a human in control of an in game avatar—just one who lived by his own rules rather than the game’s.

      The claws arced toward Zack.

      He managed to block all but one of them on his shield, the last tearing a hole into the back of his arm and inflicting a shallow flesh wound.

      

      -67hp

      

      Zack used his shield’s special ability, the spectral arms reaching out and clawing at the Janitor. It seemed to take him by surprise and he somersaulted backward, once again unleashing a flurry of shuriken, striking all of Zack’s companions to -89hp each.

      Amy’s Ice Barrier had worn off and she started blasting the Janitor with her spells again. Zack stood protectively in front of her as the Vengeful Goryō raced back at them. “Get out of here, Amy. Run!”

      She didn’t listen to him, instead, she redoubled her efforts.

      Then Anita flew in from the side and slammed right into the Janitor, knocking him off course. His charge took him past Zack and Amy and he slammed into the wall beside the throne with a loud thud. He staggered around, like he was in a daze.

      Zack, Anita and Melody were on him before he could recover. They hacked and slashed, cut and ripped, tearing ragged chunks out of his diseased semi-translucent flesh, Kaustubh firing stones with his slings and bruising the Janitor’s empowered flesh.

      Amy buffed herself with Frenzied Ice and used everything she had, inflicting devastating DPS.

      Betsy got in amongst them, inflicting her own nasty damage.

      The Janitor broke out of his daze and slashed with his claws. They sank into Melody’s side and she was lifted off the ground and hurled away.

      Then a claw caught Betsy and she too was thrown aside. That left only Zack and Anita.

      Zack used Shield of Stone, remaining where he was and throwing out everything he had in the seconds before the Janitor attacked him. Anita backed off, dodging a massive claw swipe that tore past her face.

      Zack shoved forward with his shield, trying to pin the empowered Janitor to the wall, even if only for a few seconds. The Vengeful Goryō writhed, reaching around to impale Zack from both sides. Zack dropped to the ground and the claws sliced through the air above him. Then he threw himself up, thrusting his sword into the Janitor’s inner thigh, hoping to get bonus damage from striking an artery.

      

      Inflicted -235 damage

      

      Blood spurted out in a long jet, taking Zack off guard. He fell back and felt a claw pierce his armor and sink into his back. Zack screamed, the Janitor’s blood spraying all over him.

      As he was lifted off the ground, hanging off the sharp claw, he saw the Janitor trying to stem the flow of blood with one hand, while dealing with Zack with the other.

      Giving up on stemming the fountain of blood, the Vengeful Goryō instead hurled Zack across the room. Zack hit the wall, his field of view flashing once, then all went dark.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

          

      

    

    







            Payback

          

        

      

    

    
      When Zack could see again, he noticed his health teetered on the brink of death.

      He was on the floor, his face resting in a pool of blood, epic, intense music blaring in his ear. He could hear the whoosh of the Janitor’s claws, a woman screaming his name and the smack of a sword against flesh.

      Then his senses returned to him.

      He used his new ability, Inner Light to restore his health. Now back at 50%, he drank a Health Potion for a few more hit points, then glanced around.

      The first thing he saw was Anita hanging from the Vengeful Goryō’s back. She held onto her sword, the blade buried deep in the empowered Janitor’s flesh between his semitransparent shoulder blades.

      She must have saved me.

      “Zack,” he heard the cry again.

      Missy. He hunted for her and found her across the room, her green magical healing notes floating around her head.

      Weakly he waved to her, then started to get to his feet. Melody and Betsy were trying to move in to attack the Janitor but his claws kept them back. Blood continued to spray out between his legs but he seemed to have an endless well of it.

      Zack stumbled forward, Missy’s healing slowly restoring his health. It would take her magic a fair while to stem the flow of blood and the trickle of health lost because of it, but her healing over times restored half again as much as he lost per second.

      Things would only get bad if her healing stopped or if he took another devastating hit. All the more reason he should stay out of the fight…

      Betsy’s and Anita’s health was well below half as was Melody’s. Only Kaustubh remained at full health.

      They need me.

      Amy grinned as she watched him heading back over to the Vengeful Goryō, her little dragon dutifully firing its Mini Frostbolts at her shoulder. She was enjoying this, even though they could all die.

      The Vengeful Goryō still had 15% health remaining.

      Zack made his way behind the Janitor, then moved in and drove his sword in between Anita’s flailing legs and into the Vengeful Goryō’s back. The empowered Janitor roared as he lurched forward.

      With another whooshing sound that echoed off the stone walls, he did a whirlwind attack with his claws. Zack fell back but Melody and Betsy weren’t as fast and suffered deep gashes across their faces.

      Both women cowered away, their health dropping below 20%.

      Anita lost her grip on her sword and tumbled away as the whirlwind attack continued. The Janitor spun toward Zack, forcing him to turn around and run like hell.

      The Janitor soon had Zack backed into the corner of the room, the man’s long blades spinning like a buzzsaw. How long did the ability last?

      Zack braced himself behind his shield, covering himself as best he could, using his Shield Block ability to reduce the incoming damage.

      The claws were inches from him and he ducked down. A moment later the sharp metal scraped along his shield over and over again, each rotation almost tearing Zack’s cover away. I’m fucked…

      Then the Vengeful Goryō started to bellow in pain, as orange light engulfed Zack. A wave of heat washed over him and yet did no damage. The claws had stopped spinning so Zack risked a quick peek around the edge of his shield.

      He gasped. The Janitor had become a living torch, fire burning all up his hideous body.

      The Vengeful Goryō screamed as he ran around, the flames so intense, they blackened the ground around him. “Gha, no, what is this?” The Janitor’s cry was one of horror. “Impossible. I can’t… let this…”

      His health drained to zero and he dropped to the ground, his corpse hissing and popping as his insides burned.

      

      
        
        VENGEFUL GORYŌ HAS BEEN VANQUISHED!!!

        +15000xp

        YOU ARE ONCE AGAIN FREE TO PURSUE YOUR OWN DESTINY!

      

      

      

      The epic music fell silent.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Fifty

          

          

      

    

    







            The Stranger

          

        

      

    

    
      Margery stood near the edge of the room staring at the flames. Missy raced over to her and wrapped her arms around the old woman. “You saved us. Thank you.”

      The old woman continued to stare at the flames, her face locked in a look of abject horror. Zack painfully made his way over to her, Missy’s healing magic still coursing through his body.

      When he reached the old woman he put a hand on her shoulder, Amy, Betsy and Anita moving over to him. “What did you do?” As far as he knew, the old woman couldn't cast spells or do much more than serve as his butler.

      She blinked, then her eyes focused on him. “I… I don’t know.”

      “You threw something at him,” Amy said.

      “I did?” Margery shook her head. “I did, right.” She played with the hem of her skirt. “It just came to me out of nowhere. The ingredients to make a Purifying Potion to burn the undead.”

      Zack glanced at Anita to see if the name meant anything to her. The orc woman shook her head.

      “Why did you make it?” He asked.

      Margery grimaced as the Janitor’s ethereal corpse sizzled. “I made it so I could save you. While you were battling that monstrosity, I was reading a book in my room. Then a voice spoke to me and told me I must go down to the basement and make a Purifying Potion.”

      She focused on him again. “I felt compelled to do what it said, and the next thing I knew, I was here and had thrown the potion and killed the monster attacking my queen.”

      Zack turned back to the corpse, the flames now beginning to die down. Who had spoken to the old woman? The G Man? Someone in the resistance?

      At least his NPC women no longer needed to be afraid of the Janitor and what he might do to them.

      Melody caught his eye. “We have to leave. There are people in need of us elsewhere.”

      Zack waved to Melody, as Kaustubh came up beside her and draped an arm over her shoulders. “That’s two you owe us, partner” the centaur said.

      “Call on us anytime” Zack forced a grin. “Well, actually, give it a few days then you can call on us.”

      The centaur blew a kiss at Betsy. “Next time, you and I need to spend some quality time in that palace bath. You can pat my rump and brush down my furry body and trim my hooves.”

      Amy nudged Betsy in the side. “She has enough man-meat with Zack around.”

      Betsy covered her mouth, her eyes going wide.

      Kaustubh roared with laughter, then bowed. “Until next time.”

      With that, he and Melody disappeared.

      Margery began to sob. “I made a dreadful mess of the place. I’m sorry, Queen Missy. I shouldn’t have done what that voice told me to do. What was I thinking?”

      Hoping it wouldn’t come back to bite him, Zack embraced the old woman, patting her gently on the back. “You saved us, there is nothing to be sorry for. Hell, once my wounds are healed and I stop bleeding all over the place, I will come out here and clean the mess myself.”

      Anita stomped over to the corpse, then reached into the flames. She yanked, then tore off the Janitor’s smoldering head, his ethereal flesh blackened on the bone. She held it up. “Get me a spike so I can impale this thing and set it next to our bed in honor of our triumph over the patriarchy.”

      “Shit no,” Zack said.

      “My room is filled with love, of joy, of life.” Missy’s sing song voice carried her disgust. “That thing does not belong there.”

      Anita sighed. “Fine. Then it goes out the front door of the palace as a warning to anyone else who thinks they can mess with us.”

      Zack let go of the old woman and turned to his NPC women. Time to tell them the truth of what they were.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but a strange sound made them all turn in the direction of the stairs leading up to the attic. Light spilled down them, flooding the throneroom.

      “What the?” Zack raised his weapon. He heard footsteps coming toward them.

      Anita and Betsy came up on either side of him, their health still sitting below half. Missy strummed her guitar, renewing her heals and buffing their damage.

      Amy danced around. “I hope it’s more stuff to kill!”

      Margery backed up against the wall behind them. “It’s him. He’s here.”

      “Who is?” Zack didn’t turn to look at her.

      Before the old woman could answer, a cloaked figure came into view. Without slowing, it strode out into the throneroom and raised a hand.

      Zack’s field of view was filled with the scrolling numbers 11/5 and they soon blinded him.

      Then a deep voice spoke. “Greetings, Zack, John Smith. You have passed the test.” The stranger held a hand out to him. “Now listen, for I have much to tell you.”

      

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Hey, guys, this is Amy, your friendly hot goth chick who seriously loves killing stuff. Just letting you know that a new woman awaits you in Book 3 of Raid Slayer.

        Trust me, you’re going to love her!

        The new girl’s got the hots for smart men who can read and write and if you made it this far, I can assume you fit the bill. And if you’re a woman, then don’t feel left out, she has plenty of love for the fairer sex too. Just ask Betsy!

        Oh, and Anita told me that if any of you dared objectify her during this adventure, your head is going to sit right next to the Janitor’s outside the front of the palace.

        But don’t worry. I’m working on her. Soon, she will lap you up and embrace your toxic masculinity!

        See you soon!

      

      

      

      
        
        If you liked or didn’t like this book, would you be kind enough to leave a review for it on Amazon?

        It doesn’t have to be long.

        Reviews really help authors out!

        Thanks for reading!

      

      

      

      
        
        RAID SLAYER BOOK 3 COMING SOON.

        Join my mailing list by clicking the link below and receive a FREE copy of my other LITRPG series, Visaria Online.

        CLICK HERE TO JOIN THE SPAM FREE EXPERIENCE OF A DIGITAL LIFETIME!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Raid Slayer 2! I hope you enjoyed it. I sure as hell enjoyed writing it.

      Thanks to my awesome beta reader Travis for once again reading one of my LITRPG books and giving me useful feedback!

      Wow, writing this book was one hell of a ride. I wrote this book faster than I have ever written before (30 days for the first draft). I had a strict deadline, which was moving house!

      I needed the book done so I could focus on the back breaking task of packing, moving heavy boxes and all the furniture and wrangling my wife and 2 year old!

      My Strength stat is woefully lacking

      Even after moving into the new home, the hell continued! Yard work.

      In Australia, yard work might not be the same as where you come from. My yard work involved cleaning up a lot of leaves and branches… while watching for deadly snakes.

      In the span of an hour or so, I encountered three dugites, a deadly snake found in my part of Australia. I see them around from time to time, but not normally right next to me!

      Anyway, as of writing this, the worst of the yard work (and watching for snakes and poisonous spiders) and unpacking is done! So I can finish up this book, and get to work on Raid Slayer 3.

      The new woman in book 3 is going to be something new for the series. I am still developing her and am really looking forward to shoving her into Zack’s world.

      Raid Slayer 2 really built on the story of book 1 and expanded it in so many ways. I am busting a gut to get back into the world and seeing where the adventure takes me!

      I don’t plan books beforehand. I write by the seat of my pants, so most of what happens is as much a surprise to me as it is to you, the reader. I normally have a few ideas of cool things I want to happen and around 40% through draft 1, I come up with an idea for the ending and try to steer the characters in that direction. Normally, it works, but not always!

      The ending to this story didn’t come to me until around 80% of the book. I knew the characters had to deal with the Janitor, I just had no idea how. Hell, I didn’t even know Zack would meet his mother until it was about to happen.

      This sort of writing can lead you to all sorts of crazy places, but I guess I am experienced enough now for it not to lead me to dead ends.

      In other news.

      I really want to get 10 books out in 2019. That is my goal. It’s ambitious, but ambition gets you places! I will try to keep a tally in all my books for the year.

      I suppose I need to finish my book series too! I have three of them.

      Oh, and I read over the author notes for Raid Slayer 1. I don’t know what I was smoking when I claimed I would finish both the Raid Slayer and Visaria series before the end of 2018.

      BWHAHAAHHAHAHA.

      Then again, back then, I didn’t know I was moving house either.

      Still…

      Wasn’t going to happen. I consider myself fairly fast at writing, but not that fast!

      Feel free to email me about my books or if you want to discuss writing or something else (like what video game you are playing)! mail@rileymorrisonauthor.com

      
        
        Thanks for reading my stories

      

      

      

      
        
        Riley Morrison

        December 9th 2018

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Harem And Litrpg Face Book Group

          

        

      

    

    
      Would you like to speak about your love of harem and LITRPG with other like minded readers? Would you like to interact with some of the authors of the books you love?

      Then check out these Face Book Groups!

      Just click on the group name and go join up!

      Gamelit Society

      Has great discussions on games and books!

      Harem Lit

      For all your harem needs!

      LitRPG Forum

      Another great group for LitRPG readers and authors!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Character Stats And Information

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CHARACTER STATS AT THE END OF THIS BOOK AND INFORMATION ABOUT THEIR CLASSES

      

      

      

      
        
        Players get +10hp per level, 1 talent, 1 stat point

        They begin the game at level 1 with 1 talent point and 1 stat point to spend

      

      

      

      
        
        CHARACTER STATS AT THE END OF RAID SLAYER BOOK 2

      

      

      

      ZACK

      Steadfast Blademaster

      Level 13

      STRENGTH: 22

      DEXTERITY: 30

      INTELLECT: 3

      ENDURANCE: 26

      HP: 650

      STAMINA: 435/435

      ATTACK POWER: 397

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 54%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 50%

      

      BETSY

      Fury Blademaster

      Level 13

      STRENGTH: 28 (Above 25: 1 Str increases AP by 2)

      DEXTERITY: 18

      INTELLECT: 2

      ENDURANCE: 17

      HP: 350

      STAMINA: 370/370

      ATTACK POWER: 598

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 31%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 16%

      

      AMY

      Frost Mage

      Level 13

      STRENGTH: 9

      DEXTERITY: 2

      INTELLECT: 28 (Above 25: 1 Int only increases SP by 2)

      SPIRIT: 22

      HP: 326

      MANA: 350

      SPELL POWER: 516

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 23%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 49%

      

      MISSY

      Spiritual Bard

      Level 13

      STRENGTH: 4

      DEXTERITY: 30 (Above 25: 1 Dex increases AP by 2)

      INTELLECT: 26 (Above 25: +2 second duration of buff and +1 to heals per point)

      SPIRIT: 26 (Above 25: Increases Inspiration regen by 0.2%)

      HP: 320

      INSPIRATION: 368/368

      ATTACK POWER: 487 (Healing power)

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 23%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 29%

      

      ANITA

      Barbarian Warrior

      Level 13

      STRENGTH: 29

      DEXTERITY: 21

      INTELLECT: 4

      ENDURANCE: 17

      HP: 380

      STAMINA: 360/360

      ATTACK POWER: 650

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 36%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 16%

      

      A BASE LEVEL BARD STARTS WITH

      1 talent in Spiritual Bard tree gives +2ap +3 Mana

      1 talent in Metalhead Bard tree gives +5ap

      STRENGTH: 1

      DEXTERITY: 3 (+10 ap per point)

      INTELLECT: 3 (+5 second duration of buff and +5 to heals per point)

      SPIRIT: 2 (increases Inspiration regen by 1%)

      HP: 130

      INSPIRATION 100

      ATTACK POWER: 105 (Healing Power)

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 0%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 0%

      

      BARD

      Bard’s are the backup healers of the game or the support class. While the support focused talent build does have some offensive abilities, its primary focus is on buffing the damage, health or regeneration of the rest of the party. Their healing capabilities are largely group based, though they do have some single target instant heals. They are primarily designed to aid Priest healers in groups. A Priest heals better on one target while a Bard on a group.

      Support Bards are rare, as are Bard healers, outside a raid group as the character class is not very powerful when played solo. But in groups, a Bard’s abilities truly shine. The bigger the group, the better!

      Spiritual Bard: The healing focused Bard build. Uses musical instruments to cast healing music and on the rare occasion, to attack enemies. They have very few offensive options and instead must rely on their party to take down enemies.

      At level 10 they get an aura that increases the effect of all healing by 5% (10% at level 13).

      Metalhead Bard: The support focused Bard build. Can do some minor healing but this build’s main focus is in providing buffs to the rest of the party. Can run buffs to health, damage, Mana, Inspiration and Stamina regeneration all at once. Has some offensive capabilities including two AOE spells.

      At level 10 they get an aura that increases all party stats by 1 (by 2 at level 13).

      

      A BASE LEVEL WARRIOR STARTS WITH

      

      1 talent in Shield Warrior tree gives +22hp

      1 talent in Barbarian Warrior gives +18ap

      

      STRENGTH: 3 (1 primary stat Might adds 12 AP)

      DEXTERITY: 3 (increase crit and evasion)

      INTELLECT: 1 (useless to this class)

      ENDURANCE: 2 (1 Endurance adds 20 Stamina)

      HP: 150

      STAMINA: 100/100

      ATTACK POWER: 135 BASE

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 1%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 0%

      

      WARRIOR

      Warriors perform to vital roles in Aralia Online. That of melee DPS and off tank or as the primary tank for a group. While Steadfast Blademaster tanks focus largely on AOE threat, Warrior tanks excel at single target threat building, thus making them the premier raid tank. Combined with their ability to wear the toughest armor in the game (plate), they also have slightly increased health than any other class.

      Other than Mages and Rogues, they are the most popular class to play and possibly the easiest to master.

      Shield Warrior: The premier raid tank in Aralia Online. Excels at single target threat and has the highest physical damage reduction of any class. A Shield Warrior is the only playable build that can use Tower Shields. They have some AOE threat abilities, but they are weak in comparison to a Steadfast Blademaster.

      At level 10 they get an aura that increases a parties physical damage reduction by 5% (by 10% at level 13).

      Barbarian Warrior: Sometimes called “a Rogue in plate” these melee damage dealers are to be feared. They excel at single target DPD, though have a few abilities that can inflict group damage. They can either duel wield weapons or use two-handed weapons and are the only class with access to “great” weapons. Great Swords and Great Axes are the most common in use by players, though there are other Great weapons in game.

      At level 10 they get an aura that restores 6 Mana/Inspiration/Stamina per minute (12 at level 13).

      
        
        OTHER CLASSES WILL BE REVEALED UPCOMING BOOKS!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Riley Morrison is an Australian writer who primarily writes in the fantasy, science fiction and post-apocalyptic genres.  Because it is hard for him to write in only one genre, it would be easier to say he writes Speculative Fiction.

      An avid reader of all things doom and gloom, Riley enjoys reading about how our civilization is close to collapse and how we are all going to have to get used to living in caves again. A dull and gloomy cave with no Internet, Twitter or cats.

      Other things Riley likes include history, bushwalking, cats, vegetable gardening, procrastinating, oddball slapstick comedies (Bruce Campbell FTW!), video games, and countless other things. And cats.

      Riley is old enough to have written some semblance of a story on a Commodore Amiga 500 but not old enough to have used a typewriter. Sadly, it has taken him around 25 years from writing his first story to sit down and actually finish something.  While hardly unique in this, Riley can at least boast he has actually finished writing something.

      
        
        Take that crazy ex first flat mate!
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