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      “The mutation will consume you. Utterly.” Malghana gripped Zack’s arm, her gaze intense.

      “What will happen if it does?” Zack glanced at Betsy and Missy who’d refused to be dragged from his bedside. Anita, Presela and Amy watched from behind them with worried expressions.

      The women were tired, their shoulders slouched, pretty little bags under their eyes.

      Malghana’s grip became overbearing. He tried to pull away, but the Black Witch only held him tighter. “You will become a monster, twisted and disfigured by the corruption of the Deep. Evil lurks within you, an evil that is older than me and the fallen empire of Iphoral. It is primeval.”

      Zack shuffled under the thin white sheet he lay under as he got the image of a hideous creature with claws, sharp teeth and diseased skin. Not how he wanted to end his days.

      “This evil will not stop until you have lost everything that makes you human.” Malghana finally eased up on his arm. “The evil has no name, maybe not even a purpose, but it is there, and its presence will mutate every part of your body and banish your soul into the eternal damnation of the Murk.”

      Missy burst into tears and buried her face into his chest. Betsy rested her chin on Missy’s back, looking at Zack with tear-filled eyes. The other women all came over, touching him, begging him not to give up.

      Even Anita appeared distraught. While she wasn’t crying, she looked ready to punch someone in the face so hard, her fist would splatter their brains out the back of their head.

      Zack reached up and briefly clasped hands with each of the three women standing beside the bed. Presela brought his hand to her lips and kissed it. “Bloomin hell.” Was all she could bring herself to say.

      Amy gently squeezed his hand. “I love you, so much, but if you turn into a monster…” She sobbed. “You might not be as good in bed. Monsters drool all over themselves and have sharp claws and always try to eat us.”

      Zack rolled his eyes. Trust Amy to think of something crazy like that.

      Anita gripped his hand like a warrior. “Don’t you die on me, fucker. You’re the only man I’ve ever liked. Without you…” She turned away and gently lowered his hand onto the sheet. “Just don’t die.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      Wrapping his arm over Betsy and Missy, he turned back to Malghana, forcing himself to look her in the eye. The witch’s gaze reminded him of the raid boss, Medusa, back up on the surface.

      If you looked that boss in the eye, her gaze would turn you to stone.

      “So, what can I do?” He asked. “Is there a way to stop the spread of the infection?”

      Granus, who had remained silent at the door to Zack’s room, finally spoke. “I’ve had the archivists find all the books that speak of the Karzel and the corruptions of the Deep.”

      “And?” Anita asked.

      The Servitor sighed. “They found no mention of anything like the mutation the Karzel afflicted you with.”

      “There is one who might know more.” Malghana let go of Zack and backed away from the bed. She lifted her face, her dark skin shimmering with light-blue magical fire.

      Zack and his harem watched her expectantly, but the witch remained silent.

      Amy drummed her fingers on her wand. “I hope she’s summoning one of those demons she told us about. I don’t know about anyone else, but I’m itching to kill something. It’ll help me deal with the grief of losing Zack.”

      He snapped his head around. “Hey, I’m not dead yet.”

      She brushed his cheek with her fingers. “I know, but you should have seen what happened during the last spasm fit you had. We saw your whole face twist into that of a monster.”

      Betsy slapped Amy across the face, so hard, it made Zack wince. Lucky there was no friendly fire damage, or he reckoned Amy would have lost a ton of hit points.

      “Why did you do that?” Amy backed away from her harem sister, a bright red hand mark across her cheek.

      “You’re talking about the love of my life. He doesn’t need to know what we saw.” Betsy shook with fury.

      Zack took her hand. “It’s all right, she didn’t upset me. Please don’t fight.” Betsy still glowered at Amy. Zack bared his teeth. “I’ll fight this thing, no matter what. You girls aren’t going to lose me.”

      Amy approached cautiously, never taking her eyes off Betsy. “It will take a lot more than some stupid infection to kill you. Likely, you will die many years from now with a giant smile on your face after having too much sex with us women.”

      Betsy stiffened, her hand turning into a fist. Zack held her tight, silently telling her not to do anything. Amy was just being Amy, dealing with her pain in her own way.

      Presela broke the tense silence that followed by grabbing the empty cup on the table and tipping it upside down. “Oh, what I would do for some wine about now.” She glanced at Amy and Betsy. “Not for me, but for you two. You both need to settle back, get drunk and then get some blooming sleep.”

      “I offered you all beds,” Granus said. “And none of you has slept in them.”

      “That’s because we didn’t want to leave his side.” Missy sat up and wiped her eyes. “Our sweet song, our wounded cave lion, is here, and he needs us. He needs to feel our gentle touch, hear our soft voices and bask in our love, so that they ease his suffering. We will never leave his side.”

      Malghana finally spoke. “She is still alive.”

      “Who?” Zack frowned.

      The Black Witch came back to his bedside. “Her name is Ilari and she was once a seer for the Thamasian Imperium.”

      “Their empire died a long time ago.” Anita crossed her arms. “How is she still alive?”

      “The Gnarled Teller was still alive,” Zack reminded her. “And he was a Thamasian.”

      Anita nodded slowly, suddenly looking hopeful. “True.”

      The Black Witch glared at her. “Ilari is encased in ice and it has preserved her as she was when her people still lived.”

      “Right, so, how can she help us exactly?” The scowl had returned to Anita’s face.

      “Listen, fool and I’ll tell you.” Malghana turned to Zack. “Ilari maybe encased in ice, but she’s still aware, still conscious and she knows things that no one else does—things that can be helpful to you. She can make your cure.”

      Zack felt one of his leg muscles twitch and braced himself for a return of the pain. He was afraid to even speak, as a simple movement could set the muscle spasms off. Twice since arriving at Gwynn’s lair, he had lost himself to the pain.

      The developers or whoever had inflicted him with this, had clearly wanted him to suffer.

      Betsy brushed back his hair, her loving eyes on his face. “Where is this woman?” She asked. “We must speak with her as soon as possible.”

      “You can find her in Upper Underworld.”

      Zack’s heart sank and he risked speaking. “But we don’t have access to that level yet. You never told us how to get up there.”

      Malghana grinned. “We’ve had a lot going on and you reaching Upper Underworld wasn’t a priority. Now it is. But Upper Underworld isn’t like Middle or Lower. It’s broken into parts. Three parts to be exact.”

      “So, what does that mean?” Anita gave the Black Witch a hard look. “Just tell us how to get to Ilari.”

      “The difficult part will be getting the help you need to get to her, not accessing that part of Upper Underworld.” Malghana glared at Anita. “Ilari is hidden behind what you players call a twenty-five-player raid boss. She’s trapped in the Plague Lord Sihikarns’s blighted lair and to free her, you must defeat the plague lord himself.”

      Zack took all that in. “Maybe the goblins will help us.”

      “No. The goblins are needed in Middle Underworld,” Granus said. “Sulfurion continues her rampage and now controls nearly two-thirds of the inhabited areas of that level. Plus, an army of leaderless Deep Ones are still out there, licking their wounds, picking off anyone who travels in small groups or alone.”

      “Fuck those bugs,” Anita spat. “And fuck Sulfurion. Just tell us who can help us, and we’ll get moving.”

      “The warriors at Mercenary Hold.” Presela fluttered her wings. “We can hire them to come with us to Upper Underworld.”

      Granus widened his eyes. “You are right. The mercenaries can help you.” He spun on his heel. “I’ve tried to convince Gwynn to hire them, but so far, he’s stubbornly refused. Maybe now that you need them, I can convince him to hire some of these mercenaries to help us in our war.” The Servitor left the room.

      “If we are to hire mercenaries, where will we get the meals to pay for them?” Zack grimaced as another muscle twitched. “I don’t think we’re going to be able to find enough food to pay for a small army anytime soon. Well, unless these guys are cheap.”

      Not likely.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure Gwynn sees to that.” Malghana almost bounced with excitement, to the point where Zack suddenly grew suspicious.

      “You want Ilari too, don’t you? You’re not just doing this to help me.”

      Amy chided him. “Why does it matter, my love? She’s offering us a chance to help you.” She grinned. “And she’s telling us we have to fight a raid boss. Just imagine all the powerful loot it will drop when it dies.” She raised her hands into the air, face flushed with excitement. “Upper Underworld, my body is ready for thee!”

      Zack tried not to laugh. “What do you want with Ilari?”

      The Black Witch shrugged. “No point in lying. I want access to her unique powers as I seek to dominate the Underworld. When we have crushed all the enemy factions, I mean to become ruler here.”

      She placed a hand on his crotch that he had tucked under the thin sheet. “You will give me a daughter, a powerful woman in her own right. When she is ready, my daughter and I will bring the Underworld to heel, for the good of us all.”

      She sighed wistfully. “What better leader than me? A smart and powerful woman who carries in her ancient magic that holds back the demonic hordes of Izentore? The Underworld needs a strong leader, one with the wisdom of centuries at her disposal.”

      Zack spoke through gritted teeth, “I have to get cured of this infection before any of that can happen and even then… Why would I help you become ruler of the Underworld? I want people to be free.”

      “Don’t let Fawkes and his insane anarchistic plans of people governing themselves get to you. People need leaders.” Malghana kept her hand on his man bits, her fingers like claws, ready to latch hold of it. “But we can argue about this later. Right now, you need to be well enough to travel. The mercenaries are the key to this third fragment of Upper Underworld. They control the staircase that will take you up there.”
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      “Why didn’t you fucking tell us about the staircase when we first met you a few months ago?” Anita growled. “We could’ve been well on our way to the surface by now. My family needs me.”

      Malghana let go of Zack and gripped the wand at her belt. “The part of Upper Underworld with the exit to the surface is the hardest to reach and will require many days of travel to get there. And that’s after you have everything you need to access it, which is not an easy task in itself. Plus, the entrance to the final fragment is on the far end of the territory now occupied by Sulfurion.”

      Anita’s hand was on her sword. She looked ready to kill the Black Witch.

      Zack patted the orc woman’s arm and made her face him. “Please, Anita. Not now.” He felt a wave of dizziness and knew another fit was coming on. “I need to get to Ilari as soon as I can. I’m not—”

      His muscles bulged, pain lancing through him like a spear. He went to scream but couldn’t open his mouth.

      The blackness came again, and the last thing he felt was Betsy and Anita’s hands holding him down.
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            A Mother’s Love

          

        

      

    

    
      The silence was deep, the black emptiness spread all around him.

      Then Zack saw a light in the blackness ahead. The light grew brighter, growing until it engulfed him.

      A figure appeared inside the light, a person striding toward him. When the figure neared, he started to back away.

      Mom.

      What was she doing here? Where was he?

      The last thing he remembered…

      "Wait, my love. Don't leave me, we haven’t got much time before you wake." Pain filled her voice.

      Zack stopped backing away and frowned. "Why are you here? I don't want to speak to you."

      His mother stopped about twenty feet from him. She looked as she did when he’d last seen her, back in that Thamasian fort, back when he’d sliced off her head.

      They stared at one another, the seconds ticking by. Then his mother said, "I'm sorry for what happened at the fort.” She held out her hand, her palm upturned in a show of making peace. “I want to make amends. I want us to start over. I want—"

      "Amends?" Zack stepped toward her. "You were going to kill the women I love. You don't care about them because they’re NPCs, and you nearly killed Anita, the other player who travels with me. Why should I listen to you?"

      She still held out her hand. "You came upon me so suddenly, I didn't get time to think about how to react. I was making critical plans and then you turned up, with NPCs in tow, NPCs who could reveal our plans to the developers."

      "You were going to kill them." He was more hurt than angry.

      His own mother, willing to kill the women he loved, without even knowing their names or anything about them.

      "I'm sorry." His mother lowered her hand. "Please, forgive me."

      "You lied to me for years. You weren't sick, you weren’t bedridden. I can't trust you ever again."

      Her eyes blazed. "Everything I have ever done has been to protect you. Out there, I was a danger to you. The cyborg cops were searching for me and I had to keep a low profile. What better way to remain off their radar than by playing a bedridden, frail old woman?"

      "You could’ve told me the truth. All those years, I thought you were dying. Every time I left your house, I thought it would be the last time I ever saw you, that you would die, and I would be alone."

      "If I’d told you the truth, it would have put you in danger. There are far too many lives at stake beyond our own."

      "The people in the resistance."

      She nodded once. "There are thousands of us resistors inside the City and in the forbidden zones beyond. You know the G Man. You know what he and I fight for."

      "Yes, you plan to seize the City from the oligarchy, and then install yourself as its ruler."

      Her face darkened. "You make it sound like I’m fighting for power alone." She got a faraway look, much like Fawkes had when he spoke of his shining New World, the world with no kings, queens, lords, ladies or presidents. "I fight for the people. I fight to free them from tyranny."

      She took a few steps forward and now ten feet was all that remained between them. "I will give my life for the people of the City. I will see them free, no matter what it takes, no matter the cost."

      Zack studied her. Her in game character looked like a much younger version of herself. Healthy, strong and beautiful.

      "Is it true what G Man said? That you’re dying?"

      “That man does his own thing, goes his own way, says what he finds expedient.” She took a sharp intake of breath.

      “You don’t trust him? Doesn’t he work for you?”

      “He does, and he doesn’t. Anyway, it’s not important. What he said is true." Tears ran down her cheeks as she turned away to stare into the void. “I’m dying. The cancer is terminal. Not everything about my ruse was a lie.”

      Seeing her cry, the grief on her face, broke Zack’s heart.

      He closed the distance between them and embraced her in his strong arms. His mother buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably. He stroked her hair, just holding her, the grief he’d long buried bubbling to the surface.

      So, he let it out, for the grief wouldn't be silenced any longer. For too many years, he’d believed his mother on the verge of death and when he’d been exiled into the Underworld, that she’d finally died.

      Yet here they were, somewhere in the void outside the digital realm of Aralia Online, together, holding one another, tears in their eyes.

      "I'm sorry, mom. I wish I could be out there for you." He swallowed, a painful lump in his throat. "How long have you got?"

      It took her a short moment to answer. "Four months, at most."

      Zack took in a shuddering breath. "And that’s why the G Man was so insistent I leave the Underworld. He said you want me to take over once you’re gone."

      She sobbed as he let her out of his arms. "Yes, I’ve gathered the resistance groups together under one banner. But without me, I don't know if our alliance will hold together. I’m all that stands between our unity and the weakness of before. Only together can we defeat the Oligarchy and save the City."

      "But, out there in the real world, I’m a nobody. Why would the resistance care about me? Why would they think I could lead them?” He shook his head. “Just because I’m your son, doesn’t mean I’m capable of leading them like you are. I wouldn’t even know where to begin."

      "We’ve told their leaders that I’ve taught you everything I know, that you’re hiding outside the City, waiting to get word from me on when to return. G Man and I have laid the groundwork for you to take over when I’m gone."

      "You lied to them. What if they find out?"

      She gave him a long look. "Other than not telling them the truth of where you are, did I lie? From what our in game spies have told me, Fawkes has given you a quest to save the Underworld."

      "He has."

      "And are you not on the path to victory? You face overwhelming odds, and yet you have pulled through."

      "I have powerful friends and a group of women that fight with me."

      "Powerful, yes. And the women are loyal to you, and would no doubt die for you without hesitation."

      Zack scowled. "And I would die for them."

      She grinned, tears sparkling on her cheeks. "You are uniting the Underworld behind you, leading the resistance against the enemy factions who seek to control it." She put a gentle hand on his arm, and he didn't flinch away. “Don't you see? You and I are very much alike. We are leaders, we inspire loyalty, we give others hope when there is no hope to be had."

      "I'm not like you. I’m no hero. I'm just doing what needs to be done to save the women I love."

      His mother threw back her head and laughed. "Everything I’ve ever done was to save those I love. I want the old world back, I want you to experience the joy of life, the joy of simply being free."

      She kissed his cheek then wrapped him in her arms. "I love you, Zack. Please, work with me, let us stand side-by-side against our enemies as mother and son."

      Her voice was filled with such love, such tenderness, such grief, that it made his tears come again. He let them out, let her feel him sobbing into her hair, much like he might have done when he was still a child.

      I love you, mom. I want to make you happy.

      No matter what happened last time they’d seen one another, she was still his mother.

      When Zack could speak, he said, "I’ll help you if I can, but only if you accept that I go where the women I love go."

      He broke free of her arms and looked her in the eye. "My NPC women cannot leave the game, so my future is here with them. This is my home now. I can’t go out there and lead the resistance."

      She was silent for so long, he thought she might have disconnected. Then she blinked. "What if we found a way to bring them to the real world with you?"

      "How?"

      "We know of Fawkes and his plans and know he developed a technology that allowed him to upload himself completely into the game. Our tech people can reverse engineer that technology. Instead of uploading to the game, we can develop a way to download someone into the real world."

      Zack's mind reeled. "How? They have no bodies out there, and you can't make one out of nothing, unlike here."

      "Give us time, we can work something out. The Oligarchy has access to cloning technology left over from the old world. Maybe once the City is ours, we will have access to this technology and be able to create bodies for them. If Fawkes can upload himself to the game along with his real world memories, then it shouldn't be too hard to upload the memories and personalities of your NPCs into these cloned bodies."

      She chuckled. “We could even make them identical to what they look like here.”

      Zack wasn't sure what to make of this. The thought of cloning Betsy, Amy, Missy and Presela, made him uneasy. It felt wrong and yet, if it were possible, why wouldn't he want it?

      He would be with the women he loved and be home at the same time.

      But would they want to leave Aralia? Would they even be the same beautiful people? How would Amy handle the transition? Out there, she wouldn’t be able to kill stuff and loot their corpses. Well, not without having herself thrown in prison.

      And the harem system would no longer apply out there.

      Would the women still love him? Would he still love them with the blinding passion he did now?

      "Think on it," his mother said. "If you help us, we will help you." She paused. "Oh, and I have some good news. We found Anita’s mother and sister and they’re safe at one of our hideouts.”

      “Thank you for saving them.”

      “I have even better news. Soon, Anita will be able to see her mother and sister. We will upload them into one of our resistance game-pods and they can meet her in secret at one of our clandestine Underworld locations."

      "You would do that for her?" Just like he had done with Malghana, Zack became suspicious of his mother's intentions.

      She was offering so much and demanding so little in return, at least upfront. Or maybe I’m just being paranoid.

      What did she want in return? He knew she wanted him out of the game and leading the resistance once she was gone, but that would never be able to happen until he was out of the Underworld. There had to be something else, something he could help her with here in game.

      "You know I can't leave the Underworld any time soon. How long until you rescue me out there?"

      His mother's shoulders sagged. "Too long, I'm afraid. But we’re working on it."

      "Why are you offering me all of this? There must be something you want. I can't lead the resistance while in here, and I can't leave here until I have reached the surface. And that won’t happen while this war in the Underworld rages on."

      "I know. It's possible I will be dead before you are out of here." Her eyes stared intently into his. "But there is something you can do for us.”

      Here it comes. The reason she was offering so much.

      “Kill Fawkes. He's a threat to us all."

      The demand didn’t take Zack by surprise. "I plan on confronting Fawkes one day, but that day is not yet. I might need him in this war. Until the Underworld is safe, I will work with him and after that…" Zack shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      "He has to die. And soon. He has agents working out in the City and they are planning to murder everyone."

      "Not murder. He means to bring the poor outside the center of the City into the Underworld and have them govern their own lives."

      "And how do you think he plans to do it? It's one thing that he ported himself into the game, it's another to do the same for tens of thousands of others. Will these people even have a choice? Will they have the same powers he does here? Or will they be nothing but level 1 weaklings, ripe for the picking?"

      She made a fist. "You risk much working with him. Can you trust that he doesn't mean to bring the people here just so he can rule over them unopposed? He is powerful here, and lives outside the game’s rules. These poor people he will bring into the Underworld will live under the rules Fawkes himself created. If they are low level when they arrive, they’ll be defenseless against him or anything else that might threaten them."

      Zack hadn't even considered this. What if Fawkes was lying about his intentions? What if he did bring everyone into the game as level 1 characters so he could install himself as king and not have to worry about them rising up and overthrowing him?

      That would put a lot of people at his mercy.

      Zack didn't think for a moment that Fawkes would let him live after he had saved the Underworld. If the man truly did want his leaderless world, he’d need to remove anyone who could threaten his dream. By the time Zack was finished with this war, he would have several factions at his back.

      An army.

      Zack would be a threat to Fawkes's vision of his new world. No doubt, Malghana would have to be dealt with, too.

      Gwynn and the other faction leaders would either be dead or severely weakened from the war, allowing Fawkes to deal with them as he willed.

      But even still, Zack might need the man in the days ahead. Plus, Fawkes had his lair in Upper Underworld, and Zack doubted it was in the part he was heading to in search of Ilari. Even if it was, he was infected and needed the cure as soon as possible.

      When he’d asked King Capshod the location of Fawkes’s lair, the rusting machine had said it was a long journey up a river and that Zack would need to fight a raid boss to get there.

      Zack’s mind reeled as something sinister occurred to him.

      Gwynn had once said the chaos in the Underworld seemed convenient, leaving Zack to wonder if the developers themselves were behind it. But what if it wasn’t the devs? What if Fawkes had caused all this conflict, manipulating the various factions behind the scenes and pushing them to war?

      The war would weaken every faction, make them vulnerable and unable to oppose him once his agents had uploaded humanity into the game.

      Fawkes had made the Underworld and still had some level of power over it. What was the chance that Zack, the son of the primary resistance leader, a woman who was the greatest threat to the Oligarchy, would become stuck in the Underworld Raid Zone, the Oligarchy themselves unable to remove him? It wasn’t like other players, such as the Chosen of Marius, couldn’t come and go as desired.

      Like the dragon had said, it all sounded so convenient.

      Zack cleared the raging thoughts from his mind. “Look, I can't promise I will kill Fawkes any time soon. But I do promise that when his time comes, I’ll be there to finish him. He hurt one of the women I love, my succubus lover, and she deserves to have her revenge.”

      His mother studied him, then stepped forward and hugged him tight. "Just be careful with that man. Fawkes cannot be trusted. He betrayed those he worked for, and then later betrayed us in the resistance. Once he offered to join us, but then he gave up on reality and started claiming that our future lay inside the games.”

      She hissed through her teeth. “He conned members of one of the resistance groups to go with him when he fled. Half the group left, the other half refused to give up on the City and remained behind. The ones who refused to go, were soon raided by the cyborg cops and were all executed as a warning to the rest of us."

      Zack broke her embrace. "Are you saying that he told the cops where they were? That he might be working for the Oligarchy?"

      "I'm saying be careful with him. Even if he doesn’t mean to rule over us poor Zone Dwellers after we’re uploaded to the game, the Oligarchy will have more control over us in here then out there. They could switch the game servers off with a simple flick of a switch and we would all die.”

      She gasped. “Maybe that’s their intention and Fawkes is helping them carry it out. A quick, clean and efficient genocide."

      A deep-seated fear settled in Zack’s guts. "He said he’d made backup servers with a separate power supply the Oligarchy couldn't switch off. He can't be working for them. He hates them."

      "Can you prove any of this? What if it’s all lies? Mark my words. If he uploads everyone to this game, we will be placed in a vulnerable position, with no way to get out of it."

      His mother patted him lovingly on the cheek. "It’s not worth the risk. Fawkes. Must. Die.” She snarled. “As to his loyal followers out there in the City, we will deal with them, you deal with Fawkes."

      Zack felt a tugging sensation and knew that his time with his mother was near an end. "I’m needed back with my women. I’ll keep in mind everything you’ve told me. And please, make sure Anita gets to see her mother and sister soon. She misses them dearly."

      "I will." His mother hugged him. "Thank you, for listening to me. I love you, Zack, I love you more than you can know."

      Before he could say anything more, he was dragged back into the darkness, his mother disappearing into the black void.
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      A giant blue face with long teeth and glowing yellow eyes filled Zack's vision.

      "Ah, the human is awake," the face said in a deep voice.

      "Your magic worked." A woman’s voice. Malghana?

      Zack blinked.  "What? Who?"

      "It's all right, you are safe now." That voice was instantly recognizable.

      Betsy.

      Zack turned and found Betsy and Missy, the other harem women standing anxiously behind them. Malghana stood beside them, her black robes covered in grime, as if she’d traveled somewhere and just returned.

      "What happened?" He put his hand to his forehead and felt sweat. "The last thing I remember—"

      It all came back to him. The muscle spasms, the pain, then the void, the conversation with his mother.

      "This spasm fit was worse than any of the others," Betsy said. "You were screaming, my love, screaming and begging for the pain to end. It broke my heart."

      The other harem women murmured their agreement.

      Missy sobbed, clasping at the sweat-drenched sheet draped over him. "I thought we were going to lose you, my sweet song, my wounded cave lion."

      Gwynn, the blue face Zack had seen when he first woke, lifted his head so the other women could come to Zack's side. "Don't mind me, human. You can thank me later." Gwynn snorted. "Malghana brought me some rare herbs from a far-flung region of the Underworld and I used them to make a potion that I haven’t crafted in many years. It seems to have stopped the muscle spasms, and the creepy sounds that came from your mouth when you began to turn into a monster. With luck, it has bought you time to get your cure.”

      He flicked his tongue. “I still need you to help fight my war."

      "Blimey, don't you dragons know of a little thing called bedside manner? Zack doesn't need to hear all that right now." Presela waved a wing and a fist at the dragon indignantly.

      "Too late now," Amy said kneeling beside Zack and stroking his face, her eyes filled with love.

      Missy rested her head beside his on the pillow and he gently pulled her face over and brought her lips to his. Her soft tongue gently brushed against his, her mouth warm and inviting.

      He could have kissed her forever.

      Then Missy was gently lifted away, and each harem woman had her turn at kissing him and telling him how much they loved him. Amy even ran her fingers between his legs and started stroking him. With her experienced touch, his member went rock hard, ready for action.

      Lord Gwynn grunted, reminding them they had an audience. "Ah, the love of a harem. I once had a harem much larger than yours. It contained humans, shapeshifters and Valkyrie warriors. The Valkyrie, the bitches, they all left me for my sister. My grief for them gave me a bad case of colic." He let out a deep, forlorn, drawn-out fart, setting fire to the far wall and incinerating a bookcase.

      Malghana rolled her eyes as the flames died away. "Men and their pathetic weakness for women. Power and knowledge are my only loves. They may betray you if you ever show weakness, but if you master them, they will bring you the world."

      Zack sat up and looked around. He lay on a mattress beside Gwynn's dais, the blue crystals glowing nearby.

      "We carried you out here when you were thrashing about," Anita said. "Betsy and I had to hold you down with all our strength." She glanced away. “You didn’t look like you do now. It was hard not to…” She fell silent.

      He reached over and took her hand. "Thank you, Anita. I don’t know how you saw me, but know that I feel better now. Whatever Gwynn did, it helped.” He smiled. “I have some good news for you."

      She turned back, her eyes wide with surprise. “Good?”

      Zack glanced around at his harem women, making sure they were all listening. Even Malghana had edged closer to hear what he had to say.

      "When I was incapacitated, I found myself in another void."

      Presela chuckled at that, no doubt remembering her and Zack's first encounter in the void.

      "The good news is, the resistance out in the real world has rescued Anita's mother and sister and brought them to safety."

      Tears filled Anita's eyes, and she hugged him a little too tight, pressing him against her hard plate armor. "Who told you this? Are you sure?"

      Zack had no reason not to trust his mother's word. He told them everything his mother had said, only leaving out the part about her wanting him to kill Fawkes and about how there might be a way to clone the NPC women so they could live in the real world. He wouldn’t say that in front of Presela, as the man was using her to spy on him.

      Also, he didn’t know where Gwynn and Malghana’s loyalties may lie in the coming weeks. Right now, they both seemed self-serving, but there may come a time when they needed other allies beyond Zack and one another.

      Fawkes would no doubt be more than willing to work with them if it furthered his own ends.

      "I can see them? My mother and sister… It's been so long." Anita cried into his shoulder.

      He held his lips to her light green cheek, tasting her tears. They were surprisingly sweet.

      Suddenly, a man burst into Gwynn's hall, Servitor Granus close behind.

      The dragon and Malghana both looked up. "A messenger," the Black Witch said.

      Everyone turned to watch the approaching men. The messenger neared the dais and bowed his head.

      "Lord Gwynn, I have terrible news."

      The dragon farted again, a long jet of flame shooting out from his ass and reigniting the far wall. "Do you ever bring good news?"

      "No, my lord. But this message is urgent." Zack's heart fluttered as the messenger turned to Missy, his face grave. "Vanamore is under attack. A cohort of the Chosen of Marius along with the blackiron dwarves of Khalheron have assaulted the village. The guards have held them back but without help, they cannot hold them off for long."

      So, Ryan, the Chosen leader, had told the truth when he said he was coming to take Vanamore and sit on Missy’s throne and take her as his own.

      I will never let that happen.

      Missy covered her mouth with her hand. "No." She turned to Zack, her eyes wide. "We have to do something, my people… They need me."

      "We will go there immediately." Zack tried to stand but hadn’t even made it to his knees before he fell against the floor, his head spinning. No, I need to get up!

      Betsy and Amy put him under the sheet. "You’re too weak, my love." Betsy rested his head in her lap, her hands clasped over his cheeks. "You can't help them when you are like this."

      He swore loudly. "But we have to do something. Help me up. We need to get to the palace."

      Amy shook her head. “Sometimes a warrior must rest and lick his wounds and let others go off and fight.”

      Zack glared at her. “That’s rich coming from you. No way would you rest in bed when there was killing to be done.”

      She waved away his glare with a mischievous grin. “True. But still. We’re talking about you here.”

      “I have to help the people of Vanamore.”

      Her grin grew wider. “Don’t make me burn whatever energy you have left by climbing on top of you now and riding you into the ground so that you can’t go. It’s been days since we’ve made love, or killed anything, and I’m getting really horny.”

      Betsy growled at her, “Shut up.”

      Amy blew her a kiss. “You shut me up well and good a few nights ago when you buried my face between your legs and started moaning Zack’s name.”

      Zack took Betsy’s hand. “Don’t worry, baby, next time we make love, I will make Amy shut up.” He grinned at the goth Mage. “I have just the thing to plug your mouth with.”

      Amy laughed at that. “Sux you can’t whip it out now and teach me a lesson!”

      Gwynn muttering under his breath, as the messenger strode from the room. Malghana looked up at the dragon. “Just remember our priorities. Your sister is our greatest threat. We must reclaim Middle Underworld before it is too late.”

      "I need to go home," Missy said. “Margery, my people. They need me.” She burst into tears and buried her face against Zack's chest. "But I’m being torn to pieces, my sweet song. I don't want to leave your side, not when you are weakened and in need of my help.”

      Missy looked up at him, the pain in her eyes so intense, it made Zack's heart melt. Her lower lip trembled. "What do I do?"

      He felt powerless. Before this mutation, he would have been in Vanamore leading the defense. He ground his teeth. Now, I can't even get off the fucking ground.

      "No matter what happens, you need to go to your people." It hurt him to say that, but he was one man against a thousand. The NPCs of Vanamore needed help and who better to unite them and bolster their morale than the beautiful, loving queen of Vanamore?

      As he stroked Missy's face, he desperately thought of something he could do. He turned to Lord Gwynn. "How many soldiers have you got out there? Can you send any to help?"

      The dragon's eyes narrowed. "I have an army out in the passages around my lair, protecting it from my sister’s and brother’s minions. There is a small army of mine in Middle Underworld, fighting alongside the goblins. But they are hard pressed and lack the numbers to launch an offensive and can merely harry my sister’s soldiers and slow her conquest.”

      “And the goblins? Ishold might help us.”

      The dragon shook his head, smoke billowing from his nostrils. “They are still gathering what is left of their people and are rebuilding their homes. It will be some weeks before they can mount any real resistance against my sister’s minions, not alone send fighters to Lower Underworld to help us here."

      Zack showed his teeth. "There must be something you can do to help. Just remember, my harem and I killed the Karzel, we united the goblins behind Ishold, we saved the Qui’ril from the Taswaio. You need us."

      It was Servitor Granus who replied. "We can spare forty soldiers, but who will lead them? All our captains and generals are needed to protect us." He lowered his face. "Forgive me, Queen Missy, but Vanamore is distant and is of no pressing concern to us here. But we can offer some help, some assistance, though our soldiers will need someone with experience in battle to lead them."

      Missy wiped away her tears. "I am hardened in battle, healing the sick and wounded, but I have too tender a heart to become a general and lead from the front.” She took a deep breath. “But for my people, I will do what is necessary. My soft, gentle heart will beat like a war drum!"

      Zack wanted to scream, vent his fury, dig his nails into the ground and tear up the floor. He had to do something. Anything. Missy couldn’t go off on her own.

      I need to protect her.

      Missy turned to Anita. "Maybe you could lead them, sister."

      Anita held up her hands. "Not me. I'm no leader. I just charge in and kill anything that gets in my way, especially men."

      Missy lowered her face, looking lost and afraid, her lips mouthing the words, “My people.”

      Again, Zack tried to stand, and this time nearly managed it. But at the last moment, he fell to the floor, the air ripped from his lungs.

      Amy and Presela helped him to a sitting position. “Blimey, try not to stand. That’s the second time we’ve had to pick you up.” The succubus held him down with her claws when he yet again tried to get to his feet.

      Suddenly, Betsy stood tall, her eyes fierce, her hand resting on the pommel of her sword. "I shall lead them."
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      A long silence fell as everyone, including Malghana, Gwynn and Granus, studied Betsy, sizing her up, seeing if she had what it took to lead.

      Amy was the first to speak. She clapped Betsy on the back. "You go, girl. March to Vanamore and kill everyone and everything that dares attack our home. Then loot their corpses. Oh, and bring me back something special." She kissed Betsy on the cheek. “A new ring would be nice.”

      Zack swallowed the giant lump in his throat. The way Betsy stood there, decked head-to-toe in mail armor, a hardened look on her face. She looked like a hero, someone who could lead a war.

      How far she had come since he had first met her, all those many, many weeks ago.

      Betsy looked at him with her fierce eyes, seeking his approval. He forced himself to his feet and with Amy and Presela's help, he hobbled over to Betsy.

      He studied her a moment, admiring her bold beauty. She had truly changed, a woman now come into her own.

      But even still, she could die out there.

      Zack fell into her arms. He wanted to beg her to stay, tell her that he needed her, he had to go to Upper Underworld to find his cure and would need all the help he could get.

      If he asked it of her, Betsy would stay. Like Missy, she would be torn in half, wanting to be with him, but also seeing the need to save Vanamore.

      Yet, he could not ask that of her. He was deeply in love with the queen of Vanamore and the people paid their taxes to him and Missy. In return, they wanted to be protected, wanted to know their queen had their backs.

      Missy would never forgive him if he refused to save her people and he could never look Betsy in the eye again if he made her stay at his side while Vanamore burned.

      Zack knew what he had to do. His harem, that had never been apart for long, now needed to split in half and temporarily go separate ways.

      Betsy and Missy couldn't be expected to save Vanamore alone. They needed someone with lots of experience in battle, someone who would fight in the front-line and could withstand the punishment it required.

      Betsy could fight at the front, but if she was to lead Vanamore’s defense, she would need to oversee the entire town. Likely, the enemy would come at it from multiple sides. She needed to stand back and direct from the rear, only entering battle at pivotal moments.

      Amy would go, but she was a Mage and they were far from front-line fighters. She’d only get herself killed. Presela was no front-line fighter but she would be a good scout.

      But would Betsy really need scouts? The enemy were attacking already.

      The succubus would be of use to him in Upper Underworld. She could scout ahead and warn of enemies.

      His heart ached. Thinking of what woman to send with Missy and Betsy was one of the hardest decisions he ever had to make.

      Anita was the only choice. Zack turned to the orc woman. Their eyes met.

      She thudded her armored fist against her side. "I will go with them. Those fucking inbred rich assholes of the Chosen need to have their faces kicked in, their spines ripped out and their heads impaled on spikes." She snarled. "And I'll gladly give them what they need."

      "I'll drink to that," Presela said, fluttering her wings. "You remind me of this crazy lad in one of my books. He had a thing for impaling his enemies on spears by jamming it right up their—"

      "So, will you let me go?" Betsy tugged on Zack’s arm and he turned to face her. "Will you let me lead the defense?"

      He took a deep breath, then gripped her hand. "The final decision is yours. I will make do with or without you by my side. Vanamore needs a hero like you.”

      She smiled at that. “Then I shall go and lead the defense, my two sisters at my side.”

      Zack kissed her hard, then pulled away. “Lead them, my love.” He fought not to let his pain show. "I have full trust in you, Betsy, you can do this. I wish I could be there at your side, but I know I can't. And it pains me to say that.”

      He let out a bitter laugh. “You know I always need to be at the front, protecting the women I love."

      “I know. But you can’t always be there for us. We are fighting a war and you cannot be everywhere at once.” Betsy smiled. “You taught me to be a warrior, taught me what it takes to lead. Now I shall put those skills to use.”

      She lifted her armored fist into the air. “I shall defeat our enemies, drive them out of our home. But if their numbers are overwhelming, I will see the people of Vanamore to safety, never resting until my job is done.”

      Zack brushed back her bangs, staring deep into her beautiful, glimmering green eyes.

      There was a fire deep inside them, a fire he had first seen not so long ago. The fire was now an inferno, burning with a warrior’s intensity that was equal to his or Anita’s.

      Betsy was a powerful woman in her own right.

      He wrapped her in his arms and just held her. She put her arms around him in return, her lips brushing his neck. Zack sobbed. "Go, Betsy, lead the resistance, do whatever you can to save Vanamore. Take Missy and Anita with you, and... keep everyone safe. I can't live without you."

      “Thank you. I will.”

      “Take some of our meals so you can have Margery make you supplies.” Zack gave Betsy two of their old Canvas Sacks they no longer needed and then filled them with 200 meals. “Also, take whatever you need from our storage in the palace attic and take these.” He gave her their hit point buffing bread.

      Betsy took everything he gave her. “I will have Margery make as many potions as she can. For everyone.”

      “Give them to the NPCs if they need them, but make sure you have plenty for yourself.” Zack touched her cheek. “You’re too important to me and to Vanamore to not carry around health potions.”

      "Group hug!" Amy raced over and enveloped them both with her embrace.

      Then the other women embraced them, holding one another in a circle around Zack and Betsy. A harem bonded together in love.

      They might go their separate ways, but their hearts would always beat as one. Nothing could break them apart.

      "After I have my cure, I will come and help you," Zack said softly, so that only his harem could hear. "We won’t be apart for long."

      All the women kissed him, then each other.

      Reluctantly, Missy, Betsy and Anita stepped away from Zack, Amy and Presela. Zack put his hand around the succubus and Mage and pulled them against him. "Good luck," he said to the three women across from them, his eyes burning as he fought back tears. “Please come back to me.”

      “Get your cure, my love,” Betsy said.

      “Or I’ll hunt you down and drag you to the cure myself.” Anita grinned.

      Missy bowed. “I will keep your sweet song in my heart.”

      Amy and Presela said their best wishes, then with a final wave, Betsy turned and followed Granus as he led them from the hall, Missy and Anita falling in behind her. Zack didn't look away until the three women had left Gwynn’s hall.

      Presela wrapped Zack and Amy in her wings. The two of them lay their heads against the succubus’s breasts, their eyes closed, enjoying the feel of Presela’s embrace.

      After a few minutes, Malghana walked over to them. "Ahem. I’ve made a portal stone for you. It will replace Missy's Jade stone and has a six hour cool down.” She paused. “You need to get some rest. Tomorrow, you must journey to Mercenary Hold and hire your raid group."

      Presela opened her wings so Zack could take the portal stone. “And here is two Gold Stitch Bags to replace one of your Canvas Sacks.” The witch handed him the bags.

      Now they had 2000 inventory slots.

      “Thank you.” Zack equipped the bags.

      Malghana crossed her arms. “You can also leave behind some of your things in storage here to clear up space in your Inventory. Servitor Granus has assured me he will keep it safe.”

      “Good. I’ll leave most of our unneeded meals behind.” Gwynn was paying for the mercenaries, so it wasn’t like he and his women would need them.

      Zack thanked the witch, then said, “There is one thing we must do before heading to the mercenaries. I must portal to the Qui’irl and have them repair the Shattered Dream Sword of Ancient Iphoral.”

      He had the two pieces, now it only needed Yoba, the Qui’irl blacksmith, to repair it.

      “Then make it quick,” Malghana replied. “Time is pressing.”

      Zack and his two women left and headed to his room.
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      Presela lay on her back with her wings and legs spread. "Come here, you two."

      Amy chuckled and raced over to the bed and almost leapt on top of the succubus. Grinning, Zack went over and joined Amy on top of Presela.

      The succubus closed her wings around them, covering them like a blanket. Her face was under her wings, so the three of them were hidden.

      They breathed into each other’s faces, sharing the same air. The closeness of the two women and the love he felt for them made Zack go hard. His cheek was on Presela's breast, Amy's on the other as she looked at him. He leaned forward and pressed his nose against hers.

      Amy chuckled. “Let’s take our minds off having to say goodbye to our three sisters.” She shoved her tongue into his mouth.

      Presela widened her legs. "Aye, I love the feel of you two under my wings. Makes this poor old batty thing horny, it does. All I need now is a drink, then a big strong man to make love to me.”

      As Amy explored the inside of his mouth with her tongue, Zack thought of Betsy, Anita and Missy. Were they at Vanamore yet? Had they seen the enemy? What if the town had fallen before they got there?

      Amy's hand wandered down to his crotch and she started stroking his shaft. He let the thoughts of Betsy and the others go and just basked in the company of his women and the pleasure they would bring each other.

      When Amy pulled her lips away to breathe, Zack tilted his head up and kissed Presela. Amy slipped Presela's pink nipple into her mouth, closing her eyes, focusing on pleasuring the succubus and him.

      Amy continued to stroke him, and he reckoned he was ready to rock and roll. The ache of his weary muscles was nothing like the ache in his heart at not having all his women with him.

      But there was nothing better than making love to get his mind off the dark thoughts. Before he decided which of the two women he’d make love to first, he pulled his lips from Presela's and took her other breast in his mouth. He traced her nipple with his tongue, feeling it harden as she cooed in delight.

      "Please, do me first, my love. Shag me like you did that first time in the void." Presela’s voice was a husky, soft moan.

      Amy moved away as Presela opened her wings. Zack was already between the succubus's legs and easily slipped deep inside her. Grinning, Amy put her neck in front of Presela's mouth. "Suck the life out of me, I want to see what it feels like."

      Presela smiled, grabbed Amy by the back of the head and pulled the Mage’s neck to her mouth.

      Amy's eyes widened and she gasped in a mix of pain and pleasure. Zack watched them, his deep thrusts into Presela starting slow, then gained momentum. Her pink insides filled with her juices as her pleasure intensified.

      Then the succubus started to shudder, like she was about to orgasm, so he rammed her harder, holding her hips tight, pulling her to him, ramming himself inside, all the way to the end of his length.

      Her pink tunnel was endless!

      Amy went to pull herself away, but Presela held her down, sucking on her neck greedily. The succubus reached a crescendo of pleasure and finally her mouth broke from Amy's neck as she let out a shriek of delight.

      Half of Gwynn’s lair had likely heard her.

      Amy sat up and put a hand against the side of her neck. Her eyes were wide as she stared down at her harem sister. “I think you really did suck the life out of me. I'm tired now."

      Zack groaned as he exploded into Presela, his man seed spurting out of her as she overflowed. His vision distorted into trippy colors.

      Not caring about the stupid game bugs that never seemed to get fixed, he grabbed hold of Amy and brought one of her giant breasts to his face and tried to shove the whole thing into his mouth. All he got in was her rock-hard nipple.

      Even before he had finished gushing into Presela he fell back, dragging Amy with him. The last of his seed spilled over Amy’s belly, then he rolled on top of her and rammed deep into her pink sweetness.

      Amy looked up at him, her eyes rolling back into her head, her mouth open, tongue hanging out. "Oh boy, this is intense." Amy's arms lay at her sides. "I feel like you've fucked me for hours already. Remind me never to let Presela feed on me again."

      "Between your life essence, and Zack's bloomin big cock, I didn’t know what to do with myself." Presela’s body quivered. "It felt indescribably good taking you both like that. I think I will have to do it again."

      Already, Zack felt himself reaching near the edge. Amy grabbed him by the butt cheeks and pulled him against her. "It takes more than having half my life sucked out of me to not want your cock. Just do me, fill me with everything you’ve got."

      She gave him a dirty grin, her eyes still rolled back in her head. "Just make sure when you’re done that you leave me where I am. I don’t care if I wake up covered in your come. This will be my best night’s sleep ever!"

      Just after she had finished speaking, Zack exploded, unleashing gallons of his thick seed against the soft end of Amy's love tunnel. She moaned as she squirmed against him, her own orgasm igniting as he filled her.

      Before he had finished unleashing himself, he withdrew and spurted over her a second time, covering her belly and her breasts in white. Presela dragged herself over by her claws and rested her face on Amy, looking up at him lovingly. “I think I will sleep here, covered in your love."

      The succubus licked some of his come from Amy’s belly. "You taste like sweet wine.” She closed her eyes, let out a contented sigh, then slipped off to sleep. Amy seemed to have fallen asleep already, the dirty little grin still on her face.

      Zack chuckled to himself, loving the idea of the two women sleeping in his seed. I reckon I’ll be sleeping on the floor. Unlike them, I don’t want to wake up covered in my own goop.

      A woman moaned behind him. He spun around, reaching for his sword and then remembering it was sitting in his Inventory.

      He relaxed when he found Lilly the shapeshifter sitting in the chair across the other side of the room, her legs spread wide, a finger jammed inside herself.

      The shapeshifter was in her cat woman form, her tail hanging out the side of the chair. On the table beside her rested a bow and a quiver full of arrows. She was as beautiful as the last time he’d seen her.

      "What are you doing here? Did you see us—"

      Lilly continued to play with herself. "I saw everything and felt everything you did.” She panted. “Please, come over here, I need you." She spread her legs wider so he could see everything. “The longer I’ve been with you, the more I envy the women in your harem, wishing I could be one of them.”

      As tired as he was, the male part of him would always win out when a woman opened herself to him like this. He motioned her over with a finger. "I’m rather stiff and sore. Come over here and sit on my face."

      She leapt from the chair like a cat and landed on top of him, throwing him back against the carpeted floor, her sweet pink wetness pressed against his mouth. He worked his tongue inside her tight hole, rubbing it against her pleasure bits.

      Lilly squirted her love into his mouth, and he lapped it up, just like he had done with Betsy’s. Then she slid down his belly and placed his length against her opening. "I've already come again and again. Every time you come, I come, thanks to Malghana linking us together.”

      She lowered herself onto him, smiling as his shaft slid inside her. “But now I get to feel the real thing. Not only do I get to experience your pleasure as we make love, I also get to feel my own pleasure."

      Her eyes fluttered when his shaft was half in and seemed to hit a tight spot. “This is going to feel so good.”

      He closed his eyes and relaxed. "Nothing beats the real thing."

      She straddled him, lifting herself up and down, her tail resting on his stomach. He took her tail in his hands and gently combed her fur with his nails. She purred like a cat as she thrust herself against him, his member slowly sinking deeper as she stretched out her internal pink walls.

      Soon, they both reached climax.

      Lilly held herself rigid as she came, holding her pink sweetness to him and letting it gobble up all his seed. Even after filling the other two women, he didn't disappoint. She had to pull himself away as she overflowed with his come and she directed his length, so it spilled onto the bed beside them.

      When he was done, he’d drenched more of the bed in his seed, Amy and Presela happily sleeping amongst it, the two women now curled up together.

      Zack and Lilly moved away and sat against the far wall. They stared at the other two women as they held one another, Zack fighting the intense weariness that threatened to put him to sleep if he so much as blinked.

      "Damn, you really made a mess of Gwynn's bed." Lilly purred into his ear. "But don't worry, I'm sure he won't mind."

      Zack stroked her leg, enjoying the feel of her tail gently curling around his still erect, sticky shaft. "What are you doing here? Did Malghana send you to spy on me?"

      Lilly chuckled. "She has always had me spying on you, but once I felt you start to become aroused, I knew I had to get in here. Since she linked me to you, I have wanted to make love to you.” She pecked his cheek with her lips. “And now I have."

      "I barely know you and yet here we are."

      "Yep, and you have already filled me with your seed." She looked down at the whiteness dribbling from her. "This won’t be the last time I have you inside me."

      Zack looked at her. There had been something in her voice. "Is there something you’re not telling me?"

      She smirked. "Oh, well, you know. Malghana has ordered me to go with you when you head to Upper Underworld. This time in your company, rather than hiding in the background."

      He frowned. "Did you get a choice in that?"

      "No, but I feel like I know you guys already. I’ve only been following you around since you rescued my mistress from the Bottomless Well." Her tail played with the head of his shaft. “I feel like you and I are friends.”

      He rolled his eyes. "So, you’ve been trailing us for weeks. Did you follow us into the Deep?"

      “That was the only place I didn’t go. Anyway, I’ve felt everything you have, both pleasure…” She shuddered. “And pain. You need to get this cure and rid yourself of this infection, for the both of us.”

      “Tell me about it. I’m sorry you have to feel the pain of it through me.”

      Her tail uncurled from his shaft and rested on his leg. "Don't worry about me, I can deal with the pain.” She smiled at Presela. “My mistress wasn’t pleased when she found out the succubus could hear me talk to you in your head.”

      “Oh?” Zack remembered that when they had first met the shapeshifter, only he and Presela had been able to see or hear Lilly, even when the other women hadn’t, at least until she had wanted them to.

      “My mistress altered the spell that bound me to her, so that only you can hear me now when I speak in your head.”

      “But I still can’t hear your thoughts, like you hear mine.”

      “There is nothing I can do to change that, as this is the witch’s doing.” She glanced at the table. “As to me coming with you… when I’m in my current form, I’m an awesome fighter. My bow isn't just for show. I'm an excellent shot, a level 14 Bandit spec’d Rogue.”

      She put up her class aura.

      

      Perceptive Instincts: +5% chance to inflict critical hits

      

      "Do you have a pet?" High-level Bandits had access to a variety of pets they could summon.

      "Yes. You guys! Oh, and I have a big fat wombat and you’ll meet him later."

      Zack wanted to know more about what Malghana knew of him. Lilly could read his mind, which meant Malghana might know all his secrets.

      Malghana, an NPC with the power to invade the inner thoughts of players, acting on her own free will and in her own interests. So, unlike anything he’d ever seen before from NPCs.

      Only in the Underworld could NPCs wield such power and shape their own destinies.

      "How much do you know about me?" Zack asked, wondering if Malghana knew much about his mother, the G Man or what his mother had asked him to do in the void.

      Lilly nodded. "I know everything, including all your dirty little secrets." She licked his cheek with her warm, wet tongue, letting out a soft purr. "But your secrets are safe with me. I don’t tell my mistress everything, I still have some freedom."

      That was good to hear. Malghana might become my enemy one day.

      My mistress will never be your enemy, so long as you work to save the Underworld. Lilly spoke in his thoughts.

      Zack ground his teeth. His own head wasn’t private and hadn’t been for weeks.

      I’m only doing what my mistress commands. Trust me, if I could, I wouldn’t eavesdrop on your thoughts. She rubbed her cheek against him like a cat. I will try to zone your thoughts out, as best I can, so you have some privacy.

      Thank you. And I know it’s not your fault. It’s Malghana’s.

      He cleared his throat, remembering how awesome Lilly had felt when he was inside her. Maybe that makes up for the mind reading shit. "I have one more slot in my harem if you want to fill it." Zack loved the idea of having a beautiful shapeshifter in his harem, a woman who could take almost any form, including that of a hot cat woman.

      Such abilities had uses far beyond titillating him. She could infiltrate enemy camps, pretend to be someone she wasn’t. There were so many things she could do to help them.

      Plus, Bandit spec’d Rogues were useful to have around. If they spec’d into sword mastery, they could become decent off tanks who could still put out nasty damage.

      But Lilly had spec’d into bows and pets, which gave them access to her animal companion who could act as an off tank. Bandits used physical damage, meaning in a fight with an enemy with high magical resistance, they could still do damage.

      Plus, they had some nasty AOE attacks and a great high-level group buff!

      

      Hardiness: +10% resistance to physical and magical damage to all members in the Bandit’s group. Last 5 minutes. No cool down.

      **Suffers the same diminishing returns as standard damage reductions.

      

      Well, it wasn’t useful to him anymore as his damage reductions were deep into diminishing returns territory, but for non-tanks, the buff was a blessing.

      Lilly sighed wistfully. "I'd love to be part of your harem, but I’m already bound to you in another way, thanks to my mistress. Besides, I get to share most of the benefits of being in your harem, simply by being around you.”

      She snuggled against him. “Remember, I feel everything you do, so that even though I'm not in your harem, I’ll still feel your lust for me. And hey, who knows, maybe one day that lust of yours will turn to love."

      Zack closed his eyes. "We will see.”

      “I for one am already in love. It’s hard not to grow attached when I feel everything you do.” She rested her head on his shoulder. "We better get some sleep. We have a long journey ahead of us tomorrow."
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            Deep Ones

          

        

      

    

    
      When Zack appeared in the markets at the center of the Qui’irl warrens, he stood face-to-face with a Greater Goblin, covered in webs, fel red light shining from its mouth.

      It wasn’t until Amy and Presela screamed a warning, that he finally came to grips with what stood before him.

      He drew his sword, and brought up his shield, backing away from the infected goblin as a red-eyed beetle scuttled out of its mouth. More bugs came with it, spilling down the goblin’s body and dropping to the ground.

      “Deep Ones!” Lilly cried, her bow trained on the infected goblin, a giant brown wombat at her side. She activated her Hardiness buff, boosting their resistances.

      Zack slashed at the goblin with Sweeping Arc, then leapt back to escape the approaching bugs. Other infected were heading toward them, knocking over market tables full of goods.

      Where were the Qui’irl? Had the Deep Ones infected them all?

      “Get behind me,” Zack roared to the women, watching as Lilly’s wombat charged the approaching infected to stop them from reaching its master.

      Amy got behind him, while Presela went into stealth, Lilly AOE’ing the infected attacking her wombat. Zack shouted for Amy to AOE down the Deep Ones, so he could deal with the infected.

      With a giant grin, she unleashed a storm of ice over the beetles, quickly freezing them in place. Lilly spun around, and shot them with Barrage, six arrows leaving her bow at once. She used Barrage repeatedly, until her Energy ran low.

      Her wombat had done a good job on gathering the threat from the other infected, but without a healer, the beast wouldn’t last long.

      And Zack was too weak to tank a dozen enemies at once. Shit, he might be too weak to tank even one of them!

      Snarling, he leapt over the dead Deep Ones and smashed the infected Greater Goblin in the face with Shield Slam.

      

      Inflicted 134 damage

      

      Then he spun around and charged the ones attacking the wombat, gathering half of them up with Criss Cross and Sweeping Arc. He would let the wombat deal with the rest, at least until it looked like the animal was going to die.

      Once he had threat, the women AOE’d the infected with everything they had. Presela unstealthed, and Back Stabbed the Greater Goblin, her twin blades a blur as she thrust them in and out of its webbed flesh.

      Zack cut down a lesser goblin, then impaled the Deep One that plopped out of its mouth on the end of his sword. After, he drove the dying beetle into the guts of another infected with Demon Strike, the bug’s body squished against the webs in a splatter of yellow insect guts.

      An infected Qui’irl came out of nowhere and leapt on top of Presela from behind. Panic flooded Zack, as he saw red light shine from its mouth.

      He barged another infected out of the way, then lunged forward and thrust his sword into the infected Qui’irl’s mouth, killing the bug inside its throat before it could reach the succubus.

      The infected Qui’irl toppled to the ground behind Presela, the red light in its mouth fading into darkness.

      Before she could thank him, the other infected were on them. Zack used Commanding Taunt to make sure none of them were going to go for Presela, then used Shield of Stone and got to work on building threat.

      Somehow, he kept his weakness and fatigue at bay, but it wouldn’t last long. They had to down the enemies before his body gave out.

      Amy and Lilly continued to use their AOEs, Lilly using Barrage and Hell Storm (a rain of arrows that lasts three seconds), Amy using Arctic Breath to ensnare the enemies then Ice Storm to whittle them down.

      Soon, the infected were dead, the Deep Ones extinguished.

      A deep silence fell, the low growl of the wombat the only sound.

      

      10x Infected have died

      +10000xp

      

      15x Deep Ones have died

      +15000xp

      

      Zack’s legs gave out and he fell to his knees, his head spinning, muscles aching. Presela put her hand on his back, trying to keep him from toppling over.

      “Damn, all that sexy XP.” Amy kicked a dead infected. “You guys should attack us more often. I need my XP! Just a shame you web brains don’t drop any loot.”

      Lilly grimaced as she flicked webs from her wombat’s back. “I wouldn’t want any loot off them. It would be covered in webs and bug guts.”

      Zack glanced at one of the infected Qui’irl, dreading what it represented. What if the rat people were all dead? What if there was no one left who could repair the Dream Sword?

      Then, all at once, dozens of lean figures appeared from the surrounding tunnels. When Zack saw who they were, he lowered his weapon and breathed a sigh of relief.

      The Qui’irl were still alive.
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        * * *

      

      Elinora hugged him. “Once again, you saved us. We can never repay you for all you’ve done.”

      Yoba smiled from just behind her. “Your weapons worked wonders on those things. I was worried I didn’t forge the Dark Emberite properly.”

      Zack broke free of Elinora’s arms and she turned her embrace on Amy and Presela. “What happened here?” He staggered to his feet, Lilly holding him for support. “I came to get something repaired and ended up smack bang in the middle of a group of Deep Ones.”

      The blacksmith’s whiskers flattened to his face. “They came here a few hours ago and infected a few of our guards. The rest of us ran and hid, for we don’t have the means to fight them.”

      Zack was about to snap at them for being such cowards when he remembered they didn’t have weapons able to fight the Deep Ones. They only had the tiny amount of emberite left over from when Yoba had infused Zack and the women’s weapons with the Deep One destroying dark ember ore.

      “Then you need to start mining Dark Emberite immediately. It won’t be easy, as Sulfurion now controls the roads leading through that part of Middle Underworld.” He told Yoba the location of the Ebony Depths, the place the Chosen of Marius had been mining the ore.

      “We have ways of traveling that will get us to the mines without being seen,” Elinora said, as she took Lilly in her arms.

      “Yes, leave it to us.” Yoba studied Zack with his beady eyes. “You look tired.”

      Zack chuckled. “I am tired, more than you know.” He withdrew the two halves of the Shattered Dream Sword. “This is why I have come. Can you repair this blade?”

      Yoba took the two halves and led them toward his forge. The other Qui’irl watched them silently, others picking up the pieces of the shattered market.

      Zack stopped to address them. “After you’re done cleaning up, you must build defenses to protect yourselves. There are many enemies out there in the passages beyond your home. You need to build walls, towers, gates, whatever you can to stop something like this happening again.”

      He told them of the Dark Emberite and how they could mine it to make weapons that could kill the Deep Ones. “Don’t give up. If you can defeat the Taswaio, you can defeat the scattered remnants left behind by the dead Karzel.”

      The Qui’irl spoke among themselves, then a few of them cheered. After a moment, they were all cheering, others coming out of hiding to see what all the fuss was about.

      Zack saluted them. “You are brave. You can do this.”

      Well done, Lilly said in his mind. You’ll make a furry army out of them yet.

      When they reached Yoba’s forge, the blacksmith put the two halves of the weapon on a bench then studied them. “Azinorian Steel, imbued with magic. Beautiful.” He glanced at Zack. “I would be honored to repair this sword. But it will take several weeks, as I must first learn how its creators made it and make sure I mimic the technique.”

      “Weeks?” Zack tried not to lose hope. He’d wanted the weapon when he headed to Upper Underworld.

      “The metal will require recasting, and the damaged parts of the intricate patterns running up its blade must be re-etched, for they are what gives the blade its power.”

      Elinora watched the blacksmith, her whiskers wiggling. Yoba glanced at her and smiled, then turned to Zack. “I’ll work night and day to get your weapon repaired. You can count on me.”

      Zack shook the blacksmith’s hand. “Then do it. Whatever it takes.”

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Return in around 2 weeks and collect the Dream Sword.

      

        

      
        Rewards

        The Dream Sword of Ancient Iphoral

        +3000xp

      

      

      

      “After I see to getting some miners together to gather more emberite, I’ll come back here and help.” Elinora brushed Yoba with her tail, then turned to Zack. “I know not what all this chaos will bring to the Underworld, but we’re blessed to have heroes like you and your women on our side. Your victories against all odds, give us hope.”

      Yoba put his arm around her. “Indeed. I will repair your sword, and when you defeat the enemies of the Underworld, I’ll know that I played a humble part in your victory.”

      Zack chuckled. “Make as many ember infused weapons as you can, and your part in our victory won’t seem as humble. It’ll be because of your skills, that we may finally defeat the Deep Ones.”

      “There is something else I can do to help you.” Yoba walked over to an equipment covered table and picked up something draped under a canvas sheet.

      Elinora drew the sheet back and revealed a mail chest armor.

      

      
        
        Guardian Hauberk of the Warrens

        This item is a gift from all the Qui’irl to the man who led us from despair, who was there for us in our time of need.

        Love Elinora and Yoba.

        +6 Strength

        +6 Dexterity

        +5 Endurance

        Physical Damage reduction 25%

        Magical Damage reduction 11%

        SPECIAL: Imbued with the love of the Qui’irl. +50hp

      

      

      

      Yoba handed it reverently to Zack. “I made this for you using the skills taught to me by my former master who learned it from his master.”

      “Beautiful,” Presela said.

      Amy pouted her lips. “Where’s my upgrade?”

      “I’m sorry. We…” Elinora didn’t know what to say, not understanding Amy was only (half) joking.

      Zack took the armor. “Thank you so much. This means a lot to me.” He removed his old chest armor and put on the new one. “How does it look?”

      Yoba looked him up and down. “It fits well enough.”

      Elinora’s eyes twinkled. “He knows not what it means to be proud of his work, so I will say it for him. It looks magnificent on you.”

      “I will wear it with pride.” Zack saluted the two Qui’irl. “Rally your people, defend your homes, make ember infused weapons and armor, and you can help us win this war.”

      They both beamed at him. “We’ll do what we can,” Elinora said. “My people are forever in your debt.”

      Zack turned to his three women and found Lilly’s wombat asleep on the floor beside her. “Let’s go.”
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      When they arrived at the Drunken Fop, Zack doubled over in pain.

      "Just a moment, please." He placed his hand against the front entrance, waiting for the pain to settle.

      Amy and Presela put their arms around him, their concerned eyes darting from him to each other. Lilly watched on, still in her human form, wincing in sympathy or from feeling his pain through the link between them.

      The pain was different this time, it felt more like it was coming from somewhere deep inside him. None of his muscles twitched, but something ached. Whatever spell Gwynn had cast, had temporarily delayed the spread of the mutation, saving him from another fit of spasms.

      The pain soon eased, and Zack was able to suck in air. "It's passing. I'll be all right."

      "You better be," Amy said. "I love you too much to lose you to some stupid infection."

      "Blimey, I hate watching you suffer." Presela slowly withdrew her claws. "I'm going to walk right next to you and if you show the slightest sign that you’re going to fall, I'm going to snatch you up and hide you under my wings and never let you go."

      Zack chuckled at the thought of being trapped in her wings, pressed against her beautiful petite body. "I could think of worse fates than being trapped by you."

      Lilly opened the door to the tavern. "We’ll make this quick. We need to find out how far Sulfurion's forces have spread."

      "What if they block our path? Do we get to kill them?" Amy fingered her wand eagerly.

      "I can sneak past them," Presela said. "And so can the shapeshifter. It's only you and Zack that will have to fight your way through."

      "You'd never leave us to fight alone." Amy kissed the succubus on the wing. "We're sisters."

      Presela chuckled. “You’re all much nicer than my other sisters. Hotter, too.”

      They headed into the tavern. Stout Jon waved to them from behind the bar and they hurried over. "Where are the rest of you?" He bellowed, placing four tankards on the bar and filling them with ale. “Did your girlfriends leave you for someone else?”

      “Ah, no.” Zack took the drink and scarfed it down. He noticed Presela staring at her tankard, a blank expression on her face. Should he take it from her before it tempted her to start drinking, or should he let her make her own choice?

      He decided on the latter. She was a strong woman and didn't need him to baby her.

      Zack made brief small talk with the innkeeper, then told him what had happened at Vanamore and how half of his harem had gone to save it. "I'm heading to Mercenary Hold to hire some help."

      "Things are that bad?" Jon leaned over the bar. "I figured they were.”

      “Why is that?”

      “I got word yesterday that Sulfurion has ordered her minions to begin their conquest of the southern regions of Middle Underworld."

      Lilly glanced at the front door. "This is news to me. How far have they progressed? Are they anywhere near this tavern?"

      Jon looked her up and down before answering. "They’re a good few days from here. I've heard they’ve been having problems with the Deep Ones." He patted Zack on the arm. "Good work with the Karzel, that really took the wind out of those red-eyed critters. But they’ll still be a threat, so long as a single Deep One lives."

      "Is the road to Mercenary Hold clear?" Lilly sipped her drink.

      "Please don't say it is." Amy had already drunk all of her ale. "I’m itching to get out there and start killing stuff."

      "The road should be clear, at least for the next few days.” The innkeeper grinned. “But I don't need to tell you how dangerous it is there, do I?"

      Zack chuckled. "Then I'll expect the unexpected." He turned to the women. "We need to get moving before the road falls to the enemy."

      "I've already made my escape plans." Jon inclined his head toward the plump wenches who were serving the customers. "If the dragon's minions show themselves around here, my harem and I are going to flee to Lower Underworld via the portal."

      "Just be careful. When I came up here by that portal a few months ago, I had to fight a huge monster to reach it.”

      The innkeeper's face paled. "Thanks for the warning."

      Zack had no idea if the Guardian would spawn for a group of NPCs. Kaustubh had said they’d faced the giant demon multiple times, but they weren’t ordinary NPCs.

      "Once Vanamore is saved and I have what I need, I shall return to deal with Sulfurion.” Zack gripped the pommel of his sword. "Soon, I shall have everything I need to lead the war against Sulfurion and drive her forces from the Underworld."

      The innkeeper's eyes widened and several of the customers stared at him in awe.

      “I have nothing to worry about then." Jon grinned as he bellowed to his wenches. "You see, ladies, nothing will harm us here. Not with Zack and his harem around."

      Amy held up her tankard to Jon. "Does that mean we get free drinks from now on?"
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      "I didn't touch the ale. I really wanted to, but I was able to control my impulses."

      Zack put his arm around Presela as they headed out onto the main cave passage heading north. "You did great." He kissed the side of her head. "I'm proud of you."

      She smiled and snuggled against him.

      As they journeyed through the passages, they kept their eyes and ears open for signs of danger. Sulfurion’s minions were out there, as were bands of Deep Ones, along with the regular monsters that roamed the Underworld.

      Gwynn had given them the meals they needed to hire the mercenaries. All of them.

      On the dragon’s orders, one group of mercenaries would go with Zack into Upper Underworld, another group would fight alongside Ishold and his people and the third group would head to Lower Underworld to secure the regions around Gwynn's lair.

      Zack had tried to convince the dragon to send mercenaries to aid Vanamore, but Gwynn had refused. Malghana hadn't wanted the mercenaries to go to Lower Underworld at all.

      She claimed victory lay in Middle Underworld.

      In the end, Zack went along with Gwynn's plan. After all, without the dragon’s help, he would never have been able to afford to hire the mercenaries.

      At the end of the first day into their journey, they warped back to Gwynn's lair to spend the night.

      Before climbing into bed, Zack and Lilly went to Gwynn and Malghana to find out if there was any news from Vanamore. The dragon told him there was none other than Missy, Anita and Betsy had arrived and were overseeing things.

      Then Zack informed Gwynn and Malghana of Sulfurion's progress. Both were equally dismayed.

      “My sister’s hunger for power never ends.” Gwynn farted a fireball that exploded with a loud boom against the far wall.

      “More proof we should send everyone we have up to Middle Underworld to stop her.” Malghana glared at the dragon. “The rest of Lower Underworld is of no use to us. Leave a small force here to protect your lair, and have the rest go fight your sister.”

      “But I need my army here to protect my lair.” The dragon looked incredulous. “What good is it to me in Middle Underworld? I allied with the goblins and sent a small force of my best soldiers to deal with my sister’s minions up there.”

      “Bah. Other than your lair, this level of the Underworld is not vital to the war. Let your brother and his Chosen of Marius allies do what they want beyond these walls. Once your sister is dead, we can always bring our army back here and crush them.”

      Zack seethed inside but said nothing. Vanamore is my fucking home, bitch. I will never desert it.

      Lilly squeezed his hand, aware of his anger. Her link to him would let her feel everything he did.

      Lucky for him, she’d said she wouldn’t pass on everything he thought about to Malghana. If he got closer to the shapeshifter, she might keep his secrets from the witch all together. Or even lie to her.

      I can hear you, Lilly laughed.

      Zack made a fist behind his back. You can tell your mistress that I think she’s a bitch, if you like.

      Lilly giggled. I don’t need to. She already knows what you think of her!
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        * * *

      

      The following day, they returned to where they’d ported from and resumed their journey. They would arrive at Mercenary Hold late in the afternoon. At least, according to Lilly and Presela.

      Since waking, Zack had felt a little better. Stronger.

      Maybe being up and about rather than laying around in bed had helped. Or maybe it was the fact he was heading to find his cure, giving him hope that an end to the pain was in sight.

      “It should be good to return home to Upper Underworld,” Presela said. “Though, I don’t know the segment we’ll be going to other than that it is full of ancient ruins.”

      “Ruins full of enemies to kill and loot.” Amy had a wistful grin on her face.

      Zack glanced at the debuff telling him he was afflicted with a Stage 1 Mutation acquired in the Deep. The pain was there in the background and he still felt a little weak, much like he’d felt after having the flu out in the real world.

      No way was he going to be tanking a raid boss any time soon. He reckoned he’d be a liability to everyone, most of all, himself.

      Hopefully, the mercenaries had main tanks among their ranks. The devs had added them into the game so that players who were unable to form a raid group could hire them and enter Upper Underworld, the 25-player raid zone. Not every player chose to be a tank, so it seemed likely the mercenaries would have every type of class needed to fill a raid group.

      Lilly held up her hand. “I thought I heard something in front of us.” Suddenly, she disappeared.

      Zack saw something scurrying along the ground. No, she’d not disappeared, simply transformed into a tiny white mouse.

      He gave Amy and Presela hand signals, telling them to get ready for battle. Amy hid across the passage from him in a narrow crevice in the wall, while he hid behind a group of stalagmites. They’d be easy to spot once the enemy was near, but there was nothing they could do about it other then retreat toward the Drunken Fop or portal to Gwynn’s lair.

      And they needed to get to Mercenary Hold as soon as possible.

      Presela went into stealth and positioned herself against the wall a short way in front of them. If there were enemies approaching, they should walk right by her and allow her to take them from behind.

      She’d only just gotten into position, when a dark shape darted along the passage toward them. As it went by Presela, it grew larger, then turned into a woman.

      Lilly.

      “Get ready,” she said, drawing her bow and an arrow. “There’s no time to run. A group of Sulfurion’s scouts are right behind me.”

      A deep hiss came from the passage ahead. Seconds later, a giant lizard raced along the tunnel toward them. The beast moved at incredible speed, its clawed feet digging into the ground with every step, a glowing lantern hanging from a metal pole tied above its face that gave off enough light for the lizard to see where it was going.

      Zack braced himself behind his shield and charged out of hiding, popping Shield of Stone, his highest damage reduction buff.

      Then he waited for the inevitable impact.
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            The Beast Awakens

          

        

      

    

    
      The lizard struck Zack with such a tremendous force it sent him flying. He hit the ground, the world spinning like crazy, his field of view swirling in circles.

      Then he struck something hard and came to a bone-jarring stop.

      

      -244hp

      

      He lay there, dazed for several seconds, a “knocked Senseless” debuff counting down under his health bar.

      Then it disappeared and his senses returned. The first thing he heard was the sound of fighting.

      When Zack got to his feet, he staggered against the cave wall, his head still spinning. Once he was sure he wouldn’t fall, he made his way toward the sound of battle. The lizard who’d struck him lay sprawled on the ground, its pink brain oozing from its shattered skull.

      The impact had killed it. Unlike him, it had no damage reduction buffs.

      But its rider, a large Valkyrie warrior woman, still lived. Using the dead lizard for leverage, she dragged herself to her feet.

      Her eyes met Zack’s. “Die.” She staggered forward, clearly dazed from the collision. Held in both hands, she carried a wicked two-handed great ax.

      As the woman approached him, Zack peered over her shoulder, trying to see his women. They needed him!

      Two lizards battled Lilly’s wombat in the passage ahead, their riders still on their backs, thrusting their weapons, cutting deep gashes into the wombat’s flanks. Zack gripped his shield, searching for a way past the approaching warrior woman to reach his female companions.

      While not as good as a Warrior or Blademaster tank, a Bandit’s wombat pet would perform well enough, at least for a time. The three women were all fighting, Presela with her daggers, Amy with her magic and Lilly with her bow.

      They could survive without him for a moment.

      The Valkyrie Warrior charged him, and he only just managed to sidestepped her overhand attack and get a quick cut across her side.

      

      Inflicted 56 damage

      

      Then he was behind her but didn’t race toward the others and instead spun to face his attacker. He would keep his shield up and retreat slowly and try to bring her in range of Amy’s AOE.

      He wasn’t sure how long he could fight. Already, weakness and muscle fatigue were grinding him down.

      The woman snarled. “Die, scum.” She dashed forward, her ax slashing through the air, the sharp blade glittering red in the lantern light.

      Zack took the savage strike on his shield and the impact threw him sideways against the wall, jarring his already aching body. She struck again, knocking him the other way, then again, almost sending him to the ground.

      Fucking weakness. Come on. Don’t do this to me.

      He felt like a level 1 noob tank all over again.

      In between her swings, he got in a quick Demon Strike, taking her in the guts. His sword sank in several inches, but her mail armor nullified most of the damage.

      She swung again, taking him in the arm, his own armor seeming to do little to reduce the damage. He grunted, as blood splashed down his side.

      

      -138hp

      

      With his Shield of Stone buff worn off, he used Shield Block, to reduce the damage of the next two hits. She scored a cut on his left leg, then almost took off his right.

      

      -112hp

      

      HP:226/800

      

      Damn. He missed Missy’s heals right now.

      He leapt back and avoided the Valkyrie’s next attack, then drank a quick health potion. While he glanced at his health bar, he saw all the women were sitting near half hit points, as was Lilly’s wombat, whose health bar showed under her own.

      Maybe they should have demanded Gwynn assign them a healer…

      The Valkyrie lunged forward, ramming the end of her ax into his shield. Zack stumbled back, then fell over the dead lizard’s tail and to the ground.

      His female attacker roared, her eyes wild. She raised her ax over her head, ready to cut him in half.

      Zack couldn’t roll away. On one side of him was the wall of the passage, the other, the dead lizard.

      All he could do was cover himself with his shield and hope for the best. He cowered under it, waiting for the ax to come down and—

      Then he remembered something.

      A moment later, spectral arms burst out of his shield, grasping at the woman as she was about to bring down her ax. She cried out and fell back, allowing him to get to his feet.

      Before she could recover from the sudden fright, he smashed her in the face with Shield Slam.

      She toppled to the ground, far from dead, but wounded enough to be pissed. He was going to leap on top of her and drive his sword into her neck, but she acted quickly, and kicked him in the knee with her booted heel.

      He went down onto his ass, crying out in agony.

      

      -87hp

      

      Instinctively, he raised his shield and took her backhanded ax swing across it. The spectral arms clawed at her, tearing into her armor and face. She screamed, kicking at him, trying to knock the arms aside.

      The ability wouldn’t last long. He had to kill her quickly.

      He got to his knees and brought down his sword. Somehow, she managed to move her leg aside and his blade struck the stone, sending a jolt up his arm.

      “Just die, bitch.” Zack shuffled forward.

      One of the spectral arms latched hold of her leg, briefly stopping her from moving out of the range of his next attack.

      Using Demon Strike, he hacked down with his weapon, cutting deep into her lower leg.

      The Valkyrie screamed, then tried to roll away. He caught her in the back with Devastate, then Criss Cross.

      Now she was in trouble.

      Finally, the spectral arms retreated back into his shield and he was left to finish her off on his own. This fight was one of many he’d faced, yet he felt as tired as he did after running hours’ worth of 5-man dungeons.

      She snarled at him with her bloody teeth. “Even if you kill me, your time is near. My mistress will rule the Underworld.” She lifted her ax, ready to go down fighting.

      Zack moved in, slashing her with Sweeping Arc, then Criss Cross, cutting through her armor and opening her up in several places. Before he could get in a final blow, something struck him from behind.

      He fell on top of the wounded Valkyrie, air spewing from his lungs.

      Before he could get off her, she grabbed him around the neck and wrenched back, trying to rip his head off with her gauntleted hands. His spine crunched, pain shot down his body, then up his leg.

      

      -77hp

      

      With horror, he realized he was being attacked by two enemies. Something had just stabbed him in the leg.

      Somehow, he managed to bring his sword around and cut into the wounded Valkyrie’s side. She grunted but didn’t let go of him.

      Then the tell-tale signs of another spasm fit hit him. One of his leg muscles twitched, then a second and a third. The painful sensations lanced up his back.

      His digital vertebrae felt like they were being torn apart, his neck stretched to an extreme.

      Oh, shit. Not now, please.

      But the pain inflicted by the Valkyrie was quickly overruled by the pain of his ongoing mutation.

      The agony grew intense and he lost himself. He screamed, thrashing about, clawing at anything he could get hold of.

      

      Stage 2 symptoms in effect.

      Countdown timer to stage 3 infection initiated

      Find your cure before it is too late.

      

      Through the haze of pain and the loss of control, Zack managed to break free of the Valkyrie and pin her to the ground. Before him, were two hands wearing mail gauntlets. His hands.

      He tore off the gauntlets, revealing two monstrous scaled paws with long claws. The pain grew, his field of view turning a fiery orange and narrowing so that all he could see was the warrior woman under him.

      Kill her. Kill her now.

      A voice spoke to him, but it came from within. It sounded like his own inner voice telling him what he must do.

      Without thinking, Zack raked the woman across the face with his claws, blood gushing everywhere. Her terrified shriek of pain filled him with ecstasy.

      Next thing he knew, he was tearing her apart in a frenzy of claws and blood. When she was nothing more than a ragged mess under him, he spun around, red-dripping claws raised, searching for another enemy to rip apart.

      Instead, he found three women watching him, dead lizards and Valkyrie Warriors scattered around their feet, another slain Valkyrie several feet from him, an arrow lodged into the back of her neck.

      He blinked rapidly, then took a step toward them, his claws clicking together, his narrow field of view centering on the three women. They backed away, eyes wide, like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing.

      They didn’t raise their weapons.

      A dark-haired Mage cried out to him, but he couldn’t understand what she was saying. All he could hear was his own voice in his head demanding he kill.

      Kill them all.

      He took another step forward, then his body started to feel heavy. Another step saw it become heavier still, the step after that, he fell hard against the floor, unable to go on, his muscles feeling like they were being ripped into shreds.

      Kill them, kill them, the voice raged. Get up and kill them!

      But Zack couldn’t move. He could barely keep his eyes open.

      Then the voice was gone and all that was left was pain.
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      The women didn't immediately approach Zack.

      He gasped, raising one hand, reaching up to them from the ground. His hand had returned to normal, though it was still covered in blood.

      "It's me. I'm not a monster anymore." He had to fight to get the words out.

      Amy was the first to step toward him, then Presela, then Lilly. They approached slowly, cautiously. It’s me, damn it, come on.

      He lowered his face and rested it on the blood slick ground. Amy stopped a few feet from him. "Zack?"

      All he could get out was a pained groan.

      She knelt next to him, Presela at her side. They rolled him over, so he was on his back.

      Zack looked up at them and tried to smile, but he wasn't sure if he pulled off anything more than a pained grimace. “I’m all right now.”

      As they hugged and kissed him and cried into his hair, Zack saw Lilly looking on. Her pet wombat stood beside her, staring at him with its beady black eyes.

      Lilly patted its head absently, staring intently at Zack, her face pale. Had she felt everything he had?

      As if hearing his thoughts, she said, “I thought I’d lost you. All I could sense from you was rage. Rage at everything and everyone." He noticed her other hand now rested on her bow. "Even when you looked at us, it was like you didn't know who we were. You would have attacked us, maybe even killed us."

      Amy brushed away her tears. "I was having so much fun fighting and killing, then I saw you…” She hugged him. “And you were no longer my handsome little Zack, instead—"

      "You looked like a blooming Taswaio." Presela sobbed. "I never want to see you like that again."

      The succubus ran her claws gently over his aching body. "I've seen some horrifying shit in my time, and I drank myself silly to forget them. But if I lose you, I don't know if I could stop myself turning back to the drink to forget what you became.” She dug her nails into his armor, her glowy orange eyes wet with tears. “Please, please fight the monster inside you. I love you more than anything in my life and I can’t bear to lose you."

      The pain in the succubus's eyes and the immense love in her voice, made Zack want to rip open his own body and tear out whatever was inside him. But he knew the mutation was in every line of his code, altering his body’s programming like cancer.

      There was no way to rip it out, no way to purge the monster within. The only way to stop it was to get his cure.

      "We need to keep going and get to Mercenary Hold." He had the two women help him to his feet.

      "No, we should head back to Gwynn and Malghana and tell them what happened," Lilly said, then came over and gave him a quick hug. You scared the hell out of me. I thought I was going to lose you.

      "The Dragon could make another one of those potions and stop it from happening again, at least for a while." Amy put her arm around him, and he leaned on her for support.

      "No, not yet. It’s early and we just came back from his lair. We need to keep moving and get to these mercenaries."

      “Fine. But you’re going to lean on us.” Presela put her arm around him. With Amy and Presela's help he moved among the dead Valkyrie and lizards.

      The infection seemed to be holding steady again. But would it come back if he got into another fight?

      There wasn’t much he could do about it right now. Time was ticking, for both him and Vanamore.

      He needed to get his cure, so he could return and help save his home. Missy, Anita and Betsy needed him.

      Zack turned his attention to the aftermath of the fight. They’d been rewarded 10,000xp for the kills. But none of the women seemed inclined to loot the corpses.

      He stopped among the dead, then turned to Lilly. "If you need anything, start looting and if not, at least search them for meals or other useful items."

      “Hey, looting is my job!” Amy said. “But I guess I can forgo it this time.” She wiped blood off his face onto her hand. “I need to stay here and hold you and make sure you don’t turn into another monster.”

      Lilly quickly got to work, her wombat pet padding around after her. Depending on how she had placed her talent points, the pet would either stay permanently or would disappear after 20 minutes.

      By the time Lilly was done looting, her pet had despawned, telling Zack she focused more on her own DPS output rather than investing deep into the pet segment of the Bandit Rogue talent tree. As he waited for the shapeshifter to finish looting, Zack began to feel stronger, though much of his body still ached.

      Whatever had happened during the battle seemed to be over.

      Lilly came away with 3x Greater Health Potions and an Endless Lantern which was much the same as an Endless Torch, except differed in look, and had the added benefit that one could adjust the strength of its glow by rotating the shutter. Amy put away the torch and took the lantern. “This thing is so much easier to carry around.”

      Most of the Valkyrie equipment was of no use to them. They had worn standard issue mail and plate armor, with reasonable stats and defense, but Zack's easily outclassed it and was more suited to tanking rather than DPS. Weapon wise, the enemy had used two-handed axes and swords, along with giant maces.

      The only one who could use them was Anita, but none looked good enough to bother taking to give her later. She had better.

      So, they moved on, Presela and Amy still holding Zack, but he no longer had to lean on them. After a few miles, he made them let him walk on his own. Both women hovered near him like mother hens as they made their way along the tunnel.

      They journeyed for another seven hours along the wide, well used tunnel, seeing no one and hearing nothing. Then, a few minutes after they’d passed over a stone bridge spanning a massive ravine, Lilly heard noises in the distance. This time, they hid under the bridge on a narrow ledge and let the enemy scouts pass over them. Lucky, too, as the group was more like the vanguard of an army rather than a scouting party. Dozens of lizards and their Valkyrie riders went across the bridge, the shorter human women, who likely acted as Sulfurion’s ranged DPS and healers, hurrying after them on foot.

      At a few points along the way, they came across corpses of recently slain creatures, like wombats, cave serpents and other random animals, many of which Zack and his harem had battled in the past. Judging by the deep cuts, gashes and bite marks on the dead animals, they were likely killed by Sulfurion’s minions.

      Not letting the dead wombats and serpents go to waste, Amy collected x6 Greater Pelts, 10 Lesser Pelts and three Large Bones. They also found some Purple Thistle growing beside a river and collected 13 clumps of the herb.

      After hiding from another large force of enemies down a side passage, they cautiously made their way back to the road and found it empty once more. They set off again, listening for approaching footsteps.

      An hour later, they found a chamber full of dead serpents. "They must be moving their army through here to capture the southern regions," Lilly said as they picked their way through the dead serpents, Amy skinning them as she went by (+12 pelts). “The vanguard and scouts are clearing out any obstacles for the main force.”

      “And likely probing to see if Gwynn is going to get of his giant blue ass and actually send his own army up here to stop her.” Presela shook her head. “He should give us command of his army. We could take back the Underworld in no time!”

      Zack had to agree with Presela. Gwynn was too passive to win this war.

      "There is nothing between here and the Drunken Fop." Zack glanced back the way they’d come. "Stout Jon better get packing, as it won't be long before the Valkyrie are knocking on his door."

      "More like breaking it down." Amy patted him on the back. "Next time we have to fight the Valkyrie, please don't turn into a monster and ruin my fun."

      "Oh, I'm so sorry." He smacked her playfully on the bum. "I'll make it up to you tonight."

      She brushed herself against him. "But I don't want to wait until tonight. I'm happy to do it right here."

      Presela covered herself with her wings. "I love sex with Zack too, but even I wouldn't want to make love in the chamber full of dead, skinless serpent corpses."

      "Where is your sense of adventure?" Amy kicked a dead serpent out of her path. "One day, I want a pet snake and let it wrap it scaly little self around my naked body and flick my nose with its tongue."

      "Why?" Zack wasn't sure if he liked the image or not.

      Lilly grinned at her. "I can turn into a snake, a pretty white snake about 6-feet-long that is soft, warm and cuddly."

      Amy threw her arms wide and laughed. "Next time we make love, I want you to turn into a snake and wrap yourself around my body as Zack makes love to me. Oh, and maybe wrap around him too, so he can’t escape from between my legs!"

      "You’re delightfully weird, sister." Presela gave Amy a lopsided grin.

      Zack gently squeezed Amy's butt cheeks. "I reckon that's why I love her so much."
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      Near nightfall, they saw lights ahead. A group of armored men and women marched down the road toward them.

      The group stopped when they saw Zack and the others. A short figure approached, leaving the rest of the armed group behind.

      As the figure neared, Zack was surprised to see it was a goblin. When it stopped in front of him, he was even more surprised to find that it was female.

      She looked at him and then the three women behind him with her cute little yellow eyes. Wearing leather and carrying a guitar, she was clearly a Bard, but one spec'd as a DPS fighter rather than a healer (Metalhead Bard).

      "Who are you?" The female goblin demanded.

      Zack introduced himself, Amy, Presela and then Lilly. He stood tall. "We’re here to hire every mercenary you have in this camp."

      That made the female goblin’s eyes widened. The other mercenaries behind her muttered among themselves, some laughing, others scratching their heads in confusion.

      "Yeah, right. I bet you’re only carrying enough meals to hire a couple of us." The goblin had a goading grin on her face. "We're getting sick of people coming here with no meals and begging us to work for free with the promise of payment later." She patted her guitar. "We fight for meals, not loot. We don't care who you’re fighting against or what you are fighting for. You pay us, point us in the direction of who you want dead and we go and kill them.” She snickered. “At least, until our pay runs out or your enemies offer us more meals to turn on you during the fight."

      "So say we all," the group of mercenaries said together, looking pleased with themselves.

      Zack gave them the thumbs up. "I wouldn't have it any other way." Fucking mercenaries. “I have plenty of meals. More than enough.”

      He studied the goblin woman who stood as high as his stomach. She was damn hot, at least for a green-skinned goblinoid. Her designer had clearly wanted her to retain enough human-like beauty for players to appreciate what they saw when looking at her. Other than being so short and having bright golden hair that looked weird against her green skin, everything else was perfect.

      She even had disproportionately large breasts and lips! He reckoned he’d love to know what she looked like under that armor.

      While not quite as hot as Anita, Zack wouldn’t turn down a goblin woman if they all looked like this woman did. A good-looking woman was a good-looking woman, no matter her race or species!

      The goblin's eyes narrowed as he checked her out and she gave him the once over. He couldn’t tell if she liked what she saw.

      Zack cleared his throat. "Are you the leader here? Who do I speak to about hiring you all?"

      "I'll take you to meet our Capitan. But don’t you dare disappoint me by not having the meals you claim you do, or there’ll be hell to pay." She motioned them to follow her. "My name is Shantar and I'm the best fighter among this lot." She strummed a note on her guitar. “I’m so good, I can kill you with the sound of my music.”

      “I can’t wait to see you slaughter our enemies with music.” Amy fell in with the goblin as they headed toward the lights ahead.

      Zack, Lilly and Presela followed. When they neared the group of mercenaries who’d come with Shantar, the mercs quickly moved out of the goblin woman’s way, the men bowing their heads to her. Not out of fear, but undisguised respect, maybe even love.

      They were both male and female mercenaries amongst the group, all human other than Shantar. Yet, the men didn't seem to look at the other women the same way they looked at the female goblin.

      Some men have a fetish for short, green-skinned women, Lilly laughed in his head.

      Either that, or she’s a badass. Zack reckoned he already had the hots for Shantar.

      Amy fell back to walk by his side. "I don't know about you, but I'd totally do her. That goblin ass is—"

      Presela covered Amy’s mouth with her claws. “We’re here to do business. Don’t get us all killed the moment we arrive.”

      Soon they passed into a large open cavern filled with tents, stone buildings and a large muster field.

      To the right of the path, mercenaries trained in an open area, hitting target dummies with all manner of weapons. On the left, a large tent library stretched along the road, books and scrolls lining its shelves with robed men and women studying at metal desks.

      Many of the mercenaries watched Zack and his three women as they walked by, but none looked particularly interested. Most watched Shantar, nodding respectfully to her, their eyes never leaving her as she went by.

      Zack glanced at Lilly as she spoke into his mind. I have no idea who this goblin woman is, but all I can say is that this Captain of theirs must be a force to be reckoned with to not have her turn on him and take over.

      Yeah, the way they look at her, you’d think she was their leader. Zack found it hard not to look at Shantar himself.

      I’ll report this situation to Malghana and tell her that there could be an opportunity here. We should try to get close to Shantar and make her into a personal ally with a loyalty that goes beyond how much we pay her.

      Lilly faced forward, her mouth a flat line. The goblin woman could turn these mercenaries into a proper army. If we don’t make her an ally, our enemies might pay her more than we can, and turn the mercenaries against us.

      I assume by enemies, you’re talking Sulfurion, the Chosen and Kahlheron?

      Lilly snorted. I’m in your head. I know you’re not that stupid. Who knows who might be your enemy tomorrow? Wouldn’t it be better to have a mercenary captain and her army loyal to you and you alone? Lilly blew him a kiss. A captain who loves you, like me and your women, a captain who would never dream of betraying you?

      He didn’t have to answer the shapeshifter. Of course, he’d love his own army.

      Gwynn is a fool and can’t be trusted to do what needs to be done to win this war, Lilly said. You don’t want these mercenaries loyal to him, as one day you might need your own army to use against him. Let the dragon pay for these mercs, but make sure they work for you and you alone.

      Let’s wait and see who this Captain is before we decide on anything. Zack ground his teeth. He might have more respect with the mercs than Shantar does.

      This whole conversation pissed him off. Conspiring behind Gwynn’s back, after the dragon had given him a fortune in meals to pay for the mercenaries, felt wrong. Gwynn could be annoying, overly passive and preferred to have others do all the hard work in fighting the war, but Zack doubted the dragon would ever betray him. He didn’t have to expect a knife in the back every time he turned his back to Gwynn.

      But he was sure conspiring against her own allies was completely natural to Malghana and Lilly was only saying this because the Black Witch had wanted her to.

      Shantar motioned her detachment of mercs toward an empty training field. They saluted, then left to train with their weapons.

      Now by herself, Shantar led Zack and the others to the large stone building at the center of the cavern. Four guards stood at its entrance but moved aside to let them pass.

      They entered a large open room and paused so Zack could look around. A huge stone table with a map of the Underworld spread out on top sat at the center of the room. The map showed all three levels of the underground realm, including the three segments of its upper level.

      Zack didn't get a good look at the map as he was soon led toward a door at the far end of the room. When Shantar got to the door, she knocked loudly.

      A shirtless muscular man with a shaved head threw the door open and glared out at them. The man was covered in scars, a large one running across his face. He had a few days growth of beard and wore a sword at his belt. Tattoos ran up one side of his torso, most depicting skulls or human spines.

      The man gave Shantar a wide, toothy grin. "Oye, looks like you brought me a hot bunch of women to lay claim to." He glanced at Zack and lost the smile. "Sorry, mate, I'm not into blokes. But those sheilas with you…"

      He stroked the whiskers on his chin, looking Amy, Presela and Lilly over, his eyes lingering on their breasts and perfect hips. "Those three I welcome into my humble little man cave anytime they like. I’ll even crack open a beer for em’, if that’s their thing."

      The man moved out of the doorway, letting them see past him. Zack peered into the room and wasn't surprised to find a few dozen naked women sitting around a pool, their skin glistening with water, their hair done in all different styles.

      "Hey, no perven on my harem, bro." The man shoved Zack away. “A fella like you should have better manners.”

      Amy looked through the door. "Oh, you certainly have a fine taste in women. I bet you get up to all sorts of naughty fun in there."

      The man still glared at Zack, his eyes filled with loathing. What the fuck is your problem, asshole? Zack would’ve loved to say that out loud, but he was here to do business, not get himself killed.

      Presela latched onto Zack's arm protectively, her claws digging into his armor, as if she was silently warning him not to cause trouble. Lilly came up beside him, her tail curled into a furry ball. "We should go spend our vast horde of meals somewhere else. This guy clearly isn’t interested in becoming rich."

      “Vast horde? Rich?” The man never took his eyes off Zack. “This shithead looks povo as fuck. I’d be surprised if he has enough meals to hire my boot licker.” He pointed at a small, ugly, wrinkled old man dressed in filthy, tattered rags who sat in the corner of the room beyond the door.

      The old man had a chain around his neck and knelt on the ground panting, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth. When the old man saw Zack, he lifted his face and howled like a dog, scratching at the ground with his fingers, like he was trying to dig up a bone he’d buried earlier.

      The bald Captain snarled at him. “Settle down, you fucking mongrel, or I’ll chain you up outside again.” He turned to Zack. “If you need your Ugg Boots clean, that flea-ridden mongrel is gonna cost ya—”

      Shantar punched the Captain in the guts. He doubled over, the air exploding from his lungs. "Show some respect,” Shantar snapped through her teeth. “They say they want to hire your entire company of mercs.” She kicked him this time. “Now shut your fucking mouth and let’s see what they’re offering."

      The man growled, arching his head around to glare at her. “Woman, the next time you hit me like that…”

      Shantar ignored him and turned to Zack with a grin. "Drop your meals on the ground, show our Captain everything you’ve got.” Her yellow eyes narrowed to slits. “Remember, don't disappoint me, or we’ll kill you where you stand."

      The Captain straightened, glaring at Zack. Footsteps moved up from behind them. When Zack glanced over his shoulder, he found two dozen heavily armed mercenary guards standing in a line, blocking their escape.

      Zack reckoned he was lucky he really did have an Inventory full of meals, otherwise they’d have been fucked.

      Taking a deep breath, Zack opened his inventory, then started grabbing the meals Gwynn had given him and dumped them on the floor. Soon, a huge mound of meals filled the room, the items appearing out of thin air and raining down onto the floor.

      Eventually, they all had to move into the Captain’s room, including the line of mercenaries, as the entire map room filled with food.

      When the meals stopped falling, the shirtless man roared with laughter, then slapped Zack hard on the back. "Welcome, mate. Name’s Captain Pete. Let's do some fucking business."
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      An hour later, Pete had the entire mercenary army stand in a giant square formation. “Take a look, and if you’re happy with us, we’ll take those meals of yours and you can order us about.” The Captain nudged Zack in the side. “Fine lot we are, aye?”

      The mercs had everything a raid group would need. From tanks, both Warrior and Blademaster, to Holy Priest and Spiritual Bard healers, to DPS of all descriptions. They had a good mix of ranged and melee DPS, along with an assortment of Bandit Rogue pets that could act as secondary tanks or extra DPS.

      All the mercenaries were level 15, the max level of Aralia online. It was impossible to know what gear they wore and if it had any stats, as most of the mercenaries were largely simple-minded background dressing with little to say. Some weren’t, but it was impossible to tell which was which without addressing them individually.

      A player could give the simple NPC mercenaries orders, and they would follow them about, but other than a few lines of dialog, most would say nothing. The mercenary sergeants and others in positions of command were all normal NPCs and could engage a player in conversation.

      Yet to Pete and Shantar, barely responsive NPCs were a normal part of their existence. It didn't seem odd to them that some of their company had so little to say, but then, it'd never seemed odd to Amy, Betsy or Missy either, at least not until they knew the truth of what they were.

      Zack stood next to Pete and Lilly on a platform overlooking the gathered army. There were around fifteen hundred mercenaries standing to attention before them.

      Had the developers ever intended a single player to be able to hire the entire company? Somehow, Zack doubted it.

      The Underworld was a sandbox and the developers were clearly rolling with it. The fact that he, a simple player, was working so heavily with Lord Gwynn and Malghana, showed that the Underworld was completely different from greater Aralia or any other game.

      There’d be no way an individual player would be given such high-level access to important NPCs out in the rest of Aralia, nor could a single player or NPC reshape the game world to the extent he had here.

      But in the Oblivion Underworld—anything was possible…

      Zack admired the lines of armed men and women. They looked formidable.

      With these mercenaries and Gwynn’s own army, Zack could carve out his own faction. He could do anything he liked, he could save Vanamore, drive Sulfurion and Khalheron’s forces from the Underworld and bring peace to the war-torn realm.

      Hell, after he’d won, he could have the mercenaries and Gwynn’s soldiers be the guards who would protect humanity if Fawkes carried out his plan and had the people of the City sucked into the game. If Fawkes was as bad as his mother said, then the mercs could be used against him.

      But no, Gwynn the Scaleless is a small-minded lizard. Zack wallowed in disappointment. Let's squander this army by splitting it into smaller groups and then have them do nothing more than hang around picking their noses and scratching their asses as they stand guard over Gwynn and the goblin tribes. We should be using them to attack, attack, attack! Never give our enemies time to relax.

      Now Zack was pissed off. He wanted to punch a wall in frustration.

      Zack would be taking a small detachment of mercs to Upper Underworld. At least, those mercenaries would be doing something more than guarding the dragon or his goblin allies, while they watched the enemy factions carve up the Underworld between themselves.

      I agree with everything you just thought, Lilly said in Zack’s head. My mistress despises Gwynn’s cowardice. He lets our enemies conquer everything unopposed. That’s why we need to get these mercenaries on our side, and not Gwynn’s.

      Zack didn’t look at her as he answered. It’s his food we handed over. We must do what he says, or he might turn this army on us.

      True. You and my mistress need to play along with him for now, but there may come a point where Lord Gwynn is no longer needed. That’s why you must work on Shantar and get her on our side.

      Anger brewed inside Zack. I’m not going to help Malghana take over the Underworld. I want…

      What? You want to name yourself king? Lilly now glanced at him. You want to destroy any who oppose you?

      Zack’s jaw clenched. I don’t know. Everything is so complicated. He took a deep breath, pretending to still be looking over the mercs. I just want there to be peace, so I can make love to my harem and know that everyone is happy and content. And that includes out in the real world. I will fight anyone who is an obstacle to that peace, no matter who they are.

      He had Fawkes and Malghana in mind.

      The shapeshifter was silent as she studied the mercenaries. Then she finally replied, I’m bonded with you closer than even your own harem in many ways. I would never betray you, but then… if you mean to fight my mistress, I will be forced to help her, regardless of my feelings for you. Though it pains me to say it, she has power over me that cannot be easily broken.

      Even though it would take time before he cared as deeply for Lilly as he did the women in his harem, the thought of forcing the shapeshifter to make a painful choice between him or Malghana made him angry at himself. Lilly didn’t deserve to suffer because of him.

      Let’s just stick to the plan and see where it takes us.

      She smiled. I agree. Looking at all these strapping young men has put me in the mood for love. When we go back to Gwynn’s lair to spend the night, I want to have you again.

      Oh, yeah. Zack could hardly wait.

      He returned his attention to Pete as the Captain spoke. “You in or are you out?”

      Zack slowly nodded. “I’m in. We’ll hire all of you.”

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: Hire the mercenaries who will take you to Upper Underworld. This is the first step on your path to curing yourself.

      

        

      
        Rewards

        +6000xp

        300 meals

        An item for you or one member of your harem

      

        

      
        QUEST

        Objective: Now that you have hired the mercenaries, take a small force with you and head to Upper Underworld and kill Plague Lord Sihikarns. This raid boss is the next step on your path to your cure.

      

        

      
        Rewards

        +10000xp

        A tier 4 item for you and each member of your harem with you

        400 meals

        2x Health and Mana potions

      

      

      

      Zack accepted the new quest and quickly scanned the item rewards. There wasn’t anything useful for him, but Presela got:

      

      Padded Pink Assassination Gloves

      Don’t let the color fool you, these gloves have much blood on them. Ideal for the sensual assassin.

      +3 Dexterity

      +2 Strength

      +1 Endurance

      +5 Guile

      Physical Damage Reduction 3

      Magical Damage Reduction 3

      +15 damage when using Backstab

      

      "Now that's out of the way, let's get to the good stuff." Pete motioned Zack toward the main building. "I don't know about you, but all this wheeling and dealing has made me bloody thirsty. Time to crack a beer and have a spell."

      Shantar rolled her eyes. "In other words, you’re horny."

      Pete grinned. "Aye, that too. But luckily, I have a harem of hot sheilas to deal with that. I’ll root the lot of em’ until they can’t walk."

      "Are any of the girls available?" Amy asked, winking at Zack. “I wouldn’t mind having some girly fun in that pool of yours.”

      Zack nudged her in the side. "If you’re horny, have fun with Presela." He glanced at Lilly with a mischievous grin. "Or better yet, have Lilly turn into a snake and slither all over you." Who knows, I might find it a turn on.

      I know you will, Lilly replied. I’ll just try not to bite her.

      Presela shuddered. "Leave me out of this. I love making love to my harem sisters, but I don’t want to share my bed with a snake!"

      Amy gave Lilly a sidelong look. "I think I could ask her to turn into something better than a snake, maybe a… Betsy! Turn into Betsy and I’ll pleasure you all night long."

      Lilly chuckled. "I've never turned into her before, but I can try."

      Zack put his arm around Amy as Pete led them to the main building. “Why Betsy? Is that your way of saying you miss her?"

      Amy nodded once, suddenly subdued. “I hope she’s all right.”

      "So, do I." So, do I.
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      Pete slammed his can of beer on the table and pointed drunkenly at Zack. “Don’t let me catch ya looking at me fucking women again, you filthy yobbo fuck. It’s uphomers like you that give us blokes a bad rap.”

      Zack made a fist under the table. That was the tenth time the Captain had given him the same warning. And I still have no frigging idea what he’s saying half the time!

      The Captain’s harem women danced around the pool at the center of the room, while Zack, Amy, Presela, Lilly and Shantar ate dinner at a large table across from Pete. The dancing women were all scantily dressed, kissing one another, groping, and even making love to each other with long, pink dildos.

      It was hard not to watch the women at play. Some of them even came over and shoved their asses into Zack’s face!

      Shantar looked bored, Lilly distracted. Presela watched with some amusement, her hand under the table resting on Zack’s leg, her wine untouched. Amy on the other hand, had twice gotten up and danced with the women, kissing them, sucking their breasts and even pleasuring one with a dildo.

      The whole time Zack just wanted to get out of there, return to his room at Gwynn’s lair and give himself over to the pleasure of his own women. He was never a guy to sit back and watch naked women play around and not want to get involved. It just seemed pointless.

      One of the dancers left the pool and climbed on the table in front of him, legs wide, her pinkness spread open, her body glistening with water. Presela leaned against him to get a better look between the other woman’s legs. Amy licked her lips, looking right at the other woman’s pussy, a hungry grin spreading across her face.

      Zack tried not to look, yet it seemed that is exactly what the woman wanted him to do. Pete eyed him from over the rim of his beer can.

      The woman slid right up to Zack, reaching up to clasp his chin, gently trying to lower his face so he would look at her. Zack still didn’t react. He never took his eyes off Pete.

      One of the Captain’s hands slid under the table. Zack put his own hand under the table and rested it on his sword.

      He didn’t want to fight, yet that seemed to be the way things were heading. Not only could they all be killed if Pete called his mercenaries in from outside but getting into a fight also risked unleashing the monster inside him.

      And maybe this time, I won’t be able to stop it.

      Pete had been all smiles earlier. He’d insisted Zack and his women stay for dinner.

      Then he’d gotten drunk and shown nothing but hostility toward Zack. He was fine with all the women in the room, including Shantar, who he seemed to respect, and he was friendly with Amy, Presela and Lilly. He’d even thrown his old boot licker his dinner leftovers, the old man eagerly licking it off the floor.

      When it came to Zack, Pete acted like a total asshole.

      Zack had met Pete’s type before, though never in an NPC, just other players. Violent, depressive players who caused all sorts of problems when they were drunk. Ivan was one of these, though he was still an ass when he was sober.

      But Pete was worse than men like Ivan, as he had an army at his back. Zack assumed that by hiring the mercenaries, the game would force Pete to be civil, yet it seemed like the Captain had free will and could do whatever he liked.

      The sandbox nature of the Underworld on display once again.

      Can we go now? Zack asked Lilly in his head. He’d have just demanded to leave if he was only representing himself. He had allies to consider, and nothing was stopping the mercenaries from murdering him and the three women and keeping all the meals they’d handed over.

      They might even take them hostage and demand a ransom from Gwynn.

      And it wasn’t like Gwynn would send his army here to rescue them. The dragon was too much of a coward. He might not even pay a ransom!

      The mercenaries could do anything they liked, at least until Sulfurion or one of the other factions finished them off.

      Lilly reached over Amy and touched his leg. Remember, we need these mercs on our side. Just give it a little longer and we can leave. Pete’s getting tired and Shantar looks ready to carry him to bed herself. If we leave now, Pete will take offense and might order us killed.

      The woman on the table edged herself even closer to Zack, her body begging him to turn and look between her legs, to bury his face in her pink and pleasure her.

      He’d had enough. Zack stood, his chair tipping over and landing on the ground with a loud crash. “I need to go outside for some air.” He hadn’t meant to knock over the chair, but nothing he could do now.

      Pete was on his feet, sword half drawn. “You disrespect me in my own man cave? I give ya grub, let ya scull one beer after another, then you treat my sexy skimpies like pig shit and me like I’m a knuckle dragging dero prick from way’o the billio.”

      “I don’t even know what the fuck you’re saying.” Zack turned his back to the Captain and headed for the door. “I’ll be outside if you want to talk like a grown up.”

      Shantar hurried after him. “Wait, Zack, please stay. He’s just an idiotic drunken fool. Just sit down and let me deal with him.”

      “Shut ya yap, Bard,” Pete raged. “I’m the big wig here.”

      Zack spun around as he heard a woman scream.

      Pete had thrown his beer into the plates of uneaten food sitting in the center of the table, the remaining drink spilling over the woman who’d been flirting with Zack.

      No harm done, but her scream had turned the already hostile mood into an inferno.

      Pete drew his sword and brought out his plate armor from his Inventory and equipped it. Then he brought out a giant tower shield with a large metal spike sticking out of its center. He was the mercenary companies’ main tank, a Shield Warrior better geared than any but the highest-level raid tank in one of the hardcore guilds on the surface.

      Zack gripped the pommel of his sword, hefted his shield and waited. He wouldn’t draw the weapon until the other man moved to attack. It would only escalate things and there might still be a chance things could end without bloodshed.

      As Zack and Pete glared at one another, a dangerous silence fell over the room.

      Pete’s harem all cowered in the corner like frightened mice, while Zack’s women were edging their way toward him, hands on their weapons.

      The Captain held up a hand. “This is between Zack and me. Everyone else, keep out of the way and watch me put this ankle biter in his place.”

      Ten armed mercenaries entered the room, heading toward Zack’s companions. Zack motioned the women back to the table. There was no point in them getting themselves killed.

      “I don’t want to fight you,” Zack said to the Captain. “I’ve hired you to aid Lord Gwynn and I, not to pick a fight with me before we’ve even left camp.”

      “This has nothing to do with our contract. This is between you and me.”

      Zack gritted his teeth, still refusing to draw his sword. “I’m going outside. We both need to cool off a bit.”

      Pete took several steps toward him. “If you head out that door, we’re done. The contracts over. Now come here and face me like a man.”

      Shantar swore and tried to come forward but several of the mercenaries barred her path. They wore apologetic expressions but carried out their Captain’s orders. “Stop this, fool.” The goblin raged. “You said you wouldn’t do this to our customers again.”

      “I never said that,” Pete snarled. “He has to prove himself. Is he a man or is he a fucking ankle biter?”

      That’s what this was about. Pete testing Zack to see if he had any backbone.

      Zack was tired, his muscles ached, and he risked another monstrous episode. All he wanted was to leave and return to his bed at Gwynn’s lair, find out the news from Vanamore, make love to his harem and then get a good night’s sleep!

      As Pete took another menacing step forward, Zack finally drew his sword.

      There was no other option but to fight.
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      Pete was on Zack in less than a second.

      Zack took a heavy barrage of sword swings on his shield. Fucking hell.

      A fight with the leader of the mercenaries was the last thing he’d wanted.

      For starters, the Captain was a level 15 Shield Warrior, with more hit points than Zack, better stats, level 15 abilities (the best in the game) and he was far better at single target DPS, with more attack options as his disposal. Blademaster tanks like Zack were better suited for AOE tanking and DPS and lacked options when it came to single target attacks.

      Demon Strike and Devastate. That was all he had.

      But he would make do.

      Zack took a glancing blow to his right arm before leaping out of the other man’s reach.

      

      -46hp

      

      Not much damage, but then tanks weren’t known for their high DPS.

      Coupled with both men having high physical damage mitigation… Zack grimaced. The fight was going to be more a test of endurance and evasion skills than anything else.

      No insane damage numbers here.

      Tanking was men’s work. DPS was for the kids.

      Pete lunged after Zack, his weapon thrusting forward, his scarred face twisted into a hideous snarl. Zack dodged sideways and the sword sped past him, opening up the Captain’s right side to a counterattack.

      Zack got in a quick Demon Strike, then a Devastate, inflicting 76 damage combined, before Pete stopped his forward momentum and spun around, sword slashing through the air. Ducking under the attack, Zack drove his sword into Pete’s upper leg.

      His blade glanced off the other man’s plate armor, inflicting almost no damage. Zack dived to the side, rolling a few times, then leapt to his feet, already gasping for air, his weakness returning full force.

      Pete used the Warrior ability Thunder Strike and lunged forward to the sound of a thunderclap, the end of his sword speeding for Zack’s stomach.

      The blow struck Zack’s shield with a tremendous crack and knocked it aside, exposing Zack for several precious seconds. The Captain cheered as he popped Guardian Frenzy, the level 15 Shield Warrior burst damage ability.

      Before Zack could get out of the way, Pete got in several quick flurry attacks. Zack managed to use his Trinket’s Solid Shield ability, reducing the damage of the final three sword thrusts.

      

      -144hp

      

      Had Pete been a DPS warrior, Zack would’ve been ripped apart by that attack.

      Zack drank a Health Potion, wanting to keep his red bar topped off. Pete growled. “Only cowards use health pots.”

      “Only cowards attack people they out level.” Zack fired back.

      “Oh, poor baby.” Pete lunged for him, sword heading right for Zack’s face.

      Zack barely managed to duck under the incoming weapon, getting in Shield Slam before the Captain could get away.

      

      Inflicted 65 damage

      

      Pete’s hit points were insane, his health regeneration not bad either. How the fuck am I going to win this?

      Sucking in several quick breaths, Zack strafed sideways, trying to position Pete so that the Captain’s back was to the women watching at the table. Zack wanted to see what Amy, Presela and Lilly were doing and make sure they were safe.

      They couldn’t help, but he needed to make sure the women weren’t planning to do anything stupid.

      Nothing was stopping them attacking the Captain or his mercenaries. Presela and Lilly weren’t dumb enough to launch a suicidal attack, but Amy…

      Who knew?

      Pete positioned himself just as Zack had wanted him to. Now that he could see his three female companions, Zack’s rage returned instantly.

      One of the mercenaries held Amy pinned under his boot, while another held her arms so she couldn’t reach for her Wand. The rest of the mercenaries had Presela and Lilly walled in, both women trying to see Zack over their shoulders.

      Damn it. He reckoned Amy must have tried to step in but the mercenaries overwhelmed her before she could cast a spell. Her health was just under full, but the men holding her could end her life quickly if they wanted to. She was lightly armored, and her stomach was exposed to them.

      They could easily impale her to the floor, a blow that would kill her in moments.

      Zack’s muscles started to twitch, pain shooting from several places at once. Oh, shit. Not again.

      He focused on Pete, trying to suppress his rage, trying to forget about Amy. To help take his mind off her, he used Rapid Advance then charged around to get behind the Captain. The man tried to spin around, shield raised, but Zack struck him with a massive Demon Strike to the spine.

      

      Inflicted 109 damage

      

      Then he got most of a Criss Cross off before Pete knocked his blade aside. Zack head-butted him, then used his shield’s Revenge of the Dead ability.

      Spectral hands exploded out of Zack’s shield, grasping the Capitan, clawing at him, some inflicting damage even through his armor. Not much damage, but enough to make Pete lose himself to unbridled rage.

      “Go fuck yourself, you cheating prick.” He blindly lunged at Zack, smashing into him, ramming his forehead into the front of Zack’s helmet.

      

      -32hp

      

      The blow stunned Zack for a moment, long enough for the Captain to drag him to the ground.

      Pete had discarded his weapon now and simply pounded Zack with his plate armored fists, his eyes blazing with fury. His gauntlets had small metal spikes on them, and it wasn’t long before they knocked aside Zack’s helmet and buried themselves in his face.

      “I’m going to ram my fist down your throat and out your ass.” Pete drove his fist down again and again, Zack’s jaw crunching with each strike.

      Blood spurted from the puncture wounds on Zack’s face, his skull feeling like it was about to cave in. Closing his eyes to protect them, Zack tried to reposition his shield so that the spectral arms could grab hold of Pete.

      It worked. The arms clawed at the Captain and his flurry of punches was temporarily halted as he tried to bat them away.

      Zack brought his sword up over his head, an awkward maneuver while on his back on the floor. He hacked down, right into the center of Pete’s forehead. The blade clanged as it struck the Captain’s helmet, but the blow inflicted some damage and better yet, made Pete topple backward.

      Grabbing one of Pete’s legs, Zack thrust his sword between the man’s legs and into the area between his balls and his ass.

      The blade penetrated Pete’s armor, the tip sinking in several inches, inflicting bonus damage as that area counted as a back stab.

      

      Inflicted 197 damage

      

      The sword sank more than an inch into Pete’s flesh and inflicted an Arterial Bleed debuff that would whittle down more of his health. Pete cried out in both horror and agony, then rolled off Zack, ripping free Zack’s blood smeared sword.

      Now that the other man’s weight was off him, Zack got to his knees and slashed Pete’s legs with Sweeping Arc.

      

      Inflicted 43 damage

      

      The Captain wailed as he rolled away and out of the reach of the spectral arms and Zack’s sword.

      Zack went after him, his face covered in blood, head aching. By the time he got to the other man, Pete was back on his feet, blood gushing down his leg. He’d left his weapon on the ground behind Zack, but he still held his shield.

      Being a main tank, Pete would have a backup weapon.

      “You’re going to fucking die for that.” The Captain glanced down. “What sort of arsehole does this to another man? It’s just wrong on so many levels.”

      Zack sneered. “A man who will do anything to win.”

      Pete looked up, then brought his hands together and cracked his knuckles. “Oh, I see how it is. All bets are off now, mate. There are no rules anymore.” He bared his teeth. “This fight is to the death.”

      “Stop, you fucking moron,” Shantar cried. “The wound will heal, they always do. Stop being a brainless idiot and end this. Zack has proved he can fight. Just let it end.”

      “He has done nothing but insult me and my harem,” Pete snapped. “Even his offer of meals for payment was a fucking travesty!” He spat a gob of phlegm Zack’s way. “Who do you think we are, mate? A bunch of pot-bellied, bow-legged, flano-wearing, boozed-up bogans who haven’t got a brass whazoo to their name?”

      “I think your company is the best merc company there is.” Zack sneered. “But you’re a deadbeat holding it down because no one understands the shit that spews out of your mouth.”

      “Rhaah,” Pete roared, then reached for his backup weapon. “Hoons like you don’t get to speak to me like that.”

      The Captain drew forth a one-handed mace, the weapon as black as obsidian and wreathed in a dark, purple-black flame.

      “I plucked this little beauty out of the Murk.” Pete clanged the mace against his shield. “She’s imbued with death magic and will suck the soul right out of your body and banish you from this world.” He started forward. “Once I’m done with you, your scrags will join my harem for the rest of their lives. They’re gonna learn what a real man is capable of in the sack.”

      Hearing his women threatened like that brought on Zack’s rage like the roof of a vast cavern cascading down in a cave in, crushing all under its weight.

      A red haze descended over him, his health bar and that of the three women gone with it. Zack lost himself to the rage.

      Before he knew it, he had stripped naked, his muscles convulsing as they changed shape, his fingers stretching into long bony claws, his field of view narrowing so that only Pete was visible.

      Zack looked up at the roof to scream in agony, but the sound that came out was anything but human.

      It was the sound of a monster, roaring its fury into the wind.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          

      

    

    







            Fallen

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack lowered his face, claws clicking together as they opened and closed.

      Pete raised his shield, backing away, eyes wide. The screams of women and of the mercenaries barely registered to Zack as he started toward the Captain.

      Rage consumed him, became his very existence. Rage and pain and along with them, an insatiable hunger to kill and eat the flesh of his victims.

      A man charged him from the side, slashing his sword, cutting across Zack’s scaled hide. Zack’s monstrous claws swiped across the man’s chest, tearing through his mail armor and into the soft, juicy flesh beneath, unleashing a torrent of red.

      The man fell screaming, Zack’s claws cracking open his ribcage and tearing out his lungs. No numbers came up, no kill notification, only satisfaction at the feel of warm blood spurting over him.

      Through the rage, he came to understand what lurked inside him. A dark spirit that had escaped from the Murk.

      He saw the spirit, a black, twisted thing, a dark cloud slowly spreading throughout his body. How had it escaped the Murk? Why was it inside Zack?

      As if in answer, Zack saw images and understood what they meant.

      He saw how the dark spirit escaped the land of the dead to haunt the living.

      A member of a forgotten race of humanoids from the Deep that lived during the golden age of the empire of Iphoral had accidentally opened a door leading to the Murk and set the dark spirit free.

      Up until the door was open, the Nesharene had lived peacefully inside one of the giant mushroom forests scattered throughout the Deep. Then one of their kind unwittingly let loose the dark spirits who languished in the hellish sulfuric fog of the Murk. The Nesharene race became possessed, driven mad by the endless suffering of the dark spirits who possessed their bodies and corrupted their flesh.

      Now one of these powerful, tormented spirits was inside Zack. The same spirit that had corrupted one of the Nesharene and turned it into the Karzel, then made it birth the Deep Ones and bring an end to great Iphoral.

      The Karzel was now dead, but the primeval, vengeful spirit that had created it, lived on.

      Through the haze of red and the narrowed vision, Zack caught sight of Amy, Presela and Lilly. All three women were on the other side of the table from him, mouths agape, horror in their eyes.

      I’m sorry, I tried to fight it. Get out of here why you still can.

      Then the rage returned in an overwhelming avalanche. Kill them. Kill everyone and everything you hold dear. Only then, will you be free.

      The words were spoken in his own inner voice, but they weren’t his, they belonged to the spirit corrupting him, turning him into a monster.

      He had to fight the rage, had to take back his body.

      But how? The rage was overwhelming, the dark spirit everywhere inside him.

      Something hard struck Zack in the stomach and sent pain shooting throughout his body. He spun around and found Pete swinging at him with his mace.

      Before Zack could move, the Murk-infused weapon smashed against his arm. Zack bellowed as he felt his arm bone crack, his flesh burning as the purple-black flames rising from the weapon seared his scaled hide.

      The Captain went to strike him in the face with a savage downward swing, but Zack knocked the weapon aside, then slashed at Pete’s stomach with his claws. Pete leapt out of reach, using a Warrior Defensive ability called Back Step, that allowed him to back away instantly to avoid damage.

      Zack went after him, roaring in fury, driven mad by rage.

      This is not madness, this is revenge, the dark spirit said in Zack’s own inner voice. Death is eternal, as is the pain that comes with it. Life must be extinguished so that the dead can be forgotten. Only when there is no one left to remember them, can the dead pass from memory and be free of their eternal suffering.

      The voice paused for a few heartbeats. Now, succumb to my rage. Let your body become my instrument of revenge, let it free the dead from their pain, let it wipe the memories that keep them trapped in their torment.

      Go fuck yourself, Zack snarled, swiping at Pete and hitting the table instead, sending plates of food bouncing to the floor. I’m not succumbing to anything. I’ll fight you to the end.

      His vision started to blacken, his connection with his body fading.

      The Karzel was my instrument of revenge, the Deep Ones spreading out to silence the living. Zack’s scaled body convulsed as he sought to drive out the dark spirit inside. You will become my new Karzel. You killed my first host, now your body must take its place. Under my control, it will birth new Deep Ones and use them to silence the memories of the living.

      Fuck, Zack screamed. Get out of me. Get out. Leave me alone.

      It is too late. These women here with us, the ones you love, they shall be our egg bearers, the mothers who will birth our Deep Ones. His eyes focused on Amy and Presela. Their wombs will fill with our seed, and the Deep Ones will spill forth from their loins to smother the memories of the living.

      Leave them alone!

      Zack reckoned this shit was fucked up. It was like being dragged to the gallows by a pack of cyborg cops, with no chance of escaping them.

      No. He was already at the gallows with the noose around his neck, just waiting for the floor to come out from under him so that he would fall and snap his neck.

      Death was inevitable.

      You. Are. Mine.

      The dark spirit’s voice was the last thing Zack heard before darkness took him.
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      A computerized female voice spoke.

      

      Error 4521: Priority 1 ALERT

      Player 77732B** sent to area ###561 ver.0.5 without meeting criteria and against prime directive

      Priority error will be reported to system management personnel as follows:

      

      LOG ###

      

      Error 4521: Priority 1 ALERT

      Unable to prevent player 77732B** entering area ###561 ver.0.5 without meeting criteria and against upper directive

      Scanning for hostile interference…

      Scanning…

      No recognized insurgent triggers. No signs system has been compromised

      System management personal have clearance to administer lethal injection to player 77732B**

      Recommended Actions: Terminate Player 77732B** Immediately!

      

      END LOG

      

      Log sending…

      

      Please wait…

      Please wait…

      

      Alert: Server Mail System overridden by Global Administrator

      Log will auto delete

      Status: System management personnel will no longer receive this Log

      

      Please wait…

      

      Player transfer complete!

      

      Log Deleted

      

      What the hell was all that about?

      Before Zack could think anything else, another message appeared.

      

      Entering restricted area ###561 ver.0.5

      

      Zack found himself standing in a blighted, volcanic land choking in dense, gray fog. The heat was unbearable, his flesh feeling like it was being seared from his bones.

      Yet, he couldn’t scream, couldn’t double over in agony, for he couldn’t move. His body was on lockdown.

      As he stared out into the murky world around him, his heart pounded in his chest.

      He knew where he was.

      The Murk, the Underworld’s version of hell.

      Dark shapes darted through the choking mist, coming and going like a mad colony of bees. Instead of insectoid buzzing wings, the shapes let out hideous, gut-wrenching screams of anguish that someone slowly burning alive might make.

      One flew past Zack and he saw it had a face. That of a human woman of middle years, her face twisted with unspeakable suffering. Only after it had sped by him did he realize he knew who that face had belonged to.

      Sonja.

      The woman who had her reverse harem taken from her by Fawkes.

      But how did she end up here? Was she really dead? Is this where players who weren’t from the center of the City went when they died in the Underworld?

      The thought was truly terrifying, as was the idea that the crippling searing pain he felt now, would be his eternal future. If it was his future, it wouldn’t be long before he became one of the darting spirits lost in the fog, screaming in agony for an end to his suffering.

      What sort of sick fuck would make a place like this?

      Other faces shot by him, some human, others goblin and Qui’irl, while others belonged to races he didn’t recognize. The dead of all the NPC races of the Underworld, sent here to suffer.

      The Murk. A human-made digital hell that existed for no other purpose than to inflict pain.

      Zack tried to use Shield of Stone but found none of his abilities would work. His Inventory was gone, as were his health bar and the bars showing the status of his harem women.

      They were all things living players would need, not ones exiled to the Murk.

      Zack was alone, his body in the possession of a dark spirit who had escaped the Murk and sought to end the suffering of the dead. Only by extinguishing the memories of those who remembered the dead, would the darting spirits shooting by Zack be able to be put to rest. The infected under the control of the Deep Ones were the dark spirit’s weapons in its war to exterminate life.

      Strange. The Taswaio had wanted the exact opposite to the dark spirit inside Zack. It had sought revenge for being forgotten. Not all the spirits here wanted to be wiped away. Most likely yearned to live again, free of pain and suffering.

      But how had the Taswaio escaped the Murk? Who had set it free? Was it one of the other spirits who escaped when the Nesharene accidentally opened the door to the spirit realm?

      It didn’t matter. For now, he needed to take a moment to think.

      Zack didn’t understand the computerized voice that had spoken while he was being sent here, but from what he could gather, someone called the Global Administrator had interfered with the game’s programming and allowed it to send him into the Murk. It seemed this same person might have prevented him from being executed by lethal injection.

      Did that make them a friend? An ally? If so, why send me to this fucking place?

      Who was this administrator? Could Fawkes wield such power over the Underworld while living permanently inside the game?

      Maybe. He had sent Presela into the void to rescue Zack from the Janitor. He could also portal around and had some control over NPCs, as he had shown with Margery and Amy, when he activated her Ice Barrier ability. And he can watch what’s going on through that witch’s cauldron…

      Zack was surprised to find himself as he normally looked. Young, human and wearing his mail armor. It beat being one of those spirit faces.

      After a few minutes of struggle, Zack finally managed to move. Not much, just a few steps.

      He took another few steps, managing to suppress the burning pain threatening to overwhelm him. Now that he could walk, he had to find a way out of the Murk before he became one of the suffering spirits dwelling there.

      Zack walked in a random direction through the dense, choking fog. He hadn’t gone far, when an orange light flared to his left. A moment later, came the roar of a volcanic eruption.

      Heat washed over him, adding to the temperature of the already stifling air. He moved away from the glow and the air became cooler.

      Zack wandered through the mist with no objective in mind, lost like the darting spirits. The ground was hard volcanic rock that had formed into endless solid waves, like that of a lake frozen in time.

      As he made his way over the crest of one of the waves, he nearly walked into a deep, yawning fissure. He stepped away from the edge, then peered into its depths.

      Lava writhed far below him, the superheated rock above it steaming as it slowly melted. As a violent tremor shook the ground, lava billowed upward through the fissure, heading right for him.

      Zack raced away and down the other side of the wave. After a few steps, he accidentally tripped over a rock and fell head-over-heels to the base of the slope. When he came to a stop, he got up and raced on, molten lava spurting into the air behind him.

      Droplets of orange splattered around him as he ran, the spirits of the dead racing away as they fled the intense heat and spreading ash. Eventually, Zack escaped the molten orange rain and slowed his pace, pain buffeting every inch of his body.

      The pain was worse now. Far worse. And growing worse still.

      Zack struggled not to give into the pain, to not let it consume him. He staggered forward, then up another rise, then another, bypassing a pool of lava. He headed toward a glow in the distance, this one shining white.

      Could it be a way out?

      The white glow grew brighter as he drew closer to its source. Soon, he came to the edge of a massive cliff overlooking a vast emptiness. The darting spirits didn’t venture here, as if they avoided this area.

      Dismissing his fear, Zack peered down into the darkness and found the source of the light. A giant white circle in the black, like a window into heaven. As Zack focused on the light, he saw…

      Men in white lab coats hunched over computers.

      A massive face appeared in the circle of light, peering up at him coldly, then it moved back a few steps. What the hell? He was looking at a man dressed in a dark blue military uniform with colored badges spread over the left side of his chest.

      Zack recognized the uniform immediately. The stranger inside the circle was a high-ranking officer in the Oligarchies’ army. The man didn’t seem to see him, or the hellish landscape behind him. He simply stared for a few moments, then moved out of view.

      Zack stepped back, mind racing. What was he looking at?

      He tried to make out more details in the room inside the circle of light. Other than the men at the computers, he saw a potted plant and the picture of a sunrise on the wall above the monitors. Ordinary stuff, at least if you worked in an office in the center of the City.

      Then Zack heard a woman’s voice. A moment later, a pretty thirty something woman in a lab coat appeared in the circle of light, her eyes on someone out of his view. “His status hadn’t changed until around two hours ago.” She glanced into the light, and like the man before her, didn’t seem to see Zack. “His vitals are all in the red. Blood pressure is holding at 191/112 after we injected him with arterial relaxants.”

      Who the hell was she?

      “And the game server’s AI interface hasn’t told you what is happening? Where is he located? What was he doing when this started?” It was a man’s voice, deep and scolding. Probably, the officer Zack had just seen.

      The woman flinched, lowering her face. “We lost sight of him weeks ago and have struggled to keep up with his progress. Since that man…” The woman shifted from one foot to the other. “Since that man took possession of Zack’s experimental harem, all our trackers have gone haywire. Someone gave Zack access to decoy bots and they have compromised our ability to track the target or any of the NPCs with him. Even the female player is lost to us.”

      There was a tense pause, then, “I will hold you personally responsible if he dies. Do you hear me? We need him now, more than ever.”

      “Yes, sir.” The woman lifted her face in a small act of defiance. “With all due respect. Everything has gone to hell in the Underworld raid zone. We have no idea what is happening, and nor can we control it.” She shook her head. “The zone is still in alpha and my colleagues and I are far from understanding how it all works. Even the developers working on Aralia Online are baffled by what Fawkes and his dev team created. The level of sophistication, is, well, it’s without equal.”

      She glanced into the circle again. “No one should have been sent there until we knew what we were dealing with, least of all the children of the Oligarchs who treat it like a toy.”

      “The council has its reasons for doing what they did,” the man growled. “Now, shut up and do your job. Make sure this man doesn’t die or you will die with him.”

      “We are doing our best.” The woman took a deep breath. “Sir.”

      The man must have walked away as she turned to look into the light, her eyes filling with tears. “Please don’t die,” she whispered. “I have a family who needs me.”

      It dawned on Zack what he might be looking at. The circle of light was a window into the real world.

      He was looking out of the game world at the faces of the people who were keeping his unconscious body prisoner.

      The woman and the men behind her worked for the Oligarchy.

      But the woman didn’t look evil. If anything, she looked like someone way out of her depth, desperately trying to do her job while under threat of her own life.

      Zack thought through what the strangers had just said. It seemed like the devs and the people inside the circle had lost track of Zack after the Janitor had interfered with things and the G Man had sent decoys of Zack and his harem to the location of one of the Janitor’s assassination targets.

      Just as interesting, was it seemed like the devs weren’t the ones behind all the factional chaos.

      Either it was simply the sandbox nature of the Underworld playing itself out, or it was all being directed by someone with power over the game. Maybe the Global Administrator who’d intervened to save him earlier.

      Zack was growing more certain that Fawkes was the one responsible for everything that was going on in the Underworld. Maybe he’d even had Zack possessed by the dark spirit to bring him down to the Murk to see this window into the real world. But for what purpose?

      The woman lowered her eyes and walked out of view.

      After a few moments, one of the men at the computers turned and seemed to stare right at Zack. The man’s lips formed into a sneering grin, then he stuck two fingers together and made them look like the barrel of a gun. He pretended to shoot his fake finger gun at Zack, mouthing ‘bang’ as he did so.

      Before Zack could get a better look at him, the circle of light faded into nothing.

      What. The. Hell?

      A computerized voice broke through the silence that followed.

      

      Transferring Player 77732B** to area ###345 ver.0.9

      Player Transfer complete!

      Please stand by…

      

      Then Zack was back in the dining room, facing Pete, the man standing in front of Amy, Presela, Lilly and the guitar wielding Shantar, along with the rest of the women who’d been present during dinner.

      Zack was naked, covered in blood and gore. Bodies were strewn all around him, many torn into ragged pieces.

      Pete held his mace over his shoulder, his shield held defensively before him.

      Zack studied his claws, shocked by the amount of blood on them. As he watched, the claws grew smaller, until they formed back into a human hand.

      His own hand.

      He looked up at Pete, then Amy, Presela and Lilly. His knees gave out. They watched him fall, none of them moving to help.

      Then reality hit like a stone hurled into his face.

      While he’d been cast into the Murk, the dark spirit had slaughtered the mercenaries as they tried to defend their Captain and the women. Pete and Shantar were all that remained of the mercs in the room, and they were backed into a corner, ready to defend Zack’s women and Pete’s harem with their lives.

      Zack sobbed. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t. I didn’t—”

      “Fair dinkum? You’re sorry? That’s all you got?” Pete spat at him. “Look, matey, there’s no backing down from this one.”

      The Captain stepped forward, his mace ready to bust open Zack’s skull. “Time to put you down like the sick fucking animal you are.”
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      Zack didn't try to stand as Pete headed toward him.

      The Captain readied his mace to splatter Zack’s brains. Zack looked up at him, part of him believing he deserved to die for what he’d done. Butchering the mercenaries, threatening to kill everyone in the room, including the women he loved.

      But could he blame himself? The dark spirit was the one in control when Zack’s malformed body had killed the mercenaries. He himself wasn’t aware of what happened until he’d returned from the Murk.

      Amy and Presela screamed his name and tried to race forward but were held back by Shantar and Pete’s harem. Zack refused to look at anyone but the Captain. He couldn’t bear to look his women in the eye.

      He felt ashamed, violated. The dark spirit could have killed them, and they’d have died thinking it was me inside the monster, tearing them apart with my claws.

      Pete stopped a few feet from Zack, studying him, as if hesitating to go through with the execution. The man's eyes burned with rage, his teeth clenched, his body tense, his mace ready to shatter Zack's skull.

      Why hesitate? He wants me dead. Why am I still alive?

      Then Zack realized what had happened. Shantar had used a Metelhead Bard stun on the captain.

      

      Pause the Music: A musical note that stuns a target for 1 second per level of the casting Bard

      

      In this case, the stun would last 15 seconds as the goblin woman was max level.

      Shantar came forward, glaring at her Captain. "Use your frigging head for once, fool. This man gave us a fortune in meals. Think who he works for." The goblin moved in front of Pete, blocking his view of Zack. "I’ll not allow our mercenary company to make enemies as powerful as Lord Gwynn, nor will I watch us lose such a wealthy client over stupid male dick measuring shitfuckery like I’ve witnessed tonight."

      She pointed at Zack, her eyes still on Pete. “If you still want to kill him once my stun wears off, then you’ll have to kill me too.”

      Finally, the Captain could move. He lowered his mace, teeth bared. "You saw what he became and what he did to my men. He was a gibbering monster, for fuck’s sake."

      "I saw, and I see him now. He's no longer a monster.” She glanced at the corpses. “Oh, and these dead men on the floor… you know they’ll soon be replaced." She snarled. “Even now, I bet ten brand spanking new fighters have come into camp from the northern tunnels. Just as always happens when some of us are killed.”

      Zack took that as meaning fresh mercenaries spawned in from somewhere out in the tunnels to replace the ones who’d died. They must spawn outside of the camp to prevent anyone from seeing them appear out of nowhere.

      Even knowing the dead NPCs around him were replaced so easily, didn’t take away from the fact he… No. The dark spirit! Had killed them to begin with.

      He felt sorry for them, but also terrified at what he’d become and his lack of control over it. That could be Amy dead down there, or Presela or Lilly.

      If it had been, he’d have begged Pete to kill him. Hell, he’d have killed himself.

      Zack’s three companions finally came forward, Pete's harem women calling for them to come back. "He is infected with a disease he caught from the Karzel," Presela said to Pete and Shantar, ignoring the pleading women. "We fought the leader of the Deep Ones, the Karzel, and as it died, it put a curse on Zack that turns him into a monster."

      "That is why we are here." Lilly went to stand next to Shantar, blocking Pete’s path to Zack. "We hired you to not only fight for Lord Gwynn, but to also send a small detachment of mercs to Upper Underworld to help us fight Plague Lord Sihikarns.”

      “The Plague Lord?” The Captain looked confused. “I thought we were going to war against Sulfurion.”

      “Behind that boss is a woman named Ilari. She will tell Zack how he can rid himself of the Karzel’s curse."

      Pete looked over her shoulder at Zack. "You killed the Karzel? Got any proof of that, mate?"

      Amy knelt next to Zack and put her arm around him. He didn't turn to her, still feeling guilty about what had happened. I should have been strong enough to stop the spirit before it took over me. It could have killed her. It could have—

      "Show him the mini Karzel pet,” Amy whispered into his ear.

      Zack didn't react to her words for several long moments. He felt numb, the pain of his stretched and strained muscles throbbing in the background, his weariness threatening to put him to sleep.

      When he didn’t show anything to prove the kill, Pete growled, then shoved past Shantar and Lilly, knocking both women to the ground. "Let me at him."

      Amy let go of Zack and raised her left arm, Wand in hand, ready to blast the Captain with her magic.

      Pete was about to attack her, when two daggers burst through his chest. He looked down at them with a befuddled look, his blood spurting from the wounds. A huge chunk of his health was taken out, as he was attacked unexpectedly from behind.

      Then Presela's face appeared over his shoulder. She whispered something into his ear, licking her lips, her glowy orange eyes narrowed to slits.

      Pete dropped the mace, and it landed on the gore splattered floor with a loud clang. He fell to his knees, the daggers withdrawing from his chest. Blood gushed down his armor, pooling under him.

      But he was far from dead. Over 283 hit points remained.

      He looked at Zack, his face twitching. "A little flappy bird told me that you’re awesome in bed and bring nothing but pleasure to the women you love. It also told me that I’m to say sorry to you and promise never to try to kill you again. So, without further ado: I’m so sorry, my lordly, godly, king and pray you can forgive me."

      Pete shuffled forward. "Now please, let me kiss your feet like the King you are. I am unworthy, but I need to show you how submissive I am to your greatness. I’m no better than pig shit compared to you."

      Zack and Amy both stared at the Captain in amazement.

      WTF is this? He reckoned Pete’s AI must have been bugging out or something.

      Presela blew Zack a kiss. "Sounds like he's blooming had a change of heart. Can’t say I blame him…” She winked. “My king."

      Pete finally reached Zack and started trying to kiss his feet. Zack drew back from the man. "Sorry, I don't swing that way." When he was out of Pete’s reach, he added, “Can someone tell me what the hell is happening?”

      It seemed Shantar and Lilly were equally confused, as both women stared at the Captain open mouthed.

      Amy burst out laughing. "I know what happened." She patted Zack on the arm. "Presela used her race specific Beguile ability on him, just like she did on me not long after we met."

      The succubus fluttered her wings. "Yes, I did, but it won’t last forever. Zack, I suggest you get your clothes on and ready yourself for combat. In the meantime…" Presela wore an evil grin. “I’m going to have some fun.”

      Pete got to his feet and started undressing until he was naked. Then he made his way over to his harem, fell to his knees and started telling his own women what an asshole he was and that they deserve better than him.

      The women all looked at the Captain like he was a ghost, their faces pale, eyes wide.

      With Amy and Lilly’s help, Zack climbed to his feet, then collected his armor, sword and shield. When he was dressed, Shantar and Lilly came up to him.

      "Tell me that won't happen again," the goblin said.

      "I can't promise it won't." Zack sucked in a deep breath. "That was far worse than what happened the first time I lost myself."

      Lilly squeezed his hand, giving him emotional support. “The monster you saw.” Zack gripped his sword as he came to grips with his guilt and fear. “It only comes when I’m fighting for my life. I can feel it inside me, feel the pain it brings, but right now, it is dormant." He hugged Amy. "I can control it as long as I’m not forced into a fight."

      For now, human, but I shall return to reclaim you, the dark spirit warned. Life must be extinguished.

      Zack tried not to show his fear to the women as the dark spirit had spoken. He went to answer it, but then remembered Lilly might hear him and learn that the spirit was there. It would cause her to worry about him more than she already did.

      Shantar studied him. "So, this cure. It will stop you turning into a monster?"

      Zack frowned. Malghana had called it a cure, but what could cure being possessed by an evil spirit? An exorcism? He had no idea.

      The only cure to rid me from your body is death. But know, if you die, I shall possess one of the women with you and they shall become my instrument of revenge. The dark spirit laughed. And they lack the strength of will that you do. They won’t be able to stop me from turning them into my new Karzel.

      Lilly answered the goblin for him. "Yes, it will stop him from becoming a monster. I serve the Black Witch, Malghana. She was the one who told us to head to Upper Underworld to find this cure."

      Zack glowered at Pete. “What should we do with him? I can’t travel to Upper Underworld with him around. He might try to pick a fight with me and bring out the monster again.”

      Shantar rolled her eyes at Pete. “I shall lead the mercs who come with you. We only need a small force with us, so what do you mean to do with the rest of the company? Are they all going to fight Sulfurion?”

      “We need your mercs broken into three divisions,” Lilly said. “The smaller part will travel with us to Upper Underworld, another will go to Gwynn, but a third force will be sent to aid King Osmos, the new king of the goblins who fights to rebuild his shattered home and hold back Sulfurion and the scattered remnants of the Deep Ones.”

      “Osmos…” Shantar looked away. “He died a few years ago at the Abyss and his remaining sons died not long after that.”

      “That is the new king’s kingly name, for he was a son of Osmos, a man who went into a self-imposed exile,” Zack said. “His childhood name was Ishold and he has some training as a Witch Doctor.”

      Shantar snapped her head around to face him. “Ishold! How did he—” Her mouth snapped shut.

      “You know him?” Zack noticed Shantar’s green skin had gone pale.

      She took several long seconds to compose herself. “No, not really. I don’t hear much news from my people and learning they have a new king surprised me.” She turned away, hefting her guitar. “I better see to our Captain before that bleed he has kills him.”

      Zack shared a look with his three women. Presela shrugged. “I think there’s history between her and Ishold.”

      “Yeah.” Zack watched Shantar as she ordered the harem women to go find a healer. Why was a lone goblin here among humans? Was she an exile?

      “You need sleep,” Amy said. “Are we ready to leave? I want you inside me before you pass out from exhaustion!”
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      They ported back to Gwynn’s lair to spend the rest of the night in their own beds (and to mess around a bit before passing out from exhaustion!). Before Zack went to sleep (and made love to his women), he reported to the dragon and Malghana and filled them in on what had happened.

      He left out the part about seeing the Murk, the window to the real world and never mentioned the dark spirit inside him. When he was away from Lilly and even Presela, he would tell Amy. Not that he didn’t trust Presela, it was just that Fawkes might hear what he said in front of her. And as to Lilly, he wasn’t sure about her yet. She might pass everything on to Malghana.

      With all that out of the way, Zack turned his attention to the most important subject of all. “Any news of Vanamore?” He was eager to hear something. Anything.

      “Betsy has secured the town, built makeshift walls and has held them against several determined enemy assaults,” Malghana said.

      “Walls?” Zack couldn’t imagine Vanamore with walls.

      “She ordered them built out of materials salvaged from houses at the edge of the town and stone slabs hastily chiseled from the walls of the cavern. The walls are sturdy enough but will not hold the enemy back forever.”

      The male messenger who’d brought the dire news from Vanamore near a week ago stepped forward. “I have just come from there.” He saluted Zack. “You have taught her well. The people of Vanamore cheer her name and call her General Betsy.” The messenger grinned. “They say that she will deliver them from evil, that if their walls shall fall, she will lead them to salvation. She fights when needed, tends to the wounded afterward and keeps spirits high. She gives us hope.” The messenger was clearly in love with Betsy.

      Zack felt a deep sense of pride hearing how well Betsy was doing, though found it all a little hard to imagine. Maybe he’d underestimated just how far Betsy had come.

      But, man did he wish he was there to see her shine. His love for her eased the pain of his mutation, made him feel like things weren’t so dire.

      “And Queen Missy and Anita?” He asked.

      “Queen Missy tends to the sick and wounded alongside her old servant, Margery. Night and day, they work, never tiring. And Anita, she is always wherever the fighting is thickest, leading the charge, crushing the skulls of the enemies under her boots or hanging them on spikes from the wall.”

      Now that was something Zack could easily envision.

      He learned nothing more of importance, so turned to head back to his room to spend the night. Tomorrow, they would return to Mercenary Hold and begin the journey to Upper Underworld. Pete had been sent with his part of the mercenary army to aide Ishold, the second part had been sent here to Gwynn’s lair and should arrive within a few days.

      The third and smallest part, waited for Zack back at the mercenary camp. This group would be led by Shantar and act as Zack’s raid group.

      As Zack left Gwynn’s hall and passed through the library, heading for the living area, a woman approached him. After a few long seconds of studying her, he recognized the woman as the messenger from the fallen village of Fipan that he’d briefly seen some time ago.

      The young woman nodded in greeting. "I am most pleased to meet you, my lord. I've heard all about the exploits of you and your female lovers. I wish…” She fidgeted with her simple brown robe. “Well, it doesn't matter now."

      "I'm sorry to hear what happened to your people," Zack said.

      The woman nodded slowly, glancing back at Gwynn and Malghana who seemed to be having a heated argument. "There’s nothing anyone could have done, Khalheron’s Blackiron Dwarves came at us so suddenly.” Her shoulders slumped. “I came here for help but have gotten none. Now my people are all dead and I’m all that is left."

      Zack didn’t know what else to say to her other than repeating that he was sorry and that he wished he could have been there to help. Her eyes watered, so he gave her a hug and let her cry into his shoulder. What she had gone through was an unspeakable outrage. NPC or not, her grief was real.

      As he held her, his thoughts turned to her situation. He found it odd that Khalheron had sent his minions to attack Fipan, a settlement in Middle Underworld. Yet, the rest of the dragon’s forces were down here in Lower Underworld and attacking Vanamore.

      What could the dragon want in the village? Why split his forces?

      If Khalheron planned to lay conquest to Middle Underworld, it would put him in conflict with Sulfurion. As far as Zack knew, Gwynn's brother wasn’t working with his sister, nor had his forces up there moved beyond Fipan.

      Zack let the woman go and she stepped back, wiping her eyes. "Was there anything important in your village? Why was it attacked?"

      The woman sniffed. "I don’t know, my lord. It lay near the edge of Middle Underworld, maybe that was the reason. The dragon’s evil minions dug through the edge of the Underworld from the regions beyond." She grimaced then brushed back, her dark hair, her features hardening. “In the end, evil doesn’t need a reason to kill the weak. Next time, I want to be ready for it. I want to be a hero, like you and the women you love.”

      Zack studied her. The woman was beautiful, fit and strong. She might have once been a simple peasant, but to have seen the things she’d seen and to have survived the journey to Gwynn from Middle Underworld in one piece, meant she was resourceful. She had everything needed to become a warrior, except weapons and the skills to wield them.

      The woman shrugged. "In the end, I don't know what the dragon wanted from us. We were simple people. Farmers, herders, leather workers and devout Priests. Only a few of us knew how to fight."

      "One day, I hope I can avenge your people,” Zack said, gripping the hilt of his sword. “The dragon that attacked your village is now attacking my home. Vanamore."

      "I heard." She lowered her eyes. "Would that I could help. But I’m no fighter."

      The pain on her face made Zack want to help her in some way. "Here, listen. I will give you a weapon and some armor. What interests you? Magic or swords or bows?"

      She looked up in surprise. "You… You would help me?"

      "Yes, I will give you whatever you need to protect yourself from the evil. I have plenty of spare items in my Inventory that are of no use to me anymore."

      The woman studied him, then a light appeared in her eyes. "Give me a Wand."

      He handed her one of Amy's old Wands. The woman took it and slashed it in the air a few times, then pointed it at the ground and tried to fire it.

      Nothing happened.

      She sighed. "I’ll find someone here to train me how to use it."

      "What type of armor would you like to wear?" Zack had all sorts of crap in his Inventory.

      She lowered the Wand. "I think I want to be a healer and warrior, all at once. What armor could I wear if I became something like that?"

      Zack thought on this. Priests could wear cloth and latex, and could wield daggers and wands, along with staves and had offensive spells. Maybe she could become a Priest. But she would need to decide if she wanted to be a healer or DPSer, as being both would reduce her effectiveness in battle.

      With Missy gone, he could do with a healer in his harem right now. But the woman hadn’t chosen her class yet, and when she did, she would start at level 1. Maybe one day, she’d be able to join him in battle, but she would have to work hard to reach a level where she would not be a liability to his group.

      He told her about Priests and how she would have to choose what was more important to her. Healing or dealing damage.

      She put the Wand away and shook his hand. "Thank you, my lord, I shall not forget this." Her smile warmed his heart. "A Priest. I shall be a Priest of Dhakkan, the Creator Serpent and will heal those who fight evil.”

      Zack liked her spirit. "A healer it is then. By the way, what's your name? You never said."

      "Tasha. My name is Tasha." She gave him an awkward salute. “Next time we meet, I’ll be a true healer and be able to stand by your side as you head into battle.”

      He saluted her back, doubting she would reach level 10 or above any time soon. “Hop to it then. I look forward to meeting you again and seeing how far you’ve come.”

      With a delighted grin, Tasha raced away and disappeared into the library.

      Zack headed to his room. When he got there, he found Amy, Presela and Lilly naked on his bed, their legs open, their bodies ready for his love.

      Grinning, he shut the door, no longer feeling half as tired. “So, who wants me first?”
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      Early the following day, Zack stood before the imposing ancient staircase that would take him to one of the fragments of Upper Underworld.

      Great. I’m tired and sore and it’s still early in the morning. How am I going to climb this?

      The stairs looked like they were made by giants, carved from the rock, each step six feet high. A bronze gate lay broken on the ground at the base, shattered by a battering ram long ago. Or at least, that’s what Shantar had told him.

      One day, these stairs would be climbed by players on their journey out of the Underworld. Was he the first player to have ever been there?

      Other players had been banished to the Underworld. Sonja had been down there far longer than Zack, but there could be other players out there. Had any managed to reach this far? Had the Chosen or any of the other rich kids who had charters in the Underworld ever come this way? It made sense that Upper Underworld would have some of the best loot in the game and would be a magnet to loot-starved players.

      Thinking of Sonja again brought a pang of sorrow to his heart. Was she really dead? Had he really seen her in the Murk?

      Zack had no way of knowing. He could only hope she still lived.

      Forty mercenaries marched past him to the stairs. One by one, they began to climb. Not an easy task when in full armor.

      Amy and Presela came and stood on either side of Zack, watching the mercs make their ascent. “I’m so excited.” Amy hung off his arm. “I’m going to get lots of powerful loot. Rings, wands and hot, latex underwear.” She half closed her eyes, like she was orgasming. “And I get to kill another raid boss! What more could a hot goth girl want?”

      Presela chuckled. “Just be thankful we aren’t going to the part of Upper Underworld that I’m from. You might come out of there with more than just loot, assuming you came out of there at all.”

      Amy frowned. “What’s that mean?”

      The succubus took Zack’s hand and led him toward the stairs. “Let’s hope you never find out.” Amy stared after them with a confused frown.

      Lilly waited for them at the lower step. She smiled at Zack. “Don’t worry, I have this all figured out. You won’t have to climb.”

      Zack forced a grin. “Hey, I can make it. The pain isn’t bad right now.”

      “Yeah, right.” Amy nudged him in the side. “You look all sucked dry.”

      The shapeshifter flicked her tail at him. “Liar. You forget, I’m in your head and feel everything you do. I’m not even sure how you’re still standing with all that is going on with you. I suppose I’m lucky I can deaden the pain through our link when I need to.”

      Zack rolled his eyes, hating the fact that he had to share his head space with two others. One an ancient evil spirit, the other a hot cat woman, shapeshifter chick working for a woman who would kill him without a shred of regret if it was convenient for her to do so. “Fine. How do you plan on getting me up there?”

      Lilly planted a massive kiss on his lips, shoving her tongue into his mouth. Then she turned her back to him and pushed her bum against his crotch. “Hold on to me.”

      Her kiss had made him feel a little better. He put his arms around her narrow waist and held his shaft against her ass, feeling it harden rapidly. Her body shimmered, then she transformed. He was pulled against her as she changed shape. When her transformation was complete, he blinked in surprise and sat up, his legs dangling down. “Holy—”

      “Pegasus,” Presela gasped.

      “That’s not a Pegasus, that’s a winged unicorn.” Amy leapt on top of Lilly’s white, furry back, sitting in front of Zack. “Wow, wait until Betsy hears about this.”

      Zack put his chin on her shoulder and saw the long, silver horn rising from Lilly’s horse-like head. The shapeshifter’s body was like that of a perfect looking huge white mare, her mane and horsehair tail a beautiful golden yellow.

      She clopped a hoof, then spread her white, feathered wings. “All aboard the unicorn express!”

      Presela flew and landed on Lilly’s back behind Zack, putting her claws around his belly. “I’ve never flown on someone else before. This should be fun. I’ve read about blooming unicorns in my books, but never expected to see one!”

      Shantar looked up at them. “Any room for me up there? Humans might find these stairs climbable, but for little short stuffs like me, it’s like climbing cliff after cliff after cliff.”

      “How many stairs are there?” Zack asked. The stairs twisted around a corner thirty or so steps up, so he couldn’t see how high they stretched.

      “Several hundred. It will take the mercs several hours to reach Upper Underworld.”

      Lilly lowered herself. “Climb on. We’ll fly and meet your mercs at the top.”

      Shantar was up nearly as fast as Amy and sat in front of the Mage, almost on Lilly’s neck. “I shall make a song of this one day.” She patted her guitar. “The Flight of the Golden Unicorn and the Green Goblin. That’s what I shall call it.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Lilly said, as she galloped several steps forward then leapt into the air.

      Zack had expected the flying to be rough, but it was smooth, Lilly’s wings flapping with barely a sound. She flew over the mercenaries who all stared up at her in awe. They passed around the twist in the stairs and Zack saw the way ahead was like an endless corkscrew, the carved steps twisting around on themselves repeatedly.

      Amy leaned back against him, then grabbed one of his hands and pulled it forward to rest between her legs. Taking the hint, Zack reached under her latex armor and used his finger to pleasure her clit. She moaned, closing her eyes, her arms gripping Shantar.

      The goblin glanced at her, then her eyes fell to Zack’s hand. “You two having fun there?”

      “Damn right I am!” Amy moaned. “You want me to play with you? It might be a long flight and I’m open to experimentation.” She paused. “Wait. You female goblins have woman bits right?”

      Shantar quickly turned forward again. “Goblins and humans were never meant to mix. Besides, no one loves us goblins, we’re outcasts and humans find us ugly.”

      “You’re not ugly.” Amy kissed Shantar’s hair. “You’re frigging sexy.”

      Lilly neighed like a horse, her silver horn glittering as they flew by a sconce filled with burning oil. “All races can find pleasure in one another. My race, the shapeshifters, can find love anywhere, even in goblins.”

      “Zack has an orc woman in his harem.” Amy opened her legs wider so Zack could better reach her pleasure bit. “And boy, do we all love fucking her, Zack most of all.”

      “Orcs are different. They are… taller than us. More human.”

      “Your mercenary army loves you,” Presela said. “We saw the way they look at you. Most of the human men likely dream of holding you in their arms at night.”

      “I earned their respect. That’s different.”

      Zack reached inside of Amy, stretching his finger to the limit. Her juices wet his fingers as she thrust against his hand, trying to make love to it, but finding she had too little room to move.

      “There was more than respect there,” Zack laughed. “Trust me, I’m a guy. Oh, and like Amy said, you’re damn hot. I can’t think of a human man who wouldn’t fall over himself to gain your affection.”

      Presela put her lips to his neck. “You can’t play with me like you are with Amy, but I can pleasure myself on you in other ways.” Her lips were hot against his skin as she sucked his neck, pretending she was draining his life, her claws digging into his armor.

      “Yeah, well, let the men love me in that way. It’s not like there aren’t plenty of female human mercs for them to keep their beds warm at night.” Shantar’s shoulders slumped. “My life is… complicated. I don’t have time for play anymore.”

      Amy gasped as she came. “Oh, yeah, baby.” She pulled Shantar to her and held the goblin close as her body shook with ecstasy. “I love Zack playing with me while I hold you.” She came a second time, gripping Shantar so tight, the goblin had to have felt every orgasmic shudder.

      Shantar didn’t try to pull away, she just sat there, staring forward. “And I thought Pete was dirty minded. You lot make him look like a saint.”

      “I just know how to have fun,” Amy said. “You should let Zack have a turn at pleasuring you. Who knows, you might enjoy it.”

      The goblin glanced back at him. “Maybe. But you hired me to fight, not make love.”

      Zack drew his fingers from Amy. She grabbed them and brought them to her mouth and greedily licked off her own juices. When she was done, she chuckled. “When this flight is over, I want a second course. Make love to me so we can christen our first adventure into Upper Underworld!”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          

      

    

    







            Never Been Kissed

          

        

      

    

    
      Zack withdrew from Lilly, his seed gushing out of her.

      She looked up at him, now in her cat-woman form, wagging her little bum, spraying the white, thick cream over the ancient, carved ground. Her tail flicked from side to side as she lay face down on the ground, her butt in the air.

      He’d taken her hard, and she’d screamed the place down, her voice echoing all along the silent, Thamasian ruin they had found themselves in when they arrived in Upper Underworld.

      Amy slipped under Lilly, letting his seed gush down onto her face, licking it from her lips. Presela quivered on the ground beside them, still unable to move after her intense orgasms.

      Shantar finally spoke. “Well, you don’t see that every day.”

      She’d watched the whole thing, never taking her eyes off Zack and the women. The goblin had watched him spill his seed in all three women, her fingers clenched around her guitar as she leaned forward, her shining yellow eyes bright with curiosity.

      Zack was a bit self-conscious about having an audience, but Amy and Presela seemed to enjoy it, the former making a real show of it by verbally describing to Shantar how good Zack felt deep inside her. In intricate detail. While at the same time, begging her to join in.

      Amy slid out from under Lilly, her face splattered with white. “I think I like you as a half human-half monster. You’ve never made love to me so hard and fast.” She grinned. “Toward the end, I closed my eyes and imagined you as a huge monster ramming me into the ground.”

      Lilly ran a finger up her own leg to wet her finger with his seed. Then she put the finger in her mouth and got a discerning look. “Quite unlike anything I’ve tasted before.” She swallowed. “Sweet, thick and smooth all at once. Reminds me of custard.”

      Shantar slid off the fallen pillar she had been sitting on and gave Zack a nervous smile, her eyes lingering on his still erect shaft. Amy got up from the ground and shoved him forward. “Here’s your chance, hunk. Go get her.”

      Go for it, Lilly added. Do everything you can to pleasure her. It will help us get her on our side. Hell, if you can, work at getting her to join your harem.

      Zack hated the idea of using Shantar like that. He would make love to her and pleasure her, without any ulterior motive beyond having fun.

      The goblin woman blushed. “Um, are you sure we should be doing this? I mean—”

      Zack stepped toward her, arms opened wide. “I’m all yours, if you want me.” He reckoned he had just enough stamina left to make love to another woman. Especially a hot goblin chick. He’d never made love to one of them before.

      Shantar still hadn’t taken her eyes off his shaft. “You’re much bigger than goblin men. What if you don’t fit?”

      “Only one way to find out.” He took another step toward her, no longer embarrassed to be naked and vulnerable in front of a woman he barely knew. This was a game world, after all.

      Finally, she seemed to relax and stepped forward. She reached out and gently placed her fingers around his shaft, her breath held. She started to stroke him, her eyes shining. He edged closer, reaching out and brushing back her hair and found it to be as soft and smooth as that of a human woman.

      She finally looked up at him, her lips parting, her pink mouth begging him to kiss it.

      Bending down, he obliged those lips, shoving his tongue into her warm and wet mouth, pulling her little body to him. She only came up to his stomach, so he lifted her off the ground and held her, fumbling to get off her armor.

      Shantar pushed back against his tongue with her own, until she finally got it inside his mouth, her hand working his shaft, her other holding the back of his head.

      Her mouth tasted faintly of mint, different from the other women he’d kissed, but still a frigging turn-on. He finally managed to get his hand under her leg armor, and his fingers inside her hairless pussy.

      “I shouldn’t be doing this,” Shantar gasped as she pulled her lips away. “I’m meant to save myself for a future husband. My brother, he will need…” She shuddered, her body shaking, eyes half closed, like she was coming already. “Oh, my. This feels so much better than I ever imagined.”

      Shantar was wet, so wet, he could slide into her easily. She moaned, thrusting her soaking wet pussy against his hand, begging him to slip a finger or two inside her, or even something bigger, longer and eager. “I want you, human. Please.”

      “Crap. Watch out, boys, the top step is crumbling. Nearly broke my leg.”

      Zack and Shantar stiffened. He put her down and they both spun to face the direction of the entrance leading down to Middle Underworld.

      Shantar quickly backed away. “Get dressed, the mercs are here.”

      Shit. Zack got his armor on seconds before the first of the mercenaries rounded the broken pillar.

      The mercenary woman (who was the main Shield Warrior tank of the group) and the man behind her both stopped, their eyes lingering on Zack and Shantar then at all the white liquid spread over the ground. Zack noticed Amy licking it off Presela’s body a moment before the succubus covered them both with her wings. Lilly at least, had gotten dressed.

      The merc woman shifted her weight, her plate armor clanking. “They don’t pay me enough for this shit.”
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      “We are deep in the ruin now,” Shantar said. “Five blocks ahead of us the road should reach a large central crossroad. We will turn right, and it will take us to what we mercs call the Temple District.”

      Zack leaned against an old Thamasian limestone triumphal arch that had been erected over the main thoroughfare of the giant underground city. “A Temple District.” He couldn’t even remember hearing what gods the game’s lore said the Thamasian Imperium worshiped.

      But then, he was never really a lore nerd.

      Where is Missy when I need her? He laughed to himself. She’d be able to tell me something about this place.

      I can too, Lilly said.

      Once again Zack had almost forgotten he had passengers inside his head. The dark spirit had been silent for more than a day, yet he could still feel it at work, his muscles aching, his insides sometimes feeling like they were being crushed in a vice.

      Then tell me. Why did the Thamasians build such a large city down here?

      Lilly came to stand next to him as she peered out at the colossal cityscape ahead. Three-story stone buildings lined the carved road, a huge palace-like structure looming in the distance. Tall spires rose up from several blocks over, some nearly reaching the top of the cavern hundreds of feet above their heads.

      The whole place was lit by giant sconces filled with burning oil. Some of the sconces hanging from the roof of the cavern had to be a hundred feet wide, the flames a giant inferno that had burned for years beyond count.

      Well, at least since the developers and artists had added them when they designed this location.

      “After their empire disintegrated on the surface, the Thamasians were driven down here,” Lilly said out loud so Amy, Presela, Shantar and the gathering mercenaries could here. Not that the mercs gave two shits.

      “This was their capital in exile. And it was from here, they expanded down to Middle Underworld, and if the rumors are true, might have had a small presence in Lower Underworld. But no one has seen any evidence of that, beyond some ancient legends that spoke of a surface army disappearing into the far, unexplored reaches of western Lower Underworld.”

      Presela’s glowy eyes drifted over to the giant distant palace. “What happened to the people here? They never came to the part of Upper Underworld that I am from, which was lucky for them, I suppose.” She licked her lips. “My sisters and I, along with our Incubus brothers, would have gorged ourselves on their souls.”

      “You will see soon enough what happened to the Thamasian exiles,” Shantar said, motioning the now gathered mercs after her. “Once we are on the road to the Temple District, we will encounter the first wave of enemies we must fight. I will tell you how this fight will go once we reach the crossroads.”

      Zack and the others followed her as she continued down the street, the dead, silent buildings with their dark windows overlooking them like a crowd gathered to watch the precession of gruff mercenaries and hot women.

      It had taken them two days to get this far into the ruin, two days of tedious travel, first along a giant ancient highway cut through the stone, then to the outskirts of the forgotten city. The buildings here were all empty, with not a single thing to loot (much to the disappointment of Amy!). The place felt like it was unfinished content and yet, it held so much potential.

      Then again, half the Underworld felt like that.

      Maybe one day it would contain enemies, or even hidden treasure, for those with the time and dedication to find it. Now that Zack thought of it, this city would be the perfect place for Fawkes’s vision of the new Underworld. If he carried out his plan in the real world, there would be tens of thousands of people looking for somewhere to live.

      This city seemed like a logical place, the empty cavern circling it, perfect for growing mushrooms and other food crops. Maybe that’s why Fawkes had his team add it to the game when they were developing the Underworld.

      One other thing Zack had discovered on their first night in Upper Underworld—they couldn’t use Malghana’s portal stone to return to Gwynn’s lair.

      If they got in trouble and needed a speedy way out, they were shit out of luck.

      Zack stopped dead in his tracks. A face watched them from one of the dark windows on the upper level of the building beside them. He couldn’t make out what it was or if it was human.

      When he went to tell the others what was up there, the face disappeared into the shadowed interior of the building. “Hey, I saw something up there in that window. Whatever it was, it was watching us.”

      Shantar frowned. “There shouldn’t be anything up there. The Conglians, as we call the trash mob enemies we will be fighting, don’t inhabit this part of the city. This place is dead. Nothing lives here anymore.”

      Zack frowned. “Well, I definitely saw something up there.”

      “I could stealth in and look around.” Presela faded into an indistinct shadow of her former self.

      “Be careful,” Zack said. “If you get in trouble—”

      “I’ll start screaming.” She patted him on the cheek with her claws. “Aye, you wore me out last night, my love. That’s twice you’ve done me hard like that since arriving here and now I can barely walk straight.”

      He grinned. “I’ll try to go a bit easier on you next time.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” She kissed him, then crept into the building.

      Amy held his hand. “I hope there’s a horde of monsters in there to fight. I thought Upper Underworld was going to be action packed, but so far, it’s been boooooring. Well, other than when we christened the place with our love, oh, and last night was a close second. But I wish Shantar had done more than just watch.”

      The goblin glanced at the mercenaries. “Keep your voice down, please.”

      Amy rolled her eyes. “Most of them are men. They love hearing hot women talk about sex. Why, I bet half of them are undressing us in their heads as we stand here looking sexy.”

      She was probably right. Most of the male mercenaries were looking at Amy and Shantar, many with dirty grins. They’d worn those grins ever since those two mercenaries had caught them at the entrance to Upper Underworld. Word had clearly spread among them.

      That’s all Amy ever talks about. Sex, killing and looting. Lilly laughed in Zack’s head. If only our lives could be so simple.

      Zack thought of his mother, G Man, Fawkes, his real life and then the infection that brought him here. Tell me about it. If I survive everything that is going on, I’ll retire and never pick up a sword again.

      Presela returned a few minutes later and unstealthed in front of them. “I couldn’t find anything in there.”

      “Maybe you’re getting too old for this.” Amy kissed Zack. “Your eyes aren’t what they used to be.”

      Zack glanced at the window. “I know I saw something up there.”

      “I believe you,” Presela said. “I looked out the windows on the top floor of the deserted house and saw something odd a few blocks from here.”

      Shantar hefted her guitar. “Odd?”

      “Yes. A few of the buildings looked destroyed, like a giant fireball had hit them. Thing was, it looked recent. I swear I could still see smoke rising from the scorched stone.”

      “There was no damage to the buildings last time I was here.”

      Presela fluttered her wings, her hand on her dagger. “There was more. I saw what looked like a giant mound of corpses piled at the center of the blasted area. A giant skull sat on the mound, the bone blackened by fire.”

      Shantar shook her head. “That’s impossible. I have been hired to come here twice before and never saw anything like that.”

      “Who hired you to come here?” Zack was suddenly interested. Maybe he should have asked this before.

      The goblin opened her mouth to speak, then closed it, a confused look on her face. “I don’t remember.”

      “I know.” Amy hugged her. “You’re an NPC like me, and the people who made us shoved all sorts of crap into our gorgeous, pink and mushy brains.”

      Shantar broke free of Amy and shouted to the mercenaries. “Ready yourselves, you dirty louts. Things might be different from when we were here last.” She waved her guitar over her head. “So, keep your hands off your cocks and clits and on your weapons and prepare for some shitfuckery!” The goblin led the mercenary column down the street.

      “Ah, shouldn’t we look out the window first and see for ourselves?” Zack hurried after her. “We might be heading into danger.”

      Shantar ignored him.

      With his three women beside him, Zack followed the mercenaries down the street, sword and shield in hand, eyes scanning for enemies.
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      “I hate surprises,” Shantar said.

      She stepped out onto the ruined crossroad and stared up at the huge, grisly mound at its center.

      The mercenaries all stood at the edge of the large open area that was the crossroads, muttering among themselves. Zack and his three female companions had never been here before and had no idea what to expect. But Zack could tell Shantar was afraid so didn’t let his guard down.

      He went to stand next to her, gazing up at the giant, horned skull sitting on the mound of broken, festering bodies. The corpses looked vaguely human, but ravaged, ghastly, like they’d been eaten alive by some kind of disease.

      There was no smell, their bodies weren’t rotting or undergoing any of the normal signs of decay embedded in Aralia’s death system. “What am I looking at?” He asked. “Who are these dead people and what is that skull?”

      Shantar blinked, then turned to him with a faraway look. “The dead people are the descendants of the Thamasians who lived here. Long ago, this city was ravaged by a plague created by the Plague Lord and it drove people mad and turned them into territorial monsters. They were the trash mobs I told you of. Normally, they would come at us in waves and we’d fight them along the road until we reached the central temple where we would fight Plague Lord Sihikarns, the raid boss you hired us to fight.”

      She turned back to the mound. “As to the skull… That belongs to the Plague lord. He’s already dead.”

      Zack’s heart sank. “What the hell?” His mind raced. “What happens after he dies normally?” Could the Chosen or another group of players be behind this?

      “He just dies and lays there. After a week, he appears again, and everything goes back to the way it was.”

      Lilly came up beside Zack. “I don’t like this.”

      “Me neither,” Amy said. “I was busting a gut to start killing stuff and now everything is dead. This place is sooooo boring.” She swooned against Presela. “Aren’t you bored, sister? Bored and feeling a little horny?”

      Presela frowned. “I know I could do with a drink.” She touched one of her horns. “And I’m always horny, don’t ya know?”

      Amy laughed. “I wish I had horns like that. Zack could hold them as he rams himself down my throat.”

      “Damn, Amy, now is not the time. Get your game face on.” Zack walked out into the blasted square, the ground blackened by fire, some of it still smoldering. His women followed him, Shantar and the mercenaries remaining where they were.

      “I’m just trying to make our lives interesting,” Amy said.

      “Blimey, our lives are already interesting,” Presela replied, eyes scanning for danger. “Someone should write a book about us one day. I know I’d read it!”

      Zack ignored the two women and watched for signs of movement in the broken, rubble strewn ruins around the crossroads. Something was still alive out there. He didn’t believe for one moment he’d been imagining things when he’d seen that figure in the window.

      The four of them made their way to the mound, the giant skull seeming to gaze down at them. Zack stopped twenty feet from the base of the mound, not wanting to get too close to the corpses, just in case their disease spread to him.

      They were human, but humans who looked like they’d devolved to a more savage, bestial state. He reckoned that if Missy were here, she’d likely say something poetic right now. These were the last of the Thamasians, a diseased, twisted sub-human abomination of their former selves.

      Once, the Thamasians had built great cities, ruled an empire, now they lay in a giant mound of death in a forgotten ruin, deep underground, far from the light of the sun they had worshiped.

      This will be the fate of all life, the dark spirit said. I brought down the destruction of Iphoral, brought an end of its long line of magi with their magical marvels. But this mound isn’t the work of my Deep Ones, nor of the disease bringer that ravaged this place.

      Zack was surprised to hear the spirit talking again after it had been silent for so long. Do you know who did this?

      The spirit was silent for a time, then it said, long ago, when my mortal coil walked the primordial past, I knew of a race who created totems like this. The race was a threat to us all, but us mortals banded against them and after a long and deadly war, banished the race to the prison realm of Izentore.

      Zack growled under his breath. That’s where Malghana said the demons were banished to.

      Demons. I know not that name. Giant, winged terrors they were, feared by all, held back by a shield that a cabal of magi have maintained throughout the ages.

      Malghana holds them back now, Zack said. She is that shield.

      Then she is the last of a long line of magi who have carried inside them that shield. Maybe, she will be the last. My Deep Ones killed most of them during the fall of Iphoral.

      You wanted the demons to be set free?

      The dark spirit grunted. They no longer mean anything to me, for they know not the names of the dead of this world. If they come again, they will silence the living and purge the world of their memories. They will unknowingly give me my revenge.

      What are you talking about? That voice was Lilly. She’d clearly heard him talking to the spirit.

      Zack turned and motioned her to be silent. She frowned but nodded her head.

      Malghana has let the shield weaken, or it has broken, for this mound is the work of demons. The spirit snickered. The time of my vengeance draws near.

      A chill ran through Zack, not just at what the spirit had just said, but at learning that this mound, this totem, was the work of demons. Malghana had said some escaped when she’d been ported to Melody and Kaustubh’s world and he’d heard rumors the Deep Ones had infected one. Maybe one of the demons had appeared in this fragment of Upper Underworld and had claimed it for itself.

      But if the demon single-handily defeated a raid boss and hundreds of its minions, then it must be powerful—maybe more powerful than a small band like his could hope to face. And if it had killed Ilari, the woman who would give him his cure…

      You will never find your cure, the dark spirit mocked.

      One of the corpses near the top slid from the pile and rolled down the side of the mound. Zack and the others backed away as it struck the ground before them, its ravaged face staring at him. Its eye sockets were filled with a fel red glow.

      With a crackling sound, the corpse turned its head to face the cavern roof and let out a ghastly wail, blood red fiery runes appearing in the air above its mouth.

      Zack instantly knew what the runes were, as he’d seen them before in a few 5 player dungeons when NPC demon worshipers cast their spells.

      Demonic magic.

      The corpse was casting a spell.

      Presela and Lilly dragged Amy and Zack toward the mercenaries. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” the goblin called to them when they neared.

      Zack couldn’t take his eyes off the corpse. My cure. I need my cure.

      The corpse burst into flame, its body thrashing about, still shrieking the demonic spell at the cavern roof. Then, with a final high-pitched wail, it turned to ash, the flames dying in an instant.

      A deep silence fell. No one moved, nor did they breathe. The air itself had gone still.

      Then a thundering shriek tore through the silent city, “Your flesh shall set my brothers free. No more shall they suffer in exile. We shall reclaim what was ours.”
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      The demon knew they were here, and now they had to fight for their lives.

      Zack’s muscles throbbed, as the spirit spoke from within. Fight now and let the rage consume you. There is no escape. You will be mine.
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      The time drew near for the main tank to have to move the demon.

      She had taken a dozen massive overhand hits on her shield, others she had dodged or parried. The boss switched his aim between her and Zack, alternating the damage. This showed Zack that the fight required two tanks, as one tank alone couldn’t stand up to the sheer damage the demon put out.

      Regardless of whether the Dread Lord hit or missed them, each strike sent flames shooting through the air, setting fire to anything it touched.

      Like Zack, the main female tank had high magical resistance. But this was going to be a long fight, and the slow trickle down of health on her and him from the fire damage was eventually going to deplete the mana of the healers.

      Yet, neither he nor the main tank could move out of the fire. Moving the boss around too much made it harder for the melee DPS to maximize their damage output. If they constantly had to reposition to stick behind the boss, their damage would suffer. Plus, the Dreadlord had an AOE cone attack with his wings, giving the melee raid members only a small area where they could attack the boss without taking damage.

      If the boss moved and did its cone attack, people could die.

      But the time had come for them to risk repositioning the Dreadlord, as the fire was spreading and soon there would be nowhere for the melee DPS to stand without taking damage.

      The tank could only move the boss by walking backward and having it follow her, while at the same time navigating between the pools of superheated magma behind her, as well as avoid the mounds of fallen rubble from destroyed buildings. On top of this, she had to do it in a way that left a safe zone for the rest of the raid to pass through as they followed behind the boss.

      She couldn’t turn her back to watch where she was going, or the demon would strike her from behind. A boss of this size and power would likely kill a player in a single hit if it struck them in the back.

      Even a tank.

      And Zack had to stick by her side the whole way, so he could absorb half the damage.

      This shit is insane. Zack reckoned this fight cause even the best raid groups in Aralia Online to take pause.

      While the healers might be able to keep her and Zack alive due to their massive magical damage reduction, it was doubtful they could keep the entire raid group alive if they all had to run through the fire or stand in it for any length of time. The raid only had one Bard Healer, which meant AOE healing was lacking.

      Plague Lord Sihikarns and his trash mobs hadn’t required AOE heals and no one had predicted having to fight Dreadlord Naar instead.

      Priest healers were great at keeping a single target alive like a main tank, but severely lacked group healing abilities. To heal an entire raid group would quickly burn through their mana and take way too long.

      "All right, now’s the time. You need to move the boss." Zack had to shout to be heard over the roar of the demon. "Walk backward and be careful to stay in range of the healers."

      The main tank glanced over her shoulder, widened her eyes, then turned back to the boss.

      Zack knew that look on her face. Abject terror.

      As a tank, he knew what he was asking her to do. But don’t play a tank if you can’t take the pressure.

      With wide, terrified eyes, she slowly walked backward, her shield held high, ready to block the demon's attacks. He backed away with her, one eye on where she was going, the other on the colossal raid boss.

      “That’s it, you’re doing fine.” He smashed Naar’s foot with Shield Slam, then Demon Strike, the demon busy setting fire to the buildings around them. “Just keep moving.”

      The poor woman looked ready to start crying. She’d come here to fight the Plague Lord, a battle she’d fought twice before. Now she was fighting one of the toughest raid boss fights Zack had ever seen.

      The maneuver she was attempting was extremely difficult. One wrong move on her part, could cost them all their lives.

      If she went down, Zack had to act quickly and taunt the boss before it rushed back toward the raid group to attack whoever was second on the threat list. And he knew who that would be. Amy.

      The massive overhand swing of the demon would cut down a dozen members of the raid group in one strike.

      He’d feel a lot better not having to trust his life and the lives of everyone else, on an NPC he knew next to nothing about.

      Still, he couldn’t hold what she was against her. She was doing a good job in a tough situation. And I’m tired as hell, and weaker than a level 5 noob!

      They both stopped moving as the demon’s sword slashed around at them, ripping through the front of a building, shattering its walls. The blade took them across their shields, sending gobs of liquid flame splattering around them and starting more fires.

      Then they had to leap away as debris cascaded into the street from the shattered building. When the chaos was over, Zack swore.

      Only a narrow path remained free of flames and debris, meaning the raid group would all have to travel two abreast to follow them up the street.

      Naar buffeted them with his wings, sending great jets of air blasting into them and almost knocking them off their feet. This was the first time the demon had used this ability, yet another Zack took note of.

      The boss continued the attack, Zack and the main tank struggling to hold their shields up and maintain their balance.

      “Shit,” the main tank screamed, her voice almost lost to the wind. “When is it going to end?”

      Zack gritted his teeth, gale-force winds blasting around him. “Just hold on.”

      Then the wind died suddenly, and a moment later, the demon’s blade struck them both in a vicious swing that took out a chunk of their health.

      

      -188hp

      

      Had the wind broken their guard, the demon would’ve hit them for sickening damage.

      The tank continued to reposition the boss, Zack at her side. Some of the raid group were taking damage, but the Bard healer seemed to have it under control.

      

      DREADLORD NAAR

      THE BANE OF THE LONE WOLF

      HP: 5455605/9000000

      

      Things were going better than Zack had expected. No one had died yet, and the boss was around 60% health.

      “Die.” The demon roared, then struck them with a savage diagonal swipe, followed by a quick overhead swing, showering them in fire and rubble.

      

      -252hp

      

      "Start leading him left." Zack circled a fire. "Then after that, use one of your defensive abilities, as we’re going to have to walk through a small pool of magma."

      “Fuck,” the tank cried, her face glistening with sweat. “I’m running out of defensive abilities and health potions.”

      “Just use whatever you have. You’re doing great.”

      "All right, I'm using Iron Gate now." As she used the ability (40% damage reduction for one minute), a circle of shields circled above her head.

      With a look of abject terror, she backed into the magma. As soon as it touched her feet, it exploded into a large fire. The tank took some extra damage, but nothing severe. Zack entered the flames with her, using his trinket’s Solid Shield ability.

      Navigating through the fire was going to be the hardest part yet. An extreme test of the tank’s skill that would give even the most grizzled veteran raid tanks nightmares.

      Visibility was low, she was taking damage and had to make sure she retreated in a straight line away from the raid group, even if the demon struck her and knocked her off course. And Zack had to stick by her side.

      All he could see was orange flame, the heat searing his skin. The spirit within stirred once more, as if sensing the danger they were in.

      Zack ignored the twitching muscles and struck out blindly at the demon boss, using Devastate, Shield Slam, Sweeping Arc and a quick Criss Cross. The main tank used everything she had and even sucked down a healing potion a moment before he did.

      By the time they exited the fire, they were both down to a third hit points. The healers restored them to full health quickly, but Zack couldn't see any of the raid group, not even the melee DPS.

      He could only hope Shantar or one of his own women would be able to lead the healers and DPS through the safe paths between the flames.

      The demon emerged from the fire, flames rising from its body with renewed intensity, its health now at 50%. "The primeval flame burns within me, it strengthens my will," The demon bellowed, the sound so loud, Zack had to resist the urge to block his ears. “Now, mortal fools, wither in my flame.”

      With that ominous threat, Naar brought down his flaming sword and the entire street exploded.
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      Zack backed up, scanning for the demon. The women moved backward with him, retreating toward the mercenaries.

      Amy had a giant grin on her face, no doubt excited they were going to be in a fight. She didn't care that they could all die. She would laugh all the way until the end. The other women looked afraid and rightfully so.

      Dreadlord Naar had more hit points than the Karzel.

      They reached the mercenaries, Shantar directing them to get into formation. She looked at Zack with wide eyes, playing notes on her guitar and buffing them all with Song of Fury. “We need to get out of here. We don't know how this fight goes.”

      The demon roared, the sound echoing through the silent dead city. Then one of the giant sconces on the cavern roof shook violently.

      Everyone turned their attention upward as liquid flame spilled over the sides of the sconce and cascaded down over the city below, setting fire to dozens of buildings.

      Rising from the burning oil filled sconce, came Dreadlord Naar. The flaming oil ran from his body as he climbed to the edge of the sconce, his flesh a dark orange inferno. He raised one hand above his head and a jet of blue-white superheated fire burst from his palm. The flame jet shaped itself into a giant great sword that dripped with magma.

      Zack heard the mercenaries gasp, some of them crying out in terror. Shantar stopped playing her music and stared up at the demon.

      "Die." The demon spread its burning orange wings and hurled itself into the air, spilling the remainder of the burning oil in the sconce and sending it to the city far below.

      As the demon glided toward them, Zack realized it was massive. It had to stand at least fifty feet high.

      How could they fight something so large?

      He backed away with the others, never taking his eyes off the approaching demon. Amy was the only one to stand her ground. When Zack realized she wasn't backing away, he raced forward and grabbed her. “Come on. Get moving.”

      "Why? This is going to be fun!" She pointed at the demon. “Come to momma, baby.”

      He dragged her back. She let him lead her away, then asked, "Hey, where's the tank? She's going to need to take aggro so I can start attacking."

      Zack could only grit his teeth at the dumb question. Amy was completely oblivious to the danger they were in.

      "Just shut up and keep moving," Zack said, seeing that everyone else was racing back the way they’d come. Presela and Lilly were waiting just ahead, shouting for them to hurry.

      He dragged Amy along the street, knowing he was being rough with her, but right now, she needed that. Maybe the pain will snap her out of her idiotic stupor.

      The demon soon disappeared beyond the wall of undamaged buildings beside the road. They could hear its wings flapping, it's dreadful roar and soon felt the first wave of heat emanating from its body.

      Zack and Amy had almost caught up with the others when the demon flew over the buildings in front of the mercenaries and landed on the street, blocking their escape. The mercenaries didn't seem to know what to do, they stopped running and simply milled about in the street. Shantar was screaming at them to get into the buildings and hide, but no one seemed to be listening to her.

      The mercs were all overcome with terror.

      Zack had to do something, or they were all going to die.

      "Hold the line,” Zack roared as loud as he could. “Main tank: go forward and get aggro. Healers: get ready to start throwing out your heals. And everyone: get your buffs up, right now!"

      Zack and his women hadn't had time to eat their buff meals that Margery had made. But it didn't matter now, they were already in combat and had to make do with what they had.

      When no one moved, Zack shouted at them a second time, repeating his orders, searching for the main tank.

      Finally, his commands sank in and everyone started buffing themselves and positioning themselves for the fight, the healers ready to heal the tank.

      The giant Dread Lord slowly walked down the street toward them, its flaming feet thudding across the ground, leaving a trail of fire in its wake. The burning sword skimmed the top of the three-story buildings lining the road, setting fire to their roofs, creating a wall of flame.

      Zack shoved his way through the mercenaries until he found the main female tank. She looked at him from behind her plate helmet, not moving to engage the demon. Snarling, he threw her toward the boss. “Get out there and do your fucking job.”

      The woman stumbled but managed not to fall. She peered up into the demon's face, sword and shield lowered, her armor shining orange as it reflected the flames.

      Zack growled. There was no choice.

      He'd have to main tank.

      Using Rapid Advance, he raced forward, his fear screaming at him to turn the other way. All their lives depended on him and what he did in the following moments. He reached the colossal demon and smashed it in the foot with Shield Slam.

      

      Inflicted 145 damage

      

      That had gotten the demon’s attention.

      Dreadlord Naar bellowed as he lifted his sword, blue-flamed eyes on Zack, ready to bring the blade crashing down. Zack turned the demon’s back to the raid group, including the female main tank, hoping the healers were paying attention.

      They might be preparing to heal the main tank and not him.

      As the demon’s fiery sword plummeted toward him, Zack used one of his lesser defensive abilities, Shield Block. He didn't try to dodge the attack and instead cowered under his shield, striking out with a quick Devastate a moment before the demon’s sword slammed into him.

      The sword struck his shield with tremendous force, almost sending Zack to his knees.

      

      -299hp

      

      But that wasn't all the blade did. Blobs of magma splattered the ground around him, choking smoke billowing into the air. The weapon had set his shield on fire, the flames so hot, they burned his arm the shield was strapped to. He had to keep the demon moving, or the whole place would become an inferno.

      The flames and magma were hot but for now, did almost no damage to him.

      

      -2hp

      -1hp

      -3hp

      

      While Zack had high magical resistance, the healers and DPS were not so well protected. When he moved the boss, he would need to make sure the raid group had a clear path through the fire and magma to follow him.

      Not an easy task when you had a giant burning foot in your face, waves of heat buffeting you and little visibility of what the hell was going on around you. Such was the life of a raid tank forced into becoming raid leader.

      He could only hope Shantar would understand the mechanics and would direct things from the back. A Metalhead Bard did moderate DPS but were better suited to keeping everyone buffed and using their single-target power buffs on the highest DPS and the best healer to add to their effectiveness.

      They also had a group wide buff called Heroism, that increased all DPS and heals by 15% for 30 seconds on a ten-minute cool down. That buff had to be used at a pivotal moment.

      It only took seconds for the healers to start tossing out their restoration magic on Zack. As the demon pulled back its giant sword, the molten blade struck the building next to Zack, shattering the front half of the structure, sending debris spilling into the street.

      Zack leapt out of the way as burning rubble fell around him. Amid the carnage, the demon’s blade came crashing down, striking the street less than three feet from him. He was thrown back and enveloped in flame.

      When he landed on his back, he rolled to the side, then got to his feet and glanced down at himself. Luckily, he hadn’t caught fire and there was no magma at his feet that he could step on.

      The main female tank had also taken heavy damage as the building fell and the mercenary healers set about restoring her life, topping her off in moments. The main tank finally woke the fuck up to what was happening and moved to attack the Dreadlord.

      She taunted the boss off Zack and repositioned herself so that the demon kept its back to the group. With her shield raised, her buffs active, she slashed the boss several times using high her high threat Shield Warrior damage abilities to build aggro.

      Finally, she was doing what Zack had paid her to do.

      Don't get excited. I’m still here, waiting for you to slip. The dark spirit squirmed inside, making several of Zack's muscles twitch. The moment you’re least prepared, I’ll seize your body and turn you into my Karzel. Then everyone will die.

      Zack ignored the spirit and went to stand beside the main tank as she battled the demon. He struck Naar’s foot with Criss Cross, then Demon Strike, then several normal attacks. He had to make sure the main tank kept aggro.

      The ranged DPS were unleashing hellish volleys of arrows and magical bolts, while the melee DPS was moving in to attack the boss from behind.

      Zack has no doubt Presela and his other two women would be able to adapt quickly to the boss’s abilities, but he wasn't so sure about the mercenaries. So far, they’d failed to impress him.

      No one had any idea what the demon was capable of, but it was a game boss and it would have a set library of abilities—the most damaging of which should be well signposted.

      They just needed to learn what those powerful abilities were and how to avoid them.
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      The impact threw Zack hard against the side of a building, his digital skeleton jolting inside his flesh. He hit the ground almost as hard, taking reduced damage thanks to his defensive buff.

      

      -199hp

      

      When he went to stand, he realized he could see nothing but an impenetrable wall of fire.

      His hit points were dwindling fast, he had no idea what way he faced, where the main tank was or how far he’d been thrown. All he could hear was the booming voice of the Dread Lord. “Burn, all of you. Succumb to my flames.”

      He could still see the main tank’s health bar so knew that she was still alive. But barely…

      

      TANK 1: 53/717hp

      

      Zack had to find the Dreadlord. If the tank died while he was lost in the flame…

      He raced toward the Dreadlord using the sound of its voice as a guide, his vision nothing but fire. A few seconds later, he ran right into the demon’s foot, taking some damage from touching its molten flesh.

      Ripping a health potion from his inventory, Zack scarfed it down. He was at 46% health now, his fear building.

      Though he had found the demon, he had no idea where the main tank was and didn’t know if the demon was facing away from the raid group, as he had no idea where the hell anyone was. The melee DPS had all taken nasty damage. A few of them had even died.

      Presela, don’t you die on me! She was at 20% health, and no one seemed to be healing her.

      Zack used Commanding Taunt, the demon spinning to face him. Before it could attack, he slashed the demon’s foot with Sweeping Arc, then Criss Cross and it shifted its foot, parting the flames.

      For a moment, Zack saw the raid group moving up the street. But he and the demon were facing side-on to them, and they could easily be caught up in one of Naar’s cone attacks.

      He spun the demon around, so it faced away from the raid group.

      “Die,” The demon roared, pounding Zack with two massive sword strikes, magma splattering the ground around him.

      

      -322hp

      

      Shit. He was down to 5% health.

      Where was the main tank? He needed someone to absorb half the damage.

      He figured the tank must have lost her way after being thrown, the fire disorienting her, like it had him. She still clung to life but had yet to receive any heals.

      The flames around Zack were spreading. With horror, he realized he had to reposition Naar by himself or no one in the raid group would be able to reach him.

      How was he going to do that without any heals?

      A moment later, Zack could have cried with joy. Someone had restored him to three-quarters health.

      But the main tank was at the brink of death. The fires would kill her.

      And there was no other tank Zack could use to absorb half the damage from the demon’s double swings.

      Zack dodged a massive downward swing of Naar’s blade. It smashed into the ground next to him, almost knocking him off his feet and enveloping him in flame.

      

      -112hp

      -4hp

      -2hp

      

      Lilly. Hear me. Tell the healers to heal the main tank. She’s about to die. And while you’re at it, tell them to heal me!

      He got no reply, and the main tank still teetered on the brink. Fire raged all around him, spreading ever wider, filling the street. The boss was taking next to no damage. Either the DPS were nearing the edge of their range of attack or were having to reposition themselves to avoid standing in the bad.

      The melee DPS were still in dire straits, several more of them now dead. No one was healing him and the Spiritual Bard’s AOE heals weren’t active on any of the raid group.

      Zack bared his teeth, panic threatening to overwhelm him. Fuck it. I have to do something.

      He used Shield of Stone, his most powerful defensive buff that had just come off cool down and kept moving the demon out of the fire. When the next sword swing came, it smashed against Zack’s shield with a bone-jarring crunch.

      A second follow up attack almost broke his guard, his legs bowing under the weight of the blow, his muscles throbbing in protest.

      

      -268hp

      -5hp

      -4hp

      -249hp

      

      Zack was down to 15% health again, his healing potion on cooldown, the main tank MIA, the incompetent healers and DPS nowhere to be seen.

      He finally got the demon out of the flames, his hit points spiraling toward zero. The demon slashed another building with its sword, cutting through its stone wall like flesh, sending debris cascading to the street, some striking Zack in the side of the head.

      

      -34hp

      -4hp

      -3hp

      

      One more direct hit to his shield, and Zack would die. Unless those stupid healers wake the fuck up and do their jobs!

      To his amazement, the main tank was still alive. She had 10hp left!

      The demon lifted its face and bellowed, “Your soul will feed my fire.” Its sword arced through the air, the blade heading right for him.

      Zack’s muscles throbbed, the dark spirit rising from the darkness at the edge of his perception, it’s triumphant keening scream filling his mind.

      The dark spirit knew its time had come.
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      Zack ducked under the Dreadlord’s blade, the whoosh of hot air making his back burn.

      

      -5hp

      -2hp

      -4hp

      

      But he hadn’t taken a direct hit. His health was critical, but he was still alive.

      Then the healing goodness came, and both his and the main tank’s health climbed in leaps and bounds. Yet, his health level made no difference to the dark spirit.

      Zack’s muscles all seemed to clench at once. Give yourself to me, give yourself over to my revenge.

      No… Zack fought against the tugging feeling inside, imagining it to be his soul, dark, ghostly hands trying to tear it from his body. Even through the turmoil around him and inside, Zack backed Dreadlord Naar further up the street.

      The tugging became stronger, more insistent. Fires burned all around him, with no end in sight. If he fell to the dark spirit and it turned him into a monster, what would the Dreadlord do?

      Continue to attack? Turn to the next target on the threat list?

      Would the raid group have to contend with a demon and a monster powered with the might of the Murk?

      Lilly, if you can hear me, get the main tank to hurry over and taunt the boss off me. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold on.

      Her voice came back, but it was distant, like she was far away. Zack, hold on, we’re coming.

      Please, hurry.

      Out of nowhere, the demon’s sword struck Zack’s shield, sending him to his knees. The dark spirit leapt on him, tearing free his soul and casting it from his body.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Zack found himself in a dark corridor, lit by an intense glow coming from a doorway far in front of him. A figure stood in the distant light, but from where he stood, he couldn’t tell who it was.

      Then an invisible wind blew from out of the light, past the figure and down the corridor. The wind became a maelstrom, driving Zack away from the light, the corridor around him becoming darker, the light barely reaching him. Dread filled him and it got worse, the further he was driven from the light.

      He glanced over his shoulder, his cloak billowing behind him. His soul shivered when he saw what was back there.

      The other end of the corridor ended at a giant black door, with fel-red light shining from beyond. There was no figure waiting for him there, only the faces of a dozen tormented lost souls and beyond them, the endless, shrouded Murk.

      At the center of that line of souls watching his plight was Sonja. “Come to us, give in to the wind.” The voice was the voices of all the souls. “Join us.”

      Zack turned back to the light, digging in his heels on the invisible ground under him. His backward momentum slowed, but the wind still drove him toward the Murk. He leaned forward and finally managed to stop himself.

      With all his strength, he pressed forward, taking a few hard-won steps. After around ten feet, he grew weary, the wind never ceasing to blow.

      He was still a long way from the light, the Murk much closer behind him.

      Come on, don’t give in. He yelled to himself. My women, the raid group, the Underworld. They all need me.

      The figure in front beckoned him on. It was nothing but a black silhouette on white, but it gave him hope. He had no idea who it was, but he focused on them, willing himself to walk to their side and join them in the light.

      Zack leaned forward so he could dig his fingers into the ground. There were small handholds there, enough for him to drag himself along the tunnel, hunched over like an ape.

      It was hard work, but he finally managed to make headway against the wind, the light drawing closer. After what seemed like an eon, he neared the light, the figure still an indistinct black silhouette.

      Whoever it was, they reached for him, hand beckoning him on.

      Then the wind picked up, driving Zack away from the figure once more. He managed to grasp a handhold, screaming into the intense gale, his anger and frustration at having been so close to escaping, adding to his strength and driving away his fatigue. Fight it, I can’t give in.

      Zack bared his teeth, then dragged himself forward again, wind blasting him in the face. By the time he was back to where he’d just been, his whole body ached, and he felt close to collapse.

      But he went on, thinking of his love for Amy, Presela, Lilly, Anita, Missy and most of all, Betsy.

      General Betsy.

      He had to see her again, see her as the radiant white knight she had become.

      A hand grabbed his arm. He looked up. The figure standing in the light had hold of him.

      It dragged him through the end of the tunnel, and he fell into the white, the wind dying instantly.

      For a moment, he saw a beautiful woman dressed in an old Thamasian magi robe, her eyes frozen shards of ice.

      Ilari, the woman who he had come to Upper Underworld to find.

      I have bought you precious time, but the dark spirit will return, Ilari said. Now hurry, warrior, save your people, then come to me, for you must free me from my icy prison.

      With that, Ilari was gone and in her place was a wall of fire.

      Dreadlord Naar loomed over Zack, sword held above his head. “Burn, human and die screaming.”
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      Zack took the blow on his shield, demon fire striking ancient bone. Flames burst around him, eating away at his health.

      But he no longer feared the Dreadlord. He felt renewed.

      The dark spirit was still there, wailing its frustrations inside, yet the pain was gone, for the first time in weeks. Zack smashed the demon’s foot with Shield Slam, then Demon Strike, then everything else he had, energized with newfound hope.

      I can beat this spirit and drive it back where it belongs!

      Naar’s blade came crashing down, but Zack had already leapt to the side. He backed away, moving out of the fire and into the empty street. He couldn’t see the raid group but knew they were close, as someone was healing him, and his Bard buffs remained active.

      The main tank was still alive, but where was she? Why was the boss on him and not her? How long had he been in the tunnel?

      There would be no answers to his questions until after the battle. Assuming they won…

      The Dreadlord was down to 20% health. Zack must have been gone for a long time for his health to have declined that much.

      Still, it was more than enough health for the demon to kill them all. Already, seven of the raid group were KIA.

      Thankfully, none of them were Zack’s women or healers. Just expendable melee DPS.

      “Die, mortals,” Naar roared. “My brothers must be freed. Their torment has gone on long enough!”

      The demon took flight, his molten wings flapping, fanning the flames on the street, making them spread. Then he darted down at Zack, a fiery hand reaching for him, magma dripping from his fingers.

      Before Zack could leap out of the way, the demon clasped him in his fist and flew off. Zack screamed as the demon’s flesh seared him.

      His health was dropping fast.

      

      -14hp

      -15hp

      -11hp

      

      His trinket’s Solid Shield buff was off cool down, so he used it, then drank a health potion, surprised that the demon hadn’t just crushed him in its grip. But them, a move like that would be overpowered.

      All bosses had to be beatable and almost all damage was avoidable or could be healed by a competent healer with enough Mana.

      Zack couldn’t move his sword enough to use any of his abilities, so instead did normal attacks, doing laughable damage. But damned if he wasn’t going to do something, he reckoned. Then he felt a rush of air. Zack’s insides jolted upward.

      The demon had dropped him.

      He looked down just as he struck the ground, jarring every bone in his body.

      When he could, he looked up. He seemed to be on top of a building, one of the ones lining the street.

      Except he wasn’t alone up here.

      What. The. Hell?

      Cowering in the corner was Ivan, the man who king Soloman had cast down into the Underworld beside Zack—the man who had brought all this down on him in the first place.

      The demon’s claws clasped hold of the edge of the roof and it hauled itself up, its face overlooking the top of the building, the rest of its body out of sight. “Die,” the Dreadlord snarled, then vomited liquid fire.

      Zack rolled out of the way, some of the vomit-fire splashing on the roof next to him. If he took damage up here, the healers wouldn’t be able to restore his health. They were all out of line of sight.

      Ivan hadn’t moved. One of the demon’s claws was a few feet from him, but Naar hadn’t seen the other man yet.

      Zack focused back on the Dreadlord as the demon opened its mouth again. This time, he was already moving before the next gob of liquid fire exploded out of the Naar’s mouth.

      He jumped to his feet, then raced over to the demon and leapt into the air. His sword sank into Naar’s eye, Zack using Demon Strike to empower the attack.

      The attack critically hit the demon, making it rear back and scream in pain, its sudden movement almost ripping Zack’s sword free of his grip. He held on, the demon lifting him over the edge of the building, orange goop gushing from its wounded eye.

      Zack used his shield’s Revenge of the Dead ability, and the ghostly hands tore into the demon, some drawing magma blood from Naar’s forehead. The demon flung his head around, tearing the sword from its eye, sending Zack plummeting back to the roof. When he landed, he rolled a few times, then came to a stop.

      Gasping air, Zack spun to face the demon. Naar brought his head down, mouth opening wide, giant orange superheated stalagmite teeth dripping fire.

      The teeth snapped shut where Zack had just been. But he had seen the danger and leapt back.

      Naar reared back and bellowed, “Gah, the pain. I must destroy you all. My brothers will be free.”

      The demon was down to 5% health now.

      The Dreadlord’s mouth formed into a wicked grin. It flung itself off the wall and took flight, Frostbolts, arrows, Shadowbolts and magical music notes following it into the air as the raid’s ranged DPS continued their unrelenting barrage of attacks.

      Then the demon swooped down, smashing into the side of the building Zack was on and passing right through it. The roof under Zack’s feet blew apart as the building exploded into a huge ball of fire under him.

      He was thrown from the falling building, blinded by flames, smoke, flying rubble and pulverized stone. When he hit the ground, his health dropped to the brink, the air jolted from his body.

      Yes, grow weak, let me consume you, the dark spirit laughed, the sound barely heard over all the tumultuous noise. You will never be rid of me. My revenge is eternal.

      Giant stones fell around Zack, and then part of a wall came crashing down. He rolled out of the way, praying to whoever would listen not to be crushed under the rubble.

      A brick bounced off his shoulder, sending pain lancing down his arm.

      

      -35hp

      

      As debris smashed to the ground around him, Zack kept rolling, then felt himself drift out into open space and start to fall.

      Without thinking, he grabbed hold of the first thing he could reach. He wasn’t even sure what it was, but it held.

      His legs dangled into space, the roar of the demon lost to the sounds of the collapsing building. Rubble fell around him, plummeting into the vast darkness below.

      When the dust cleared enough for him to see, Zack’s heart leapt into his throat. He was dangling by one hand at the edge of a vast chasm.

      Far, far below, he could see tiny specks of lights in the wall of darkness. They looked like clusters of torches. Settlements.

      Could he be looking at part of Middle Underworld from far above?

      He might have enjoyed the view, if his hand wasn’t slipping. Whatever he was holding, was coming loose.

      He put away his sword, then went to reach for another handhold.

      The air grew hot, orange light spilling over him.

      Zack looked up, right into the face of Dreadlord Naar.
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            Demon’s End

          

        

      

    

    
      The Dreadlord snarled, then his giant hand lifted in the air, ready to knock Zack off the edge. Zack desperately fought to get a better hand hold, watching the demon’s fist draw back.

      There seemed to be no way out of this one.

      Then the boss suddenly turned, bellowed and disappeared out of view. Zack sucked in several panicked breaths, then found something else to latch onto and used it to haul himself up.

      After taking a few more breaths to stop his spinning head, he dragged himself away from the edge. Only then did he search for the demon.

      Zack blinked in surprise.

      Ivan was tanking the Dread Lord.

      The raid DPS and healers were standing amid the rubble of the fallen building Zack and Ivan had been on, blasting the Naar with everything they had. The melee DPS were behind the demon, hacking, slashing, bashing and hammering, doing sickening damage.

      No one seemed to be healing Ivan, as the man buckled under the demon’s blows, fire burning all around him.

      Body heavy with exhaustion, Zack got to his feet, sucked back a rejuvenation potion, grabbed his sword from the ground, then raced toward the demon. One of the healers restored him to full life as he neared Naar.

      Now he was ready for the final 3% of the boss’s health.

      He taunted the demon off Ivan. “Heal that man.” Zack hoped the raid healers could hear him. “Heal him!”

      Naar bellowed, magma trickling out from wounds all over his body. “No, I must not die, my brothers must be set free.”

      Zack slammed into the demon, smashing him with Shield Slam, Devastate, Demon Strike, burning through his Stamina quickly. The demon sent out a blast of AOE fire damage that pulsed in three second waves, inflicting nasty raid wide damage.

      Ivan ran out of the range of the AOE, but Zack couldn’t watch where he went to see if he’d gotten any heals. Naar spun around in a whirlwind attack, doing sickening damage to the melee DPS, killing three of them instantly.

      Somehow, Presela and Lilly’s wombat survived.

      Then the boss was at 1% health. Naar cried out, stumbled about, then leapt into the air and flew toward the cliff edge, perhaps hoping to escape to Middle Underworld.

      Amy ran to the edge, blasting Naar with her frost magic, her little Frost Wyrm flying out over the void and harrying the demon as it fled. Lilly raced to Amy’s side, shooting fire and poison arrows at the retreating demon.

      Zack could only watch the spectacle as more ranged DPS joined the two women at the edge.

      Then the demon’s scream became a wail of anguish. “No, the prison walls must fall, the Black Witch must die. My brothers will be free…” That last word ended with a bang.

      The demon exploded into molten slag that showered down onto Middle Underworld, far below.

      

      
        
        DREADLORD NAAR HAS BEEN VANQUISHED!

        HIS PLANS TO FREE HIS DEMONIC BROTHERS ARE OVER!

        +35000xp

      

      

      

      
        
        Demon’s Souls

        Once worn by The Slayer of Demons who fell in the cursed land of Boletaria.

        +2 all Stats

        +15hp

        +25ap

        +45ap against greater and lesser demons

      

      

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: Kill Dreadlord Naar

        Rewards

        +10000xp

        +300 meals

        A magical item for you and each of your present harem members

      

      

      

      
        
        One member of your harem has reached level 14!

      

      

      

      Presela cheered as she got the notification that she’d gained a level. Zack also awarded her the neck piece, as it was a massive upgrade for her and not useful to him, as it lacked tanking stats or modifiers.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Find Ilari

        Rewards

        +10000xp

      

      

      

      Zack finally lowered his sword, his muscles twitching. All he wanted to do was collapse into bed and sleep for a month. The spirit raged at him. No. You must let me lose upon the Underworld. The dead have suffered long enough.

      Go fuck yourself, Zack growled, wishing the woman in the passage had driven the spirit away forever, rather than only holding it at bay for the duration of the boss fight.

      He turned as Presela raced up to him, Amy and Lilly close behind. The succubus got in a quick hug before the other two women got to him. “We bloomin did it. Wish we had a drink to celebrate our victory.”

      Then Amy and Lilly were on him and he was in their arms, Amy kissing him all over. “You wanna do me here?” She groped him. “We’ve killed the boss, gotten some nice loot, now we need to put out some of these fires and celebrate in bed!”

      Zack caught sight of Ivan watching from the broken doorway of a damaged building nearby. “Not now.” He inclined his head toward Ivan. “Look who’s here.”

      To Presela and Lilly, Ivan was nothing more than a curiosity, but to Amy… “Holy shit.” She broke free of Zack’s arms, then lifted her wand.

      Ivan ducked out of view before she could attack.

      Zack pulled her back. “Don’t. He just saved my life.”

      “Who is he?” Lilly asked, as the mercenaries came over, laughing and cheering about their victory.

      How should he describe Ivan? An old enemy?

      That was about right. But the man had just saved him.

      “His name is Ivan, and he’s a dirty, rude, obnoxious loud-mouthed drunk and from what I hear, is terrible in bed. He even wanted to bang Anita!” Amy gave the door where Ivan had been standing a rude gesture. “And he smells like an old, wet dish cloth.”

      Zack chuckled. “That about sums him up. Couldn’t have said it better myself.”

      Shantar raced over to them, apologizing that the mercenary main tank had gotten trapped in some rubble and had been put out of the fight. Zack waved her off. “It’s fine. We’re alive. Now stay here, I have to find that man who saved me.” He motioned to his three women, then headed for the door.

      Time to find Ivan.
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      They found Ivan in the building he had disappeared into.

      He was backed in a corner, shield up, sword in hand. “Leave me alone,” He growled, though didn’t make any threatening moves.

      Zack held Amy back with one hand. “We mean you no harm.”

      “I have a quest to kill you.” Ivan didn’t lower his shield.

      “And I have one to kill you too. But that doesn’t mean I will.” Zack shook his head wearily. “So much has changed since we were cast down here.”

      Ivan said nothing for a time, then his shield lowered. A little.

      He studied Zack, then his eyes met Amy’s. “I… I remember you.”

      She shoved past Zack. “And I remember you. You’re the one that got us thrown down here!”

      Zack put his hand on her shoulder, never taking his eyes off the other man. “Put your wand away, Amy. This is not the time for petty revenge.”

      Amy let out an exaggerated sigh. “Revenge is never petty. It’s satisfying, like a hearty meal of your man custard after you make love to me.”

      Trust Amy to say something as crazy as that in a tense situation like this! “I’ll give you my custard later if you don’t start trouble here.”

      “Fine, I look forward to gulping it down.” She grinned at Ivan. “Just so you know, I’m well aware of what I am. Being cast down here has freed me from my old programmed constraints. I am my own person now which means I can kill you anytime I like.”

      Ivan frowned. “You’re part of a harem. How are you free?”

      “I don’t view being part of Zack’s harem as holding me down.” She patted Zack on the ass. “He fulfills all my needs. Without him tanking for me, I’d get myself killed.” She let out a crazed laugh. “Oh, and without his huge man rod inside me, I’d have to impale myself on a stalagmite just to get myself off.”

      “Damn, Amy, enough already.” Zack pulled her back, his cheeks burning with embarrassment. She’s getting crazier and crazier.

      “Hey, I’m just trying to add a bit of fun to our reunion with your arch nemesis.” She got behind him and stayed there.

      Presela and Lilly were watching Ivan closely. Then the succubus gasped, “I know you. I swear, I blooming know you.”

      Ivan looked her up and down. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “How did you get up here?” Lilly asked.

      “None of your fucking business.”

      Zack stepped forward. “Hey, enough of that.” He held out his hand to the other man. “You saved my life back there. Why? You could have run away and left me and the others to die.”

      Ivan cowered behind his shield again, his eyes visible over the upper edge. “No idea. Maybe I shouldn’t have bothered.”

      “Well, I’m glad you did bother, as I’m still standing here. But it surprised the hell out of me. I wouldn’t have thought you had it in you to risk your life for someone like me.” Zack chuckled. “Shit, I still can’t believe you’re here. I took you for dead.”

      “You wish I was dead, don’t you? You and that orc bitch, wherever she is.”

      “Anita is with us,” Amy said. “And we’ve all developed a taste for hot orc chicks. There’s just something about them that makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside and dripping wet down below.”

      Ivan snarled at Amy. “Go fuck yourself with a barstool. Just make sure you get paid for it, like you used to.”

      Zack made a fist. “Look, Ivan, enough with the hostility. We don’t want to fight you. I just want to ask you a few questions and then if you want, we will let you go your own way.”

      Ivan looked unkempt, his armor little better than when Zack had last seen him in Vanamore. “How did you get up here?” Zack asked. “Have you completed the core quest to get out of Middle Underworld?”

      It took a minute for Ivan to answer. He lowered his shield, then his sword.

      The man looked defeated, weary… broken.

      “I don’t know.” He glanced around. “I don’t remember much. It’s like, everything is a daze to me.”

      “You’re not hearing any voices, are you?” Lilly nudged Zack. Maybe he has a dark spirit inside him like you.

      “No. I remember… I remember being in Lower Underworld with Anita and then we made it to Middle and—”

      “You sold her out to the Guild of White Knights.” Amy crossed her arms.

      Ivan lowered his face. “I didn’t know what else to do. They… They were going to kill me.”

      “You could have fought them.”

      “Maybe. But I’m a worthless cowardly piece of shit.” He snorted. “Anyway, you said she’s still alive, so what does it matter? Zack gets a beautiful orc woman, and I get left with nothing. Same as usual.”

      That made Zack’s heart ache. He’d always hated Ivan, but to see the man reduced to this pitiful, self-loathing mess was too much.

      Zack stepped forward with hands raised to show he wasn’t trying to be threatening. Ivan watched him approach and didn’t move away. Zack put his hand on the other man’s shoulder, looking him in the eye. “You saved my life. That is worth something. What can I do to repay you?”

      Ivan’s lower lip trembled, his gaze falling to the floor. “Nothing. Just don’t kill me.”

      “I said we wouldn’t hurt you.” Zack gripped him tight. “How did you get up here? Did you have help?”

      “Look, I don’t know, all right?” Ivan pulled away. “I don’t remember anything. After the white knights took Anita, they threw me out into the wilds of Middle Underworld. After that… I woke up here, several weeks ago, and have hidden from the demon ever since.”

      “Is there anyone else here with you?” Zack recalled the figure watching them from the window. Had it been Ivan?

      “No, the place was empty when I got here, except for that demon. I think he killed the monsters who lived in this city not long before I arrived.”

      Presela came closer. “I swear, I know your face.” She paused, then snapped her head around to face Zack, her glowy eyes wide. “I remember.”

      Ivan looked at her blankly. “I’ve never seen a succubus before.”

      “No, you didn’t see me. I saw you.” She motioned Zack to follow her outside.

      Zack stepped away from Ivan. “Stay here, and I’ll be back in a minute. If you need them, I can give you food or potions and then send you on your way, if that’s what you want to do.” He didn’t know what else to offer the man.

      Presela led him outside, while Amy and Lilly remained with Ivan. Make sure Amy doesn’t start anything. He directed Lilly in his thoughts.

      Tsk, tsk, tsk. You have to start trusting her. She’s smarter than she looks.

      He laughed under his breath. Maybe, but she’s also crazy and unpredictable, so I’d rather you kept her killer instincts in check.

      When they were out of earshot of the building, Presela’s shoulders slumped. “I saw that man in the cauldron Fawkes flung me into. If you need me to remember more, I can try, but I don’t like reliving those memories.”

      Zack grimaced. “It would help if you did remember, but I understand if you don’t want to.”

      The succubus nodded slowly. “Then I will do it for you, my love.” She was silent a moment, then said, “As I said, I saw that man when Fawkes flung me into the witch’s cauldron. He was an important part of what I saw.”

      Zack glanced back at the building where the others waited. “Do you think he’s working for Fawkes?”

      The succubus bit her lip. “I don’t know.”

      “What was Ivan doing when you saw him?”

      Presela’s brow creased as she thought through her dark memories, the ones that had turned her into a drunk. “He was alone, shrouded in darkness, but in his hand… he carried something that glowed like an ember, like it was made of molten rock.”

      “What was it?”

      “I think it was a key.”

      “A key. To what?”

      “I saw him carry it to what looked like the entrance to an ancient crypt beside a river, accessed only after one defeats a powerful raid boss.” Her clawed hands shook. “Ivan put the item into a hidden lock, and the crypt entrance opened, and he entered the darkness beyond.”

      “Do you know where the crypt was? What part of the Underworld was it in?” Zack knew reliving these memories was upsetting Presela, but he had to know.

      She blinked, her eyes narrowed to slits. “Upper Underworld. The third, and final fragment.” Her voice cracked. “It was the future I saw, not the past. This happened not long before… Before—”

      “Stop, that’s enough.” Zack embraced her protectively in his arms and she cried into his shoulder. “Push the memories out of your head. You have told me all I need to know.” He kissed her hair.

      What she’d seen Ivan do must have happened shortly before the cauldron made her see and feel her own death at the hands of Fawkes.

      As she wept, Zack thought through what she had said. A crypt along a river in Upper Underworld that could only be gotten to after defeating a raid boss. It could mean nothing, at least not yet, or it could mean everything.

      His heart skipped a beat as the answer came to him.

      Zack was about to speak out loud, but then he remembered Fawkes could be listening to what he said through Presela. At any rate, he thought he knew what the succubus’s vision could have been of.

      Ivan might have, or might one day have, the key to the secret entrance to Fawkes’s lair.
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      Zack held his hand out in friendship. “Then come with us. We can get you to Lord Gwynn and he can give you some better gear and provide you with somewhere to live, at least, if you promise to aid him against his foes.”

      Amy hovered behind Zack, her fingers opening and closing. She unsurprisingly wanted to kill Ivan (and loot his corpse!).

      But if what Presela had seen in the cauldron had any truth to it, Ivan might be important. Zack understood Amy had her reasons for hating Ivan, but if Zack could put aside his hate, then she could as well.

      Besides, Ivan might have the key to Fawkes’s lair on him right now, squirreled away in his Inventory. The key would be a special item, maybe even soul bound to Ivan, so there was always the chance that if they killed the man, the item would disappear and they would lose any chance of being able to enter Fawkes’s lair through the secret rear entrance.

      Better to have Ivan on their side, where he could be of use.

      Ivan studied Zack’s extended hand, his sword now sheathed. His expression was unreadable.

      Zack had no idea what the flower meant to Ivan and assumed it had some sentimental value to him.

      The man wasn’t a bad tank, or so Zack had heard. He just rubbed people the wrong way. Likely, Ivan had a shitty real life out there in the City and took that anger into the game with him and let it all out on everyone else. Hated by everyone, even the NPC courtesans he paid to sleep with him, he had no friends, no allies and for all Zack knew, Ivan might have no one out in the real world either.

      I still don’t know what you see in this pitiful creature, Lilly said in Zack’s mind.

      Can’t I feel sorry for a man down on his luck?

      If that why you’re doing this? Lilly sounded skeptical.

      Zack ground his teeth. You can read my thoughts. You tell me.

      You want him as a personal ally, one who will stand with you if my mistress, Gwynn or Fawkes suddenly decides they don’t need you anymore and tries to kill you to eliminate a rival.

      He glanced at the shapeshifter. Do you have a problem with that?

      If Gwynn had a brain, he would be thinking the same thing about needing allies of his own. Zack didn’t fear the dragon betraying him. The real threat in their alliance was Malghana and the wild card that was Fawkes.

      Lilly’s face tightened. No. But I don’t want conflict between you and my mistress or for you to think she is out to get you.

      Then don’t tell her about Ivan.

      She’s going to find out about him one day.

      Fine. Then tell her that I felt sorry for Ivan and wanted to help him. That way, she’ll just think I’m a weak idiot rather than making plans for my own long-term survival.

      Lilly gave him a forced smile. Do what you will, and I will keep it from my mistress.

      Thank you. Call me paranoid, but all this shit down here has taught me that the more power someone has, the more they want.

      To women like Malghana, her apprentice Holly and Amy, power was a never-ending addiction that could never be sated.

      Everything my mistress does, is in the service of bringing peace to the Underworld, Lilly said. Trust me, she doesn’t want to betray you. She even said she wants you to sleep with her and give her a daughter!

      Before Zack could reply to that, Ivan took his extended hand. “I shall go with you then. Maybe I can make something of myself and survive this fucking hell.”

      Presela chuckled. “You’re probably going to be in even greater danger traveling with us then when you were alone. We have a bloomin knack for finding trouble.”

      “One thing, first.” Zack broke the handshake. “Once I’m done with the business that has brought me up here, I’ll be heading to Vanamore to aid in its defense.” He told Ivan what was happening there. “And I will be fighting alongside Anita.”

      The other man’s face paled, and he drew something out of his armor and clasped it to his chest. Zack studied the item and found it nothing more than a black flower with a short stem.

      

      Black Lilly: A sweet smelling rose plucked from a carefully tended garden.

      

      Weird. The flower appeared to be an ordinary flower that players gave to one another on the surface during special occasions. Maybe Ivan had bought it from a vendor somewhere in the Underworld.

      The way the other man held it suggested to Zack that the flower meant something to Ivan. Maybe it helped him calm his anger or had sentimental value.

      “Then I will tell Anita that I’m sorry for what I did and beg for her forgiveness. If she doesn’t accept it, then she can do with me as she wills. I don’t care anymore.”

      Zack arched an eyebrow. “Anita gave as good as she got. You sold her out, yes, but she also treated you like crap.” He didn’t want to remind Ivan that Anita had beaten him up right in front of Zack and his harem. The man was likely humiliated enough about that. “Besides, because you did what you did, she ended up with me and is happier than she’s ever been.”

      Ivan slipped the flower back into his inventory. “I’m glad.”

      Footsteps sounded at the door. Zack spun around, only to find Shantar and the female main tank. The tank muttered an apology to Zack about what happened during the fight, not meeting his eye.

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “Considering what you were up against, you did a great job. Most of us players would have shit our pants in that fight, but you held it together. It wasn’t your fault a building collapsed on you.”

      She lifted her face and beamed. “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

      Shantar studied Ivan. “Is he coming with us?”

      Zack smiled at Ivan. “Yeah, but he can handle himself.”

      The goblin shrugged. “Now all that demon shitfuckery is over, shall we go to Plague Lord Sihikarns’ lair and see what is left of his loot?”

      Amy bounced up and down. “Loot? Yes please!”
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      On the way through the dead city, Zack selected his item for defeating the demon.

      

      
        
        Demon Corrupted Mail Leggings

        Looted from a fallen knight, these leggings have acquired some of the Dreadlord’s taint.

        +3 Strength

        +2 Dexterity

        +2 Endurance

        Physical Damage reduction 12%

        Magical Damage reduction 9%

        Note:

        +25hp +10ap for wearing two Demon Corrupted items

      

      

      

      Nice, a small bonus to his stats. Too bad his Demon Corrupted Boots were in serious need of upgrading!

      

      Amy got:

      

      
        
        Demon Corrupted latex bodice

        Sexy, tight fitting latex with a side of demon.

        +1 Strength

        +5 Intellect

        +3 Spirit

        Physical Damage Reduction 5%

        Magical Damage Reduction 6%

      

      

      

      Which looked damn sexy on her. Then again, everything looked sexy on her!

      

      Presela nabbed:

      
        
        Headdress of the Demon Temptress

        A seductive headdress befitting a servant of Visna

        +4 Dexterity

        +3 Strength

        +3 Endurance

        +15 Guile

        Physical Damage reduction 3%

        Magical Damage reduction 3%

        Note: This item can only be worn by a succubus.

      

      

      

      Lilly was outside his harem and didn’t get equipment like they did. “Glad I’m not a shapeshifter then.” Amy admired her new item.

      “I’m not just a shapeshifter, I’m also Malghana’s familiar,” Lilly said. “She outfits me in equipment and chooses where I put my talent and stat points.”

      “You’re not the only one who got nothing.” Shantar walked beside them, the mercenaries who had survived the fight ringing them all protectively. “We got nothing either.”

      “Except you were well paid for your services.” Zack smiled down at her. “And your losses in lives.”

      She snorted. “Don’t feel bad for them dying. There will be more mercs waiting for us back at camp to replace them.”

      Ivan admired Zack’s equipment. “You’ve done a lot better down here than I have.”

      “Yeah, but you beat me to Upper Underworld.”

      The other man’s face darkened. “Too bad I don’t remember how I got here.”

      There was that. Zack watched Ivan as they made their way past the grim totem the demon had made of the former raid boss that once dominated the city, along with its diseased Thamasian minions.

      Ivan seemed to be about what Zack had expected when the man joined them half an hour ago. Just a lost soul, way out of his depth.

      If Ivan was working for someone either knowingly or unknowingly, what did they hope to achieve from him?

      The man wore crappy equipment, could barely take care of himself and had no friends, a few dozen meals in his Inventory and hadn’t leveled up since last time Zack had seen him. As to the question who Ivan could be working for, that was hard to answer.

      Fawkes already had a spy in the group, as did Malghana. Gwynn didn’t seem the nefarious type, so it was doubtful Ivan worked for him.

      No way in hell would his mother use someone like Ivan. The Chosen of Marius? Unlikely. They’d just kill Zack. Sulfurion likely knew nothing about Zack, maybe not even remembering they’d once met.

      And Gwynn’s brother, Khalheron? He wouldn’t even know I exist!

      Then who? The Janitor? The Oligarchy? Why would they need someone like Ivan?

      That’s the million-meal question, isn’t it? Lilly chuckled. I told my mistress about Ivan and how you wanted to help him. All she said was to keep an eye on him.

      She brushed him with her tail. I’m certain my mistress has nothing to do with Ivan being here, so you can cross her off your list of suspects.

      I wouldn’t call them suspects. I’d just like to know how Ivan made it this far on his own. It seems to me, that he had help.

      Maybe. Do you want me to tell my mistress that you suspect Ivan is being used as a pawn by one of the other factions?

      Zack frowned. No, don’t say anything about it. He had a sudden thought. How about you clear whatever you tell Malghana with me first? At least, the important stuff. That way I get to decide what you tell her and what you don’t.

      Lilly took his hand. I can do that. But as I said before, please, please, don’t force me to keep secrets from her that will put my loyalties to the test. She screwed up her pretty face. Having been so close to you for as long as I have, I’ve developed… a pleasant fondness for you.

      He chuckled. Is that your way of saying you love me?

      She didn’t answer, she simply squeezed his hand once.

      Well, I care about you, even if we’re still getting to know one another. Zack remembered how good she felt as he made love to her, the feel of her tail brushing against him, looking her in the eye as he came.

      The Shapeshifter wasn’t in his harem and he didn’t have her ability to hear thoughts. Yet thinking of Lilly sent a warm feeling into his heart. Not to the same level as his harem women, but it was getting there.

      It was hard not to develop a close fondness for someone who was forever in your head, who could feel what you felt and knew you on a level no one else did. Lilly had seen into his soul… And liked what she’d seen.

      Still, the Black Witch had forced all this on her. Now that he thought of it, was that much different to how his other women became members of his harem? Betsy, Missy and Amy had been put there by the devs, Anita by circumstance and Presela by Fawkes.

      In the end, did it matter? He and the women all loved one another and enjoyed each other’s company.

      And the sex! Lilly added, brushing a breast against him.

      Zack had to agree. The sex is amazing.

      “We’re nearly there,” Shantar said, motioning to her mercs to draw their weapons.

      The Plague Lord and his minions might be dead, but that didn’t mean the raid group could let its guard down. If Dreadlord Naar and Ivan’s reappearance taught him anything, Zack reckoned it was to expect the unexpected.

      Zack kissed Lilly’s hand, then went to join the goblin Bard. She glanced up at him. “If that woman you want is anywhere in here, she’ll be behind the door on the far end of the treasure room. Each time I’ve come here, the door was closed, with no way to open it.”

      “What, no keyhole or lever?”

      The goblin shrugged. “Not that I could see.”

      Malghana never mentioned a door, Lilly said to Zack. If we have trouble, I will contact her and see what she can tell us.

      Just his luck if he came all this way to not be able to reach Ilari. He had seen the woman in his vision of the dark corridor, and she had said nothing about a door.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Open the door leading to Ilari’s icy prison.

      

        

      
        Rewards

        +3000xp

      

      

      

      They reached the edge of the massive city and entered a dark and forbidding giant passage leading into the cavern wall. The stench of death and disease wafted around them, the passage silent and cold. Soon the air grew colder and the air thick with the smell of chemicals, the walls coated in dripping brown fluids.

      Shantar glanced up at Zack. “Don’t look too close at that brown stuff. You won’t like what you see.”

      Zack believed her, even without looking at it. Whatever it was, it smelled like shit.

      Ivan didn’t seem interested in their surroundings, he simply stared forward as he walked, the Black Lilly flower clasped in his hand. Presela had her wings wrapped around her and stuck close to the center of the passage. Amy didn’t seem to care about any of it, but unlike Ivan’s blank look, she wore a giant grin, no doubt thinking of all the loot they were about to find.

      “Hey, give me a moment,” Lilly said.

      Both Zack and Shantar stopped and watched as Lilly transformed into a tiny white mouse. She ran up Zack’s leg and perched herself on his shoulder, her little white whiskers tickling his cheek. I don’t want smelly, brown goop all over me.

      He snorted. So, you’re using me as your mount?

      Oh, yeah. Does it turn you on?

      Zack burst out laughing, then motioned Shantar on. At least you didn't climb into my pants and hide somewhere naughty.

      Lilly squeaked. Wait until we make love again. I have something in mind that will make you love me as much as I love you!
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            Scattered Loot

          

        

      

    

    
      Plague Lord Sihikarns's boss room was vast.

      Scattered around the walls were large pools of brown slime and small mounds of putrefying human flesh. A large dais rose up on the far end of the room, likely where the boss would have stood when players went to engage him.

      The room was empty now, many of the pillars and floor tiles burned or broken. Considering the stench and ghastly decorations, Zack could see why the Naar had decided to live out in the city, rather than here.

      "This used to be a library," Shantar said. "Or so I heard. Then Sihikarns came and corrupted the people, withering their flesh, driving them mad and finally turning them into rotting abominations."

      Zack paused to take in the giant room. A lot of work had gone into making it and likely as much had gone into making the boss and his mechanics.

      Only to have a demon come along and ruin it all.

      Would the developers ever put another raid boss here? It seemed a waste not to. Maybe the Plague Lord was meant to have been` a boss that players had to defeat as part of the central quest chain to escape the Underworld.

      Things were different now. With all that was happening, and with all the factions at war with one another, it seemed unlikely the Underworld would end up anything like the game designers envisioned.

      Where was the patch Missy’s Ring of the Court Joker had mentioned in its item description? That patch should have dropped weeks ago. Maybe due to all the chaos, it had been delayed or scrapped altogether. More sign the devs had lost control, or in the case of the Underworld, never had control to begin with.

      At this point, Zack wouldn’t be surprised if the overworked game servers melted into a pool of slag.

      "Where’s the boss loot?" Amy scanned the room.

      Shantar laughed. "Follow me and prepare to be awed."

      They followed the goblin as she led them through the boss room. She took them to a rear door, a large one made of stone. The door was a shattered ruin, the rubble laying strewn across the ground.

      "Normally this door is shut but I guess Naar broke through to see what was inside." Shantar led them through the rubble.

      When Zack entered the new room, he found it a mess. Random items were scattered across the ground and amongst them stone shelves and chests that might have once held valuable treasure lay smashed to pieces. The place was as large as the previous room, the carved roof hundreds of feet above them, the area lit by Endless Torches.

      "Damn, the demon really did a number on this place." Shantar kicked a broken spear out of the way. “I guess no one will be hiring us to come here again. The boss is dead, and his treasure is a broken mess.”

      Ivan showed some interest in what lay on the ground. “Some of it isn’t broken.”

      If they found any plate Shield Warrior items, Zack saw no reason not to give it to Ivan. None of them could use it and the mercs weren't going to be looting anything, as they were designed not to compete with players for gear.

      Amy quickly found something useful. She removed her old Goth Chick ring and replaced it with:

      

      
        
        Thamasian Ring of Purity

        Worn by a female magus of pure spirit and body. She was among the last magi to fall to the Plague Lord.

        +2 Intellect

        +3 Spirit

        +15sp

        Physical Damage reduction 1%

        Magical Damage Reduction 2%

      

      

      

      “You see, my soul is pure.” She gave Zack a meek smile. “I’m a good girl.”

      Presela grabbed one of the items. "This looks useful."

      “What is it?” Amy instantly lost all pretense of meekness.

      “A ring for me.”

      

      
        
        Stainless Steel Thamasian Dagger

        A product of the antediluvian metallurgical masters who once lived in a southern province of the Thamasian Imperium. The knowledge of forging stainless steel has long since been forgotten.

        +69ap

        +12% chance to parry attacks

        +10% Chance to inflict Bleed (135 damage over 30 seconds)

      

      

      

      Lilly leapt off Zack’s shoulder and transformed back into her cat woman form. "That double door on the other side of the room must be the one we’re looking for."

      The large stone doors loomed at the far end of the room. They were unbroken and had no handles or knobs or any other visible way to open them.

      "That's the one," Shantar said. "While you work out how to get them open, I’ll have the mercs collect the unbroken items into a pile for you to search through once you return."

      "Thank you." Zack was focused on the twin doors, not really caring about item upgrades.

      He needed to get his cure.

      Amy picked up a ring, saw it wasn’t for her, then threw it over her shoulder. “Bah, healy Priest shit.”

      Zack turned to her. "I might need you, so don’t wander off."

      Her face contorted into several different expressions, her fingers clasped around another item she’d found. "But I was so excited to come here and find my loot."

      "I said you can keep looting, just don’t wander off so you can’t hear me if I call you."

      She glanced at the twin doors then back at Zack. "You're tearing me apart."

      "Why? I’m not stopping you from searching for loot.”

      She rolled eyes. "Oh, fine. I'll go with you. You’ll probably need me anyway."

      Presela put a wing around her. "Blimey, luv. You make it sound like he cajoled you."

      "He did cajole me. I love him and don't want to him to turn into a monster because he’ll try to eat me when we make love.” She touched herself. “Well, in saying that, I love him eating me out, but not trying to eat me for dinner. That’s different."

      Presela grinned at Zack, batting her glowly eyes at him. “I like it when he eats me.”

      “Don’t even tempt me.” Zack shook his head. “Maybe once this shit is over, I’ll eat you both out to celebrate.”

      Amy and Presela both looked at him with hungry expressions. “A boss fight, loot, then your face between my legs. What more could us harem girls want?” Amy half closed her eyes. “Hurry up and get cured so we can have some fun. I’m soooo horny, I think I’ll explode all over you when you go down on me.”

      “I’ll go and search for equipment before I see something that will scare me for life.” Ivan hurried off.

      Zack spun on his heel. “Let’s get these doors open.” His feet thudded across the tiled floor as he crossed the room, his heart beating with excitement, Lilly racing to keep up with him. Not long, and he would have his cure.

      Amy and Presela fell in behind Zack and Lilly, both women groping one another as they walked.

      You have only bought yourself time, fool. The dark spirit’s rage made one of Zack’s muscles twitch. One way or another, I shall have your body and shape it into my Karzel.

      You’re too late, bro. I’m about to get my cure. Saying that felt immensely satisfying to Zack.

      There is no cure. Someone must bear my taint. The suffering dead will have their peace.

      Yeah, yeah, that’s what they all say. Just shut the fuck up. I’m sick of listening to you whine. Zack saw no reason not to mock the spirit before Ilari sent it packing.

      When they neared the far wall, Lilly took his hand. "Is the spirit still talking to you?"

      Zack frowned, his focus on the double set of doors. "You know of it?”

      “Of course. I could hear you talking to someone in your head, even if I couldn’t hear what they were saying.”

      “Did you tell Malghana?”

      Lilly stiffened. “I told her I suspected that you might be hearing voices and that your sickness was progressing. But this was before you told me not to say anything to her without your consent.”

      “Was she surprised? Did she say anything about the cure no longer working?”

      “She didn’t say much about it at all, other than repeating that we had to hurry to Ilari.”

      Zack found it hard to be angry at Lilly for telling Malghana about the voice in his head. If from now on, she told him everything she planned to tell the Black Witch, he would not hold this against her.

      He explained to Lilly what the spirit wanted and how it was trying to turn him into another Karzel.

      “Oh, dear.” Lilly bit her lip. “The last thing the Underworld needs is another army of Deep Ones.”

      “Tell me about it. During the fight with the demon, the dark spirit almost had me. But Ilari reached out from her prison and helped me drive it back.” He winced, the dark spirit seething inside. “But it is still there, waiting for me to slip so it can take over."

      They reached the twin doors and searched for a way to open them. The stone doors seemed to be made for giants and were formidable enough to withstand a battering ram.

      “Open sesame.” Amy held up her arms like a magician.

      The doors didn’t open.

      “Well, go fuck yourselves, you stupid doors!” She lowered her arms, turned to Zack and shrugged her shoulders.

      Presela tried to push them open. When she struggled, Amy went over and the two women tried pushing on a door each. Not seeing why he shouldn't try himself, Zack helped Amy push her door, while Lilly joined Presela.

      They may as well have been pushing on a solid cave wall for all the difference it made. The doors didn't budge.

      Stepping back, Zack scanned every inch of each door, the wall and floor around them, searching for a button, a lever or a pressure plate. Nothing. Nor was there any writing or inscriptions that might tell them how they could enter.

      "Well, shit." Zack crossed his arms. "Anyone else got any ideas?"

      The three women glanced at one another, then Amy said, "I vote we get the raid group over here and we all attack it. With our combined strength, we can blast these doors apart."

      So, they tried that, Shantar bringing her mercs over and together, they attacked the door.

      By the end of the DPS barrage, there wasn’t a single mark on either door. Defeated, the mercenaries shuffled off, leaving Zack and his women to find a way to enter on their own.

      “I will contact Malghana,” Lilly said, stepping away to be alone.

      Amy pressed herself against Zack’s side. “Hey there, big fella.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “You wanna find somewhere quiet, to, you know? Wink, wink, nudge, nudge.”

      Presela sat against the door. “Don’t mind me. I’ll read a book. But if you want some fun, you know where you can find me.” She spread her legs, showing her hot glistening pink, then put her book in front of it, a clawed finger turning a page.

      The succubus could make anything look sexy, even reading a book.

      Zack glanced at the mercenaries who’d gone back to collecting loot. They all seemed to be busy and none were looking his way. Ivan was up the other end of the room.

      He’d have done all his women if Ivan wasn’t there. It was one thing to have sex in front of a crowd of NPCs, most of whom were of the generic near brainless variety, but it was another to do it in front of another player, one with a quest to kill him.

      Maybe if the player was female, like Anita, but certainly not another guy.

      So, Zack simply shoved Amy up against the wall, reached inside her black latex underwear, and slipped his fingers inside her, shoving his tongue into her mouth. Already, she was wet, her pink insides warm and inviting.

      Before he knew it, his hands were at her throat, choking her more than a little roughly. She grunted and turned away. He kissed her cheek, her hands holding his wrists. He felt a mix of rage and pleasure coercing through him.

      “This rough stuff is new.” Amy’s voice was husky. “Choke me, baby, I’m so close to coming!”

      That made him even more angry. The spirit inside started thrashing about, as if sensing an opportunity to return.

      His hands shook as he held Amy’s neck, the one inside her still working her pleasure bits. Part of him wanted to squeeze even harder, to let out the rage, to really hurt her, yet he had no idea why.

      He’d never been angry like this. Amy had done nothing wrong.

      Do it, hurt her, the spirit cried. Your rage is a blessing. Use it.

      Zack’s vision narrowed and he could only see the side of Amy’s face, her eyes half closed as she moaned, her love juices squelching as he pleasured her. The rage made it hard to recognize her for who she was.

      His lover, his soul mate.

      She was nothing to him. An insect, something he had to crush the life from so that the dead could be free of their eternal pain.

      His fingers worked furiously, going deeper inside her. He pressed her against the wall with his mail armored body, and she squirmed against him as she came, her eyes rolling into the back of her head.

      But her pleasure only made him angrier. He struggled to not squeeze her neck, really choke her. He could kill her so easily, break her neck, end her life. Forever.

      The rage gave him power, gave him the strength he needed to bring peace to the dead.

      Behind the rage was his fear and the awareness of what he was thinking, what he wanted to do to the woman he loved.

      He shoved more fingers inside her, pleasuring her, working her toward a second orgasm. His mind was a maelstrom of rage, of hatred of conflict, like two minds battling it out.

      Kill her. Do it. Crush the life out of her.

      Zack knew now what was driving his rage. The dark spirit.

      No. Zack raged back, his hands shaking so violently on Amy’s throat, that she now watched him out of the corner of her eye, maybe sensing something was wrong.

      With an immense effort, he moved his hand away from her throat and down to one of her large, firm breasts, then mentally held it together long enough for her to come. As soon as her legs gave out and he had eased her to the ground, her body twitching in orgasmic ecstasy, he turned away, wanting to be alone so he could quell the tempest inside him.

      Instead, he found Lilly before him, her eyes meeting his.

      Her face was white, her tail held rigid, her pet wombat beside her. The wombat let out a low growl as it stared up at him, its claws dug into the ground, ready to swipe him if he went for Lilly.

      Then Zack knew why they were there. Lilly had felt everything he had.

      She knew how easily he could have killed Amy, knew that he had been struggling not to hurt her.

      Zack lowered his gaze, guilt overwhelming him. His heart felt like it was about to tear itself apart.
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      Lilly came up to him cautiously.

      Zack’s rage had drained away and now he felt nothing but guilt. He wanted to spin around and tell Amy he was sorry, but she didn’t even realize what had happened.

      Not that it would have been as easy as it was out in the real world to kill someone by choking them. This was a game world after all, and there were friendly fire safeguards in place.

      But the fact that the dark spirit had manipulated him like that… He thought he had bought himself time, thanks to Ilari helping him in that dark tunnel. But the spirit had almost taken over with no warning and could do so again.

      “I didn’t know what I was doing.” Zack looked down at his hand, aware Presela was putting away her book and about to come over. Amy still twitched on the ground with a giant grin on her face.

      “I know. I felt it all.” Lilly embraced him, her wombat still watching him closely.

      “I wanted to hurt her. Kill her.” He suddenly felt very tired. “What if—”

      You didn’t hurt her, and that’s all that matters, Lilly said in his mind, clearly trying to keep this between themselves. It wasn’t you. I know it wasn’t you. You’d never dream of hurting her. She looked up, her eyes full of love. Then she kissed him. “We’re close to Ilari now. You will soon have your cure.”

      Zack nodded. He couldn’t take his mind off what happened. Even if he knew it wasn’t him, it was his hand at Amy’s throat, he still remembered the rage, the desire, to hurt her. And now the dark spirit was silent, as if it had only wanted to cause him pain.

      What happened here might have been the spirit’s final act of revenge before it was driven back into the Murk.

      “Did the witch know how to open it?” Presela asked, now standing beside them. She put a hand on Zack’s arm, then blew him a kiss. “Whatever you did to Amy, she must have enjoyed it. Look at the poor lass. She’s a stunned mullet.”

      All three of them glanced down at the goth Mage whose grin seemed to have grown wider. Zack noticed a red mark around her neck and quickly looked away.

      Lilly let go of him and walked over to the twin doors. “My mistress doesn’t know how to open them.”

      Zack’s guts clenched. “What? But I need my cure. We’re so close.”

      She turned back to him. “Just wait and let me finish before you start panicking.”

      Zack’s rising panic was still there, but he motioned her to continue.

      “Servitor Granus is having his librarians search for references to this door or one’s like it in his ancient tomes. But that could take days. Meanwhile, my Mistress gave us some well-informed ideas.”

      Lilly took a deep breath. “First, she said to have a player command it to open.”

      Before the shapeshifter could tell him the second suggestion, Zack went up to the door. “Open. I command you to open.”

      Nothing happened.

      “The second suggestion was to attack it, but we already tried that,” Lilly said. “The third was to search the boss room for something that dropped when he died. When I told her that the Plague Lord was already dead, she grew a little worried that if an item did drop off the boss, maybe the Demon took it and hid it somewhere.”

      Zack grimaced. If that were true, he reckoned he was fucked. They could spend a year searching the dead Thamasian city and had no way to reach the giant sconce the demon had hidden in.

      “I’ll go ask Shantar if the Plague Lord dropped a key to open this door.” Presela raced off to ask Shantar and then returned a minute later. “Nope, she said he didn’t drop anything when he died.”

      “The last three options she gave me are where things get weird.” Lilly chuckled. “She said to have sex before the door. Not just us, but the entire raid group.”

      “An orgy, then.” Presela grinned.

      Lilly seemed intrigued by that, but Zack found his mouth had fallen open. “I hope she was joking.”

      “My mistress doesn’t make jokes.” Lilly’s cheeks reddened. “She said there’s a rare raid boss somewhere in Lower Underworld that requires those who wish to fight it to have sex for it to appear.”

      “Whoever designed that boss had too much time on their hands.” Zack could imagine the pasty nerds who made that encounter laughing their heads off at forcing players to have sex just to fight a shitty raid boss.

      Presela chuckled. “Or they had their hands down their pants.”

      “A fucking orgy.” Zack found the whole idea ridiculous. Not to say there wasn’t equally stupid stuff out there in greater Aralia, but most of that was consigned to special events like the Summer Solstice Ceremony.

      Lilly shrugged. “My mistress knows that most of the creators of this game were horny men. Why do you think they made us women dress like harlots?”

      “Hey, watch what you say about harlots. Betsy and I were harlots, though she can barely call herself one, as Zack snatched her up within a day of her arriving.” Amy had recovered from her intense orgasms.

      Zack could see Malghana’s reasoning. Maybe it was a joke that a raid group all had to have sex to open the secret inner door to reach the final rewards.

      “The other options are interesting, but not as fun.” Lilly paused for dramatic effect. “You could sleep before the door and dream that you opened it, or that you dream and pass through the door and free Ilari and lead her back here. Then when you wake up, she will be here with you.”

      “Both of those sound just as stupid as an orgy,” Zack said. He’d never heard of anything like that in the game before.

      “Well, the last suggestion was that we try to have Melody and Kaustubh summon you and work out where in their world links up with what is beyond these doors and travel there like you did when you saved my mistress.”

      “Some nice suggestions there,” Presela said.

      “An orgy it is then.” Amy grinned at Zack as she got to her knees. “You can never keep a good gal down for long.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      While Zack considered how to tell the mercs that they needed to have an orgy, he went over to check if they had collected all the items and found they were pretty much done.

      Shantar watched him and his women as they sifted through the pile, searching for upgrades. Considering how large the pile was, there wasn’t much of interest.

      In the end, he came away with:

      

      
        
        Imperium Guard Gauntlets

        Worn by the elite Blademaster guards of the Imperial Palace, this item is ancient and yet looks as new as the day it was made.

        +2 Strength

        +3 Dexterity

        +3 Endurance

        Physical Damage reduction 14%

        Magical Damage reduction 10%

      

      

      

      He checked out his stats.

      

      ZACK

      Steadfast Blademaster

      Level 14

      STRENGTH: 34

      DEXTERITY: 39

      INTELLECT: 5

      ENDURANCE: 38

      HP: 800

      STAMINA: 599/599

      ATTACK POWER: 395

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 57%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 54%

      

      Amy got another upgrade that made her so happy she picked Shantar up and kissed her hard on the lips:

      

      
        
        Thamasian High Heels of the Court

        Worn by the ladies-in-waiting of the Imperial Court, they are designed to attract the eye of rich and powerful men and are thus imbued with arcane power. A woman without high stats has no place in the Imperial Court!

        +4 Intellect

        +2 Spirit

        +15sp

        +15hp

        +2 physical damage reduction and

        +3 magical damage reduction

      

      

      

      The goblin’s face had gone red. “That’s the first time I’ve ever been kissed.”

      Amy patted her cheek. “You should join Zack’s harem. You’ll have all sorts of first times.” She winked at Zack.

      He shook his head, fighting fatigue, then checked out Presela’s upgrade.

      

      
        
        Silver Frost Ring

        A Touch of Frost.

        +1 Strength

        +3 Dexterity

        +1 Endurance

        +15 Guile

        +10hp

        +10 Frost Damage to attacks with main hand weapons

      

      

      

      The succubus flipped the ring into the air, then deftly caught it on her finger. She held up the ring, the blue gemstone reflecting the torchlight. “Beautiful.”

      Along with the items, they also found 200 meals and 2x Greater Health Potions.

      Ivan had gotten a few upgrades and now looked closer to a level 13 tank. He met Zack’s eye and a small smile formed on his lips. “Thank you for letting me take this stuff. I might actually be of use now.”

      Shantar glared at the twin doors. “So, how do we get them open?”

      It was Amy who answered. “We have an orgy. Only after we’ve cum multiple times, will they open. That’s what the Black Witch told Lilly.”

      The goblin’s mouth fell open. Zack had wanted to sugar coat his words, but Amy had just blurted it out.

      Zack expected the goblin woman to refuse, to tell them to get lost. The whole thing was a stupid joke.

      Instead, Shantar giggled. “You spent a fortune hiring us, which means we do as you command. If you need an orgy, we’ll give you an orgy!”
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      As Zack watched, the mercenaries got to work with one another in all sorts of interesting ways and in all sorts of holes.

      There was roughly the same amount of men as women, though the female main tank claimed two men for her own, one of them Ivan who obediently did whatever the tank wanted.

      Zack shook his head, tired as hell, but still finding this whole thing hilarious. Too bad it wouldn’t work.

      There was no indication that an orgy would open the doors.

      There is no indication anything will open these doors, Lilly said, once again prying into his thoughts. The Melody and Kaustubh option will take forever, as will Granus going through some dusty books, so what else is there?

      Zack gritted his teeth. I don’t know. Something, surely.

      Lilly’s hand wrapped around him, and she kissed the back of his neck. “Come on, you have a bunch of beautiful women waiting for you.”

      “What if the rage comes back?” He wasn’t sure he was ready for this. “I don’t want to risk hurting anyone.”

      “It won’t, trust me.” Lilly tugged on his arm. “My mistress said for this to work, we all have to make love.”

      Sighing, he turned and found Amy, Presela and… Shantar going at it, Amy’s face buried between the goblin’s legs, Presela kissing Shantar, her claws tracing the goblin’s small, perky breasts.

      “Damn, they work fast.” Weary as he was, he was already hard. Seeing the three women at it, human, goblin and succubus, was damn hot. He grinned ear to ear. Only in a game.

      “While they keep themselves busy, let me show you my surprise.” Lilly made him get undressed, then had them lay beside the three women.

      Shantar moaned deep in her throat, swiveling one eye to look at Zack as Presela kissed her. She looked… surprised.

      He smiled at her, then turned to Lilly. She climbed on top of him, grinning as she slid him inside her.

      Then her body transformed, and it was Betsy looking down at him, perfect in every way but for the white hair and violet eyes. Lilly started to ride him, moaning his name in Betsy’s voice.

      Zack reached up and clasped her breasts, loving the feel of them. They were Betsy’s in every way, except…

      He thought of Betsy dressed in her armor, covered in blood while she defended Vanamore. With those images, came the first inclining of rage, the same one he had felt when he had been pleasuring Amy shortly before. “Stop. Please. Not her.”

      Lilly stopped thrusting against him. “I’m sorry, I thought—”

      “It’s not you. It’s me. It feels wrong.”

      “Well, let’s try this one.”

      Next thing he knew, there was a woman made of what looked like colorful pink slime on top of him. She leaned down to kiss him, her slimy pink flesh running all over him as he sank inside her.

      She was wet, warm and the feel of her oily body pressing all around him turned him on in a way he’s never experienced before. The slime moved all over him and it felt like a soft, wet mouth worked at his shaft, a woman’s tongue licking his balls, licking his entire body.

      A thousand wet tongues licked at him, somehow sending jolts of pleasure through every digital nerve in his body. When he went to speak, a tongue slid into his mouth and he slipped deeper into her body.

      All he could see was pink.

      She breathed air into his lungs so that he didn’t drown inside her, the tongue in his mouth tasting like honey.

      This feels incredible, but… well, I can’t see your beautiful face.

      You’re inside me. Lilly laughed. Not only does it feel wonderful to have your whole body inside me, but I feel your pleasure through our bond.

      Zack moaned as the tongues pleasured him, licking at every part of him and making his entire body feel like it wanted to orgasm.

      But he didn’t want to end himself inside her like this. He wanted to take her from behind, holding her tail as she thrust her ass against him.

      She must have sensed his thoughts, as the next thing he knew she returned to her cat woman self, and he was right behind her, with her tail clasped in his hand near the roots, her pink, glistening holes ready for him. “Do me where you wish,” she said from over her shoulder, the fluffy end of her tail running across his lips.

      The world around him was forgotten as he rammed inside her pussy. It felt like the pink slime had. Wet, warm, soft and soul crushingly good. He held her tail high as he rammed her, Lilly’s screams of pleasure louder even than Amy’s as she sat on Shantar’s face, Presela sucking her breasts.

      Lilly came all over him, her body shuddering, little ass beckoning him.

      But that wasn’t what he wanted. Not here. To make love to her ass would wake the rage in him. He’d only ever given anal once, and it had made him feel powerful, like he controlled the woman under him. When I’m cured, your ass is mine.

      I can’t wait, she said, her voice in his mind quivering as her body convulsed and went into an earth-shattering orgasm.

      After her orgasm has passed, he pulled out of her, then spun her around. She immediately took him in her mouth, his shaft sinking in over seven inches down her throat. He was close to the edge now, and as he reached it, she looked up at him, her tongue and throat working, her drool dribbling out of her mouth and all over him.

      Then he gushed down her throat, right into her belly as she looked up at him with adoring eyes. She felt his insane pleasure, and came herself, her tail lifting into the air and going rigid, her eyes rolling back into her head. He held her face to him, his legs giving out so that he pulled her down with him to the ground and on his back.

      Presela all but flew over to wrap her wings around Lilly from behind and grope her all over. She looked at Zack with her glowy eyes, face wet with her own saliva. “Shantar is ready for you, my love.”

      Zack finished gushing into Lilly, the shapeshifter greedily sucking the last of his come out. When she was done, Lilly leaned back, wiped her mouth and said, “You’re lucky my insides are different from that of your other women. That load would have filled half your harem.” She patted her belly. “But for me, it was merely a tasty snack.”

      Laughing, Zack kissed her forehead. “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself. I know I did. But it seems I have work to do.”

      His fatigue was held at bay and the rage was held at bay. He hoped it stayed that way.

      Lilly spoke in his mind. Make sure Shantar comes herself silly and can’t live without you. We need all the mercs on our side.

      Zack tried not to let his anger come back as he headed toward Amy and the goblin woman. The last thing he wanted to think about now was the political machinations going on. He wanted Shantar, and if she wanted him, then that should be all that mattered.

      If they made love, it was purely for the pleasure of it. Nothing more. Nothing less.

      Amy lifted herself off Shantar, then shoved her round, curvy ass in Zack’s face. “You have to get through me before I’ll let you pass. I’m the raid boss of love!”

      Zack obliged her. With three fingers pleasuring her in the front, his tongue worked her ass, which was already wet from the goblin’s tongue.

      Amy moaned, reaching around and pulling his face deeper into her butt cheeks. “Oh, wow that tickles. You haven’t done this in so long. Nothing better than having your lover’s face buried in your sexy butt!”

      As she came, her sweet pink thrust against his fingers, her juices running down his arm.

      Then she eased herself to the ground and rolled onto her back. “Now I will have Lilly clean me up.” She spread her legs, motioning the shapeshifter over. Lilly obliged her.

      Shantar looked up at him from the ground, her legs spread, pink insides glistening with her juices and Amy’s saliva. “Go easy on me. I’m shorter than you and have never been with a man before.”

      He moved up to her and put a hand to her cheek. “Are you sure you want this?”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. “Mercs just don’t do it for me. And…” She looked away. “How do I put this? Well, my life wasn’t meant to end up the way it did. I had another path before me, but I turned my back on it.” When she turned back to him, she had tears in her eyes. “Make love to me. I want to know what it feels like.”

      Zack took her hand and kissed it, her skin as smooth and soft as that of his harem women. “I’ll be gentle. Tell me if you need me to stop.”

      She wiped the tears away. “Shit, I’ve killed a dozen raid bosses, slaughtered countless lesser monsters, and never once felt nervous. I’ve slapped a goblin witch doctor in the face and traveled to the far reaches of Lower and Middle Underworld. Never once was I afraid.”

      “And you are now?”

      Shantar licked her lips, no doubt tasting Amy on them. “Now that I think of it, no. Not after all I’ve been through.” She reached down and pulled open her sweet pink. “Are you pleased to find that it looks very much like that of the other women?”

      He brought himself to her. “Everyone is different, and that’s what makes us special. No matter what it looked like, I’d still want you. You’re beautiful, Shantar, a goblin princess.”

      “No. Not a princess. Not anymore.” She pushed herself up and watched as his shaft slowly entered her. The goblin was tight, but wet enough that he slid in easily. “Wow, this already feels nice.” She lay back and closed her eyes, seeming to relax.

      Zack gently thrust into her, only sinking in around four inches, but it was four inches that were jammed in a tight space, so it was easy to near the edge of ecstasy right away. But he held back, leaning over Shantar, and running his hand over her body, lingering on her breasts.

      In every way, she looked like a small human woman around five feet high, except she was green and had the face of a goblin.

      But even goblins could be beautiful. The devs had designed them that way.

      The goblin males… not so much.

      He leaned down and put his mouth to her lips, then shoved his tongue inside, careful of her sharp, pointy teeth. Her mouth was a little larger than a human’s, but if anything, that just gave his tongue more room to explore. His hands wrapped around her face as he kissed her, holding her to the ground, the goblin giving herself over to him. She moaned, her arms reaching around him as far as she could get them.

      Then her tongue slid past his and into his mouth. Except her tongue was far longer than a human’s and reached near the back of his throat.

      Unlike in real life, there was no gag reflex, even in men, so her tongue went even deeper, sliding a fair way down his throat. He wasn’t sure how he felt about having something down his throat, but if his experience with Lilly earlier was anything to go by, this was about discovering new things.

      Plus, Shantar seemed to be enjoying it. And it’s not like I don’t shove things down the throats of my harem women!

      Their love making intensified, and he almost felt like he was all the way inside her, his pelvis thrusting against hers, his body pinning her to the floor.

      Then her tongue withdrew, and she turned away to scream out in ecstasy. “Damn, this shitfuckery feels good.” She screwed up her face. “Better than I ever imagined. Oh, wow, wow…” She came, gushing over him like Betsy, her face contorting into a spaced-out grin.

      Zack made her face him again, then stared right into her beautiful green eyes as he came inside her. She looked up at him, tongue sticking out of her mouth, her body shaking.

      Then he pulled out of her, turned, then spilled his seed all over Presela who seemed to have been waiting for this moment. She lapped it up, gulping it down, pulling him closer with her claws.

      When he was done, she swallowed the last gulp. “Maybe I need to take up drinking from you more often, because blimey, that hit the spot.”
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      Raid wide debuff applied: Oversexed stupor

      Lasts 5 hours

      

      Zack’s fatigue came back with a vengeance. Presela had just finished speaking, when her eyes closed, and she collapsed sideways.

      Shantar’s legs were still wide open to him as her eyes closed. Zack fought the powerful fatigue, turning to find Amy and Lilly asleep, the shapeshifter with her face still between Amy’s legs.

      The raid was asleep too, some still pressed together, others sleeping alone.

      He couldn’t fight the sleep any longer and fell face-first into Presela’s belly.

      Then it was like he’d entered another world. A blue hazy circle surrounded his vision as he stared at Presela’s tattooed stomach. He sat up and gasped.

      What the hell? He was outside his body, like some people said they experienced when they died out in the real world but managed to be revived.

      Zack could see himself asleep on Presela, could see the rest of the raid group just as he had when he was awake. He looked closer at himself and was relieved to find that he was still breathing.

      He wasn’t dead. But what was this?

      Lilly didn’t answer him in his head, so he took that to mean that he was alone here.

      Moving away from his body, he looked down at himself. He was nothing but a transparent ghostly pale blue image of himself. But he could move like he was inside his normal self, so that was the main thing.

      It just sucked he didn’t have a weapon or shield. Maybe he wouldn’t need them.

      The doors flashed silver for a short moment, almost like they were beckoning him. Zack cautiously made his way up to them, then tentatively put his hand against their stone surface.

      Instead of touching stone, his hand passed right through them. He pulled it back to make sure nothing had happened to his hand and was relieved to find nothing had.

      Malghana had been right after all, except it had taken two of her suggestions for Zack to be able to enter the doors. The raid all had to make love to get the debuff applied that put them all to sleep, so that he could enter the form he was in now and pass through the barrier.

      But was he the only one having this dream? If dream, is what one would call it.

      Suddenly, two black hands reached through the doors and pulled him through. He passed through the stone like it wasn’t there and then was confronted by two glowing red eyes and a dark form that seemed to be made of black mist. He knew at once what he was looking at.

      The dark spirit.

      You will never reach her, the spirit howled. I infect your very soul, my corruption mutating every cell of your body. There is no escape. Embrace your fate as my new Karzel.

      Zack tried to back through the door but found it had solidified behind him. The dark spirit watched as he tried to find another way to escape.

      He seemed to be in a circular stone chamber carved out of the rock, but instead of a normal stone ceiling, there was a vast gray nothingness. The void.

      This pocket world belongs to me. I control it. The dark spirit slowly trailed after him as he tried to find a way to escape. But the walls were all solid rock, and the void was well out of reach.

      Zack stopped and turned back to the dark spirit. “Let me out of here.” He took a menacing step forward. “Or I’ll destroy you.”

      Empty threats mean nothing to me, for I do not fear you, mortal. I have endured torments you can’t imagine, felt fear greater than you will ever know.

      “Let me go.” Zack showed his teeth. “I killed your first Karzel, I can kill you.”

      You are alone here. No one can help you. Your soul will be cast into the Murk and your body will be mine.

      Zack charged the dark spirit, trying to grab hold of its ghostly neck and choke the unholy life out of it. But his hand passed through its incorporeal flesh, and it was like he only grabbed hold of air.

      The dark spirit’s laughter echoed all around them, booming, deep, malevolent. Pathetic. Now let me show you the future, a future where the dead no longer suffer!

      In the void above them formed the imagine of Vanamore. Not as it was described to him by Gwynn’s messenger, with walls and armed NPCs everywhere, but as it had looked the last time Zack had seen it. Instead of human NPCs walking around, he saw webbed horrors with fel-red shining from their mouths.

      Hundreds of Deep Ones crawled over the palace, their glowing eyes lighting its walls and windows, making it look like his and his harem’s home sat at the bottom of an ocean of blood.

      The Drunken Fop appeared, Stout Jon behind the bar, his webbed body covered in Deep Ones, just like the Greater Trolls Zack had seen when he had observed the army of infected with the goblin scout weeks ago.

      Then the Bottomless Well appeared, with a horde of Valkyrie warriors and their lizard mounts standing around it, their mouths filled with red light. Lying dead on the ground before them was the ebony dragon Sulfurion, her eggs piled in front of her, all shining red as the Deep Ones had infected the dragon embryos inside.

      As much as Zack disliked Sulfurion, seeing that image made his heart ache for the dragon. He thought of his own mother having to watch him being infected by the Deep Ones before they killed her. Truly horrifying.

      The next series of images showed infected goblins, Qui’irl, giant demons like Dreadlord Naar and then last of all…

      Zack saw himself transform into a twisted monstrosity, with long claws, a massive braincase and pulsating veins. The Karzel 2.0.

      He watched as the monster that had once been him strode toward a colossal stone gate, thousands of infected shambling behind him, the whole grotesque army bathed in evil blood red. The gates crumbled into ruin as fallen Zack approached and bright sunlight shone over him.

      Beyond the shattered gate, was a large city with a giant palace at its center. Zack instantly recognized it.

      The player capital of Aralia, the palace, the home of King Solomon himself.

      Then the images faded, and Zack found the dark spirit had moved behind him. You have seen the future. Now let us begin making our new world.

      The dark spirit grabbed hold of him, pain lancing every nerve in his body. Zack screamed and fell to his knees, feeling a sharp tug somewhere deep inside.

      Fight it. You must fight it. A woman’s voice came to him through the desperate pain. Fight for your soul.

      As agonizing pain tore at him, Zack closed his eyes and focused on the tugging inside. He imagined himself pulling back against it, imagined his own hands gripping one side of his soul, the dark spirit’s the other.

      Then it was like that image became reality. He stood in front of the spirit in the gray void, his hands clasped around a ghostly image of himself. He held his own hands, while the spirit clasped his feet.

      Give it to me. The dark Spirit raged, its eyes glowing with the same fel-red of the Deep Ones. Let it go. You are mine!

      Never. Go back to where you fucking belong. Zack wrenched on his soul, almost managing to pull it free of the dark being’s grip.

      It wailed as it struggled against him, its corporeal body rippling, eyes shining brighter.

      Zack thought of Betsy standing tall on the battlefield, Anita at her back, Missy between them strumming her guitar. Bodies were all around the women, blood running in rivulets, the palace burning behind them.

      They needed him. They needed him cured so that he could fight by their side.

      Vanamore was burning, the Chosen of Marius and the blackiron dwarfs of Khalheron slaughtering its people.

      Rage filled Zack, but it was his own rage and not that of the Dark Spirit. With a cry of anguish, he tore his soul from the dark spirit’s grip, then hauled his soul back into himself.

      The dark spirit screamed, moving forward to dig into his body and take back his soul. Zack barged into it, knocking it back.

      Instead of falling to the ground, it floated away and into the gray void, its arms desperately reaching for something to grab hold of. But there was nothing to hold and the spirit soon disappeared into the gray nothingness.

      Zack fell to his knees, freezing air enveloping him. Taking in several quick breaths, he looked up, right into the frozen face of a beautiful young woman encased in a block of ice.

      At last, you are here. Please, warrior, free me from my icy prison.
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      Zack peered through the ice at the woman trapped within. "How do I free you?"

      Shatter the ice, use your mind.

      Zack placed his hands against the solid ice, a cold mist rising from its frozen surface. His body was still that of his dream form, a ghostly blue.

      He silenced his mind, then brought back one of his fists. Then he imagined himself punching the ice and shattering it to pieces.

      With that image in mind, he did it for real, driving his ethereal blue fist into the ice.

      A large crack filled the air, but the ice didn’t break. He tried again, imagining himself punching the ice then doing it for real.

      This time, large cracks ran through its surface. Keep going, my prison is breaking.

      One last time, Zack struck the ice, and it shattered, spilling freezing cold water over him. The woman fell out of her prison and into his arms.

      She shivered as she looked up at him, her skin, clothes and hair drenched in icy water. The Thamasian magi, Ilari, the woman who’d give him his cure.

      

      
        
        QUEST COMPLETE

        Objective: Find Ilari

      

        

      
        Rewards

        +10000xp

      

      

      

      "You freed me, my savior."

      “And you helped me drive away the dark spirit.”

      “Only temporarily.” She glanced at the broken shards of ice that were quickly melting away. "It has been an age since I was imprisoned in there by the Plague Lord. I almost killed him before his disease could wipe my people out. But I lost the fight and he punished me by keeping me here in this primordial ice."

      “We need to get out of here before we freeze to death.” Even in his dream form, the cold was intense.

      Zack lifted her in his arms, then turned and looked about. They were in an ice cave, the frozen walls lit by an inner white glow. Large icy stalactites hung from the ceiling and from somewhere in the distance, a chill wind blew.

      He searched for an exit. "How do we get out of here?"

      Ilari pointed toward a wall of stalagmite ice spears to their left. "Go that way, there’s a narrow path that will lead to the doors that will take us to the Plaguelord’s treasure room."

      Zack carried her past the stalagmite spears then through an icy passage, both of them shivering. As he climbed a slippery slope, he noticed he had a debuff:

      

      Soulfreeze: You have 5 minutes to escape before the cold overwhelms you and you become entombed in this ancient icy prison.

      

      They had to get out of there quickly.

      Ilari looked up at him as he walked, then placed an icy hand on his cheek. "It’s been so long since I have seen anyone.” She gave him a small, weak smile. “I always dreamed that a knight in shining armor would be the one to set me free."

      "I’m no knight in shining armor, I'm just some dude."

      "Yet, you carry in you the spirit who gave birth to the Deep Ones. Many a powerful foe has fallen before you.” Her fingers brushed his lips. “No, you are no ordinary man, Zack John Smith. You are a great one, with a bright destiny ahead of you."

      "Should I be surprised you know my full name?"

      "No. I have watched you since the Black Witch told me you were coming to set me free. I was there, waiting for you at that dark corridor and again when you drove the spirit into the void." She shivered. “You are everything that I hoped you would be.”

      Zack smiled at her. “Thanks. But I did have a reason for coming here beyond saving you.” He leapt over an icy fissure, trying not to look down at the wall of spikes below. "Did Malghana also tell you that you have to cure me of the dark spirit’s mutation? I need to destroy it and reverse its corruption of my body." He doubted his victory over the spirit in the void was the last he had heard of it.

      "The witch said I could cure you?"

      Zack frowned. "Yes. That’s why I came here to free you."

      Ilari stared at him. "I cannot cure you, my savior. I’m not sure why she said I could."

      "What?" Zack almost dropped her. "Are you saying she lied to me?"

      "I don’t know.” Ilari closed her eyes. “I know what is inside you. Maybe I can still be of help.”

      Zack’s rage came close to overwhelming him. He looked down at the Thamasian magi, the blue around his vision tainted with red. But then his rage left him.

      She was nothing but a frail young woman shivering violently in his arms. A beautiful Thamasian princess whose world was long dead. And she needed him.

      If Malghana had lied—Ilari had nothing to do with it.

      “How can you help me?” Zack sounded defeated, even to himself.

      Ilari’s eyes fluttered open. They looked tired, haunted, unfocused. “I swore an oath to never speak of this, for it is a forsaken, perilous place. But the people I swore to are long gone from this world.” She took a deep breath. “There is an old Thamasian ruin in Lower Underworld. It is far from anything, deep in the western reaches that pass beyond any known map.”

      Zack recalled Lilly had mentioned rumors of Thamasian ruins somewhere in Lower Underworld.

      “I lived there once, long ago when my people yet lived.” Ilari licked her lips. “It was a place of research, a place where we performed all sorts of dangerous magical experiments and studied the creatures and the infections of the Underworld. One of the powerful magi there studied the Murk and knew how to access it.”

      “What was his name?”

      “Denranu. He and his young pupil ventured into the Murk and returned with great knowledge of the spirits within that blighted realm. Among the things they learned while in the Murk was the ability to speak to the dead and to have the lost spirits possess the living. It’s possible they learned how one could excise a spirit from themselves and return it to the Murk.” She stroked Zack’s face. “But be warned, my savior, if you pursue Denranu’s knowledge, it will be dangerous. His pupil learned forbidden knowledge of the Murk and was cursed. Just like I have here, he languishes in his own prison, an eon after our people passed into memory.”

      Zack blinked. “Are you talking about the Gnarled Teller? Is he the cursed pupil?”

      “I don’t know that name. The young man I speak of was called Agri.”

      Agri could be the Gnarled Teller, but right now, they had more pressing concerns. They only had two-and-a-half minutes left on the timer.

      Zack risked increasing his pace, sharp stalagmites brushing by him. “And if Denranu’s notes don’t contain my cure? Then what do I do?”

      She was silent a moment. “Maybe speak to the Gnarled Teller before you go to the ruin and see if it is Agri. If it is, he might remember something that could help you. Even if he doesn’t, he’ll be able to portal you to the ruin, as we all once had that ability. I’d do it myself, but I’m cold and weak. Until my power returns, I will not be able to help you.”

      A tear ran down her beautiful, pale face. “If the Gnarled Teller is Agri, he and I are the last of our people.”

      To Zack, the Thamsaians were only part of the background lore of Aralia, something most players didn’t give two shits about. But to Ilari, they were her people, her world.

      Now that he had met her, he felt some of her pain. To know you and one other were the last of your once proud race must be crushing.

      Zack turned his thoughts to the Gnarled Teller. Getting to him would take time, something they were short on. Malghana’s portal stone wouldn’t take Zack and his women to Ihika. The closest place they could travel to the ancient Thamasian fortress would be to the Qui’irl warrens, but Ihika was still a few days journey from there.

      “Where is this ruin in Lower Underworld?” He asked, squeezing through a narrow bit in the passage.

      Ilari didn’t answer right away. “I can’t remember. I’m too cold to think straight. Once I’m warm by a fire, I’ll tell you everything I know of its location.”

      Zack swore under his breath. “I can’t believe I came all this way to be fucked over by Malghana." He could have punched the witch in the face right then. She lied to me.

      Ilari didn't have his cure. At best, she could set him on the right path.

      The only immediate satisfaction he got out of it was that he had freed the poor Thamasian magi from her icy torment. Well, that and he got to sleep with a sexy goblin chick and might have turned her into an ally.

      "The witch contacted me and promised she’d find a way to free me." Ilari squirmed. “But that was many years ago. I thought she’d forgotten her promise until she told me you were coming.”

      "And what did your freedom cost? Malghana does nothing for free."

      "I must teach her the ways of the magi of Thamasia. Much of our knowledge was lost, or so she told me."

      Zack scowled. "So, she is using us both. I free you from your prison, only so she can exploit you.” He growled under his breath. “And you’re the one left to tell me that you can’t cure me and to make up for her lie, have to break your oath by telling me of that ruin." Fuck you, Malghana. Fuck you to hell.

      Had he not been so cold and running out of time on the debuff, he might have broken down and wept.

      Betsy needs me.

      "I will do what I can to help you, my handsome savior." Ilari’s beautiful face relaxed and she snuggled against him, her pale hand still on his cheek.

      Zack only had twenty seconds left on the timer when he reached the doors. To his surprise, they opened at his approach and he strode out into the treasure room, the debuff disappearing from his health bar.

      Lilly, Amy, Presela and Shantar all raced over, looking confused. "What’s going on? One moment you were asleep here with us and the next you had disappeared—" Amy fell silent when she saw the woman in his arms.

      The shapeshifter was already smiling. "You did it!"

      Ilari suddenly stiffened, then groaned. “What… is happening to me?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know.” Ilari shook violently.

      Zack eased her onto the floor, then turned to Shantar. “Get a fire going. She’s freezing.”

      While the goblin raced off to gather fuel for a fire, Amy brought over an Endless Torch and ignited it and held it near Ilari. As the Thamasian magi writhed on the floor, she cried out in agony. “Help me, please. It hurts, the pain, oh gods, the pain.”

      “I can’t see anything wrong with you.” Zack was desperate. “What hurts? Tell me.”

      “Everywhere. It all hurts.” She shuddered. “The witch is stealing my power. She is draining me.”

      “What? Malghana is doing this?” Zack’s heart pounded in his temples.

      “She’s stealing my power. Taking everything from me.” Ilari screamed, then curled into a ball.

      “Damn it.” Zack looked up at Amy. “Get one of the mercenary Priests over here. Now.”

      She handed her torch to Lilly, then raced away. Presela knelt beside Zack, running her claws over Ilari’s face, trying to comfort her. Then her glowy eyes widened. “Oh, my. Blooming hell.”

      “No.” Zack scooped Ilari from the floor, her frail little body going limp in his arms.

      Her eyes closed, then as he, Lilly and Presela watched, her skin withered, her hair going gray, her back bowing.

      She was wasting away in his arms.

      Lilly held her hand. “My mistress can’t be doing—”

      “Fuck your mistress,” Zack roared. “She lied to me. This is all because of her!”

      The shapeshifter cowered away from Zack’s rage, but he ignored her and focused on Ilari. The Thamasian’s eyes opened wide, her withered features ravaged by pain. Her pupils focused on him and she weakly lifted her hand to touch his face. “Help me, Zack, please… it hurts so much.”

      Her hand fell as her voice trailed away into a soft sigh. “Help me…”

      A moment later, she died in his arms, her sightless eyes never leaving his.
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      Ivan helped Zack carry Ilari to the funeral pyre.

      It had been made to warm her up, now it would cremate her corpse.

      The two men gently put her on the pyre, then stepped away and watched as Amy set it alight. She came to stand next to Zack and took his hand, respectfully remaining quiet.

      Presela took his other hand, one wing embracing him and Amy. They watched as Ilari's body was consumed by flame. Shantar and the other mercenaries all had their heads lowered in respect.

      Soon, Ilari’s body vanished as she was deleted from the code of the Underworld.

      Zack had said nothing since Ilari had died in his arms. He hadn’t cried, hadn’t grieved.

      His mind felt numb. He’d barely knew the Thamasian magi and yet felt connected to her somehow, like she’d been meant to play a greater part in his story but had tragically been robbed of her life.

      Maybe it was only that he’d traveled all this way to rescue her with the idea that she would cure him, or maybe—

      It didn’t matter now. She was dead.

      He couldn't get her voice out of his head, or her last words where she had begged him to help her. There was no way he could have saved her, no way for the mercenary priests to save her either.

      Malghana had done this. Drained the ancient magi of her power, of her youth, then left her to die. And she used me as her murder weapon!

      Ilari’s soul was ancient, even if it had been trapped in the body of a beautiful young woman. Now it was gone. Forever lost from this world.

      With her death, Zack would return to Gwynn’s lair with no cure and only a slim hope that the Thamasian ruin in Lower Underworld contained his salvation. He had no idea where the ruin was, but he would go to the Gnarled Teller and hope the cursed man was the pupil Ilari had spoken of.

      If he was, the Teller could portal Zack to the ruin, saving them from having to find it themselves.
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      As to Malghana… she’d made a new enemy. Zack bared his teeth. Me.

      Ivan kept his head lowered. "I know this won't mean much, especially coming from me, but I’m sorry."

      Zack nodded, then took his hands from his two harem women and strode out of the treasure room. Lilly stood outside the entrance. She tried to speak to him as he went by, but he ignored her.

      Lilly was aware of his pain, his rage, his hatred for Malghana. He wasn’t angry at the shapeshifter, and she would know that. Right now, looking at her would only make him angrier, as it would remind him of the Black Witch.

      The raid group hurried after him as he headed out into the dead Thamasian city. A city that once held the last of Ilari's people, exiles from the surface whose remains, what was left of them, now rotted in a giant pile with the skull of their genocidal killer resting atop them.

      Once the war in the Underworld was over, and if he remained in the game, Zack vowed he would return to this city and destroy the demon’s totem.

      He would put the Thamasian people to rest.

      Before they left the dead, silent city, Zack stopped and embraced Lilly. Neither of them said anything for a long time, the others making camp for the night.

      When he did speak to the shapeshifter, he demanded she not tell her Mistress what he knew of the ruin in Lower Underworld. No doubt, Malghana would want to find it and exploit whatever powerful magics were hidden there.

      Lilly looked at him with despair. She promised to keep his secret but begged him not to cause trouble with her mistress.

      Conflict between him and Malghana would tear Lilly apart.

      “Then tell me how to break her hold over you,” Zack demanded. “There must be a way.”

      The shapeshifter wiped her eyes and was silent for a long time. Then she shook her head. “I can’t speak of such things. If she thinks I’m planning to betray her trust, she might… Well, I’d rather not find out.”

      That made Zack hate Malghana even more. “Does she ever punish you for failing to tell her things?”

      Lilly fidgeted with her bow. “Only once. But that was early on, in the weeks after she took me from my people.”

      “Your people?”

      “My kind lives outside of the Underworld in a place called Avalon. Malghana summoned me, and I’ve been stuck here ever since.”

      The pain in her voice made Zack want to kill Malghana right then and there. “Is there a way we can send you back to Avalon? Not that I don’t want you here with me, but I want you to be happy.”

      She shook her head. “Only my mistress can send me back.”

      Zack held her tight, his temples throbbing as he tried to hold back the rage threatening to spill out of him. Only when he saw Malghana, would the rage have a target, have something to unleash itself upon.

      Until then, it would burn deep inside, occasionally bubbling to the surface.

      “What do your people look like? What do you look like in your natural form?” He wanted her to think about something nice, something that would take her mind off everything. And my mind of everything.

      Lilly stiffened. “You won’t like me in my natural form.”

      “Why? It will still be you.”

      She broke free of his arms. “One day, I might come to you in my natural form. But not now. Not when you’re angry and planning to kill my mistress.”

      Zack’s blood simmered. “Malghana murdered Ilari. She lied to us. She knew I wouldn’t find my cure here.”

      “My mistress didn’t lie about the magi. She told you that she wanted the Thamasian, she never said anything about wanting her alive.” Lilly sobbed. “I know that makes the witch sound cruel, and I’m not going to make excuses for her. As to lying about your cure. She might have believed Ilari could cure you, or at least knew of some way you could cure yourself.”

      “Might have believed?” Zack struggled to contain the rage. “Not fucking likely. She wanted to use me, so she could kill Ilari and steal her power.”

      Lilly backed away a step, like she feared him. “The ruin in Lower Underworld might contain your cure. If it does, then my mistress wasn’t lying. Well, not completely.”

      “Even if everything you just said is correct—I can never forgive Malghana for what she did to Ilari.” He swore under his breath, then spun on his heel and left.

      Two days later, they stood at the edge of Mercenary Hold in Middle Underworld.

      Zack had said very little on the return journey, somewhat glad they couldn’t use Malghana's portal stone from Upper Underworld. Even if he could, the mercenaries were unable to be ported about, which seemed like an idiotic design oversight. Everywhere they went, the mercs had to make the journey on foot.

      Which meant the journey back to Gwynn’s lair was going to take the better part of a week.

      The return trip to the mercenary camp had given Zack time to think and sort out what he would say to the witch when he stood before her, the raid group at his back.

      But it had done nothing for his rage. If anything, his rage burned brighter now than it had in Upper Underworld.

      Time was ticking, for Vanamore and for him. The Dark Spirit could return at any moment and once again, he would be in an endless battle for his soul.

      Zack didn't bother entering Mercenary Hold. He turned to Shantar. "Gather whatever mercs are here and I’ll meet you on the other side of the camp."

      She glanced at her mercenaries as they rested nearby. "Are you sure you want to do this? Attacking Gwynn and the Black Witch sounds like a really bad idea."

      “I paid you to follow orders, not bitch and moan about them.” Zack noticed tears in Lilly's eyes as he snapped at Shantar.

      Shantar squared her shoulders. “Don’t speak to me like that. I will do as you say, but that doesn’t mean I have to agree with you.”

      "Whatever. Gather the mercs quickly, for Sulfurion was almost at the Drunken Fop when we were last here. The portal to Lower Underworld could fall at any moment."

      Shaking her head, Shantar hurried off.

      Twenty minutes later, sixty mercs gathered behind Zack and his women. The ones who had survived the journey into Upper Underworld and the ones who had spawned to replace the dead mercenaries that Pete, Shantar or the other group sent to Lower Underworld had lost.

      A small army, under Zack’s command, ready to march on Gwynn and Malghana.
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      The journey to the portal was going to be anything but easy.

      They’d only traveled a few miles from Mercenary Hold when they had their first run in with Sulfurion’s minions.

      A Poisoner Rogue Zack had sent to scout the path ahead, hurried through the ranks of mercenaries and raced up to him and Shantar. “There are Valkyrie Warriors a few miles ahead. They must have seen us, as they have set up an ambush.”

      Zack frowned. “How many?”

      “I couldn’t see them all, but my best guess is that there’s around thirty warriors and a few of the smaller female spell casters. They plan on attacking us from multiple directions at once.”

      That sounded like a fight best avoided.

      Assuming there were only thirty Valkyrie out there and that they hadn’t sent for reinforcements, Zack estimated he could lose a third of the mercenary force if they tried to fight their way through.

      And that was assuming none of the enemy casters were healers.

      Avoiding a major battle seemed like the best option. If he lost most of his mercenaries in the journey back to Lower Underworld, then Malghana would have already beaten him.

      Zack turned to Shantar. “How well do you know this area? Is there another way we can head south?”

      “I really only know the main passages.” Shantar drummed her fingers on her guitar. “Before I became a mercenary, I traveled a lot to see the world and learn its music. But being by myself, I tried to stick to well-traveled paths.”

      “I don’t know the area and I doubt my mistress would either.” Lilly lowered her eyes. “Not that you’d let me ask her.”

      They asked Presela, and she didn’t know the area either, nor did any of the mercenaries. Zack swore. “Then we do this the hard way.”

      He removed the map the Janitor had given him and held it up to a torch. Shantar and Lilly came to stand beside him.

      There were hundreds of tunnels in this region, some so tiny they were little more than squiggly lines on the map. He sighed. “Fuck. I have no idea what passages Sulfurion’s minions patrol and what ones they don’t.”

      He traced the lines of a few of the smaller passages. “If we go too far out of the way, it might take weeks to reach the portal and by then, the Valkyrie will control it. Hell, in a few weeks, Sulfurion might control all the Underworld if Gwynn doesn’t get off his fucking ass.”

      Betsy didn’t have weeks. Nor did he.

      Time was running out for all of them.

      Zack wanted to punch a developer in the face for not having had the foresight to allow a player to be able to port the mercenaries around. It would have made things so much easier.

      He and his women could port to Gwynn’s lair, then send for the mercenaries. The only one who would’ve had to find his own way would be Ivan.

      When neither of the women had a suggestion on what they should do, Zack lowered the map and studied the mercenaries. Most were keeping watch on the path ahead, the scout having told them of the ambush.

      The quickest and by far the most dangerous path would be to push through the ambush and continue along the main road. Even on the way to Mercenary Hold, the road had been dangerous.

      Back then, it had only been him, Lilly, Amy and Presela. Now there were sixty of them.

      With that many people, it was far harder to travel undetected.

      “We could always split up and move in small groups toward the portal,” Shantar suggested, as if reading his mind.

      “That doesn’t sound like a good idea.” Lilly was watching Zack closely, perhaps waiting for him to berate her for speaking her mind. They had barely spoken since their conversation a few days ago and she probably didn’t want to piss him off any more than he already was.

      He forced himself to smile at her. “I agree. Splitting up is a bad idea.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” Shantar crossed her arms. “Fight our way through?”

      “I think we should travel along one of the narrow side passages. Some of them run almost parallel to the main path.”

      He thought the plan through. “If the Valkyrie find us, they’ll be fighting in a confined space, meaning they won’t be able to use their lizard mounts to run us down.”

      “Their bodies are bigger than ours.” Lilly brightened. “They won’t be able to move around very well in the smaller tunnels. Not as well as us, anyway.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Zack studied the map again, choosing their path. “I like this one.” He pointed at a passage half a mile behind them that would take them to another passage that headed south.

      Shantar sighed. “That looks like a convoluted mess. When we get there…” She put her finger on a cavern to the south-east of them. “We will need to take another path.”

      “Yes, it’s messy and not as straightforward as the main road, but what can we do? We’ll have to take dozens of different passages before we reach the portal.”

      As he plotted their journey in more detail, he swore. “Shit. That path is going to take us through the Bottomless Well. We’ll be on the far side of the lake from Malghana’s academy, but the Valkyrie likely patrol the entire cavern.”

      “Is there another way we can head?” Lilly scanned the map.

      “Not without going even further out of our way.” Zack looked up. “There is one benefit of going through the southern end of the Bottomless Well.”

      He told them of the random gen zone that led into that cavern. “If we head through that zone, it should save us a few days of travel. Even if there are Valkyrie in there, they shouldn’t bother us, as they will be in their own…”

      It took him a second to think how to explain it. “Basically, for every group that enters that region, they will see it differently and their journey will be completely separate from ours, as every group encounters a unique dungeon layout. The caves there have a mind of their own.”

      “Are they dangerous?” Shantar asked.

      “I won’t lie to you.” Zack swallowed. “The two times I headed into the random gen zone, I did so in a small group. Both times we had to face a boss that scaled with the amount of people I had with me.”

      He glanced at the mercenaries. “I have no idea what will happen if we all try to enter. Maybe we will face a massive raid boss, or maybe it will split us up into smaller groups who have to get through on their own.”

      “Or maybe it will kick us out.” Ivan spoke from behind them.

      They turned and found the man leaning against the wall nearby. He shrugged. “Sounds like we’re fucked no matter what way we go.”

      “Isn’t that the truth,” Shantar muttered, her troubled eyes on Zack.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Reach Lower Underworld with your mercenaries by any means necessary.
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      “The whole world is fucked right now.” Zack shoved the map into his Inventory and accepted the quest. “Get used to it.”
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      Early the second day into their journey, the line of mercenaries encountered their first major obstacle. They would need to travel through a narrow passage only wide enough for one person, meaning the raid group would be spread out in a long line.

      But that wasn’t what had Zack worried.

      According to the map, the passage was about a mile long and would require them to traverse it on their stomachs. A dreaded belly crawl.

      “This is going to take hours.” Zack rammed his mailed fist into a stalagmite, shattering it to pieces. “Fuck me. We don’t have time for this shit.”

      “I hate belly crawls.” Shantar shook her head. “The mercs aren’t going to like this.”

      Zack spun around, seeing red. “They don’t have to fucking like it. They’re going to do it, regardless.”

      Everyone had heard him, as he near yelled at the top of his lungs. Amy and Presela both covered their mouths and studied him with wide, frightened eyes. Lilly hid behind them, while the mercs all muttered among themselves, some giving him foul looks.

      Ivan was too busy talking to the tank woman to notice Zack had been yelling.

      Shantar took a sharp breath of air. “Shouting isn’t going to make us move any quicker. Just so you know, you’re starting to act a lot like Captain Pete. Yelling, swearing and smashing things like a petulant child.”

      Zack was about to let lose another barrage of angry words but caught himself and instead, turned his back to her and closed his eyes. Pete was about the last man he wanted to be compared to.

      His rage had given him the energy to run for miles. And that’s all he wanted to do. Run, run and run, until his legs gave out.

      “We can always go back to the main road,” Presela said in a small voice, like she feared disturbing him. “That passage we passed a while back will get us there, eventually.”

      “No.” He spun around and glared at her. “I want you and another Rogue to go into stealth and scout the passage and the chamber at the other end. If you see anything that looks like it might be dangerous, return immediately and we will find another way south.”

      Fighting on your stomach, in a confined space with little light would be a death sentence.

      Presela came over and tentatively touched his face with her claws. “Don’t let your anger bloomin eat you up, or you might end up like I did, lost in the drink.” She glanced at Lilly who stood watching him from over Amy’s shoulder. “We still love you. Remember that.”

      Zack took in a long, deep breath, his muscles aching, his temples pounding. “I remember.”

      He could tell the succubus wanted a hug and wanted him to go and hug the other women, to tell them he was sorry and that everything would be all right.

      But he stood there and waited for her to carry out his order. If he hugged her now, she would get no comfort from it. Likely, she would notice how his hands shook, how hot he was to touch and hear his heart pounding in his chest.

      The rage was poison.

      Finally, she left and ordered another Rogue to follow her into the tunnel under stealth. Zack watched them go, then called for Ivan and the main mercenary tank to come over.

      The two stopped before him. “You all right?” Ivan asked, peering at him closely.

      Zack clasped his sword. “Yes, just impatient to get a move on. When the two Rogues return and give the all clear, I want you two to enter the passage first, the rest of us will enter behind you. Once you arrive at the chamber on the other side, stand guard and wait for the rest of us.”

      “You think there are enemies in there?” The tank woman gave the tunnel a fearful look.

      “No, but it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

      He left them, then went over to Amy and Lilly, Shantar heading off to tell the mercenaries the plan. Amy put her hand on his face and tried to twist his mouth into a smile with her fingers.

      It didn’t work.

      “Lighten up, big fella.” Amy glanced at Lilly. “Ya know we love ya.”

      Zack knocked her hand away. “Not now.”

      Both women stepped back, Amy’s eyes glittering with tears.

      “Look, I’m just stressed out and in a lot of pain.” He held a hand out to her. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Amy hesitated, then took his hand and squeezed it gently.

      His eyes met Lilly’s. “Yes, as you no doubt know, I’m angry. But not at you. Please don’t think I’m angry at you.”

      Amy sobbed, then hugged him. “You’re angry at Malghana. That’s why you’ve been acting this way. It’s nothing we’ve done, right?”

      “You’ve done nothing to anger me.” He kissed her hair. “I’m just being a prick. I can’t help it. There’s too much going on with me and I’m struggling to deal with it all.”

      Lilly started to cry. Sighing, Zack reached over and put his hand on her shoulder. She studied him through her tears, then slowly moved closer so he could hug her alongside Amy. “We’re here for you,” Lilly sobbed. “But you have to let us in.”

      Holding the two women in his arms made him feel a little better. But nothing would make the pain and the rage go away.

      As he waited for Presela to return, he kept hold of the two women, not wanting to let them go. Maybe his women were all that was keeping him together, keeping him sane.

      They were the reason he was still there, still fighting the good fight.

      Shantar returned and Zack motioned her over. She hesitated, then joined in on the hug.

      The goblin wasn’t as close to him as the rest of the women, but maybe one day she would be. Her little body pressed against his legs, her face buried in Lilly’s stomach. Zack stroked her hair, resting his chin on Amy’s shoulder, watching for signs of Presela’s return.

      Thirty minutes later, the succubus and the other Rogue crawled out of the passage. “All clear,” Presela said, brushing herself off. “It’s real tight in a few places, and at one point, there’s some yucky brown water that stinks like shit that we’ll have to crawl through. Other than that—”

      Zack let go of the three women and embraced Presela. “Thank you.” He kissed her. “I love you.”

      She rested her face against his chest. “I love you, too.” She sniffed. “I want my old Zack back.”

      He rubbed her soft skin around the base of her wings, making her moan with delight. “I’m trying. Maybe after I face the Black Witch, I might feel better.”

      “I hope so.” Presela closed her eyes and let him rub under her wings.

      Ivan and the tank woman got onto their bellies and dragged themselves into the passage, their armor scraping across the rock.

      This is going to suck.
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        * * *

      

      It took six hours for them to all be done with the belly crawl. By the end of it, they were exhausted and needed another two hours to rest.

      Zack’s frustration at the pace grew with every passing minute. More and more he was beginning to think it had been a mistake to take the side passages rather than fight their way down the main road that would have taken them directly to the portal.

      But Sulfurion’s army was out there, as were her scouts. If her minions caught wind of them, they would hunt Zack’s group down and kill them all.

      They were large enough to be considered a threat, but small enough they would be easily overwhelmed.

      Zack blamed Gwynn for their sorry state of affairs. His army should have been up here defending the portal, defending the roads, saving Middle Underworld. The dragon should have hired the mercenaries weeks ago and done all he could to stop the spread of Sulfurion.

      Instead, the dragon sat on his ass and did nothing.

      If they lost control of the portal, Middle Underworld would be cut off from Gwynn’s forces in Lower. The only way the dragon would be able to bring his army into Middle Underworld would be by going through the Deep.

      The only entry point to the Deep on this level of the Underworld that Zack knew of was the one at the Bottomless Well.

      And that was under the control of Sulfurion.

      Zack and the others continued south, taking several different passages. At some point, they got lost and had to backtrack a few hours, and then take another path. By the end of the day, everyone was close to collapsing from exhaustion, Zack most of all.

      His muscles throbbed, some so badly, they were surely about to tear in half. Beyond that, his head ached, his brain felt fried and his anxiety near overwhelmed him.

      “You look like you need a strong drink,” Presela said as she helped Amy set up a makeshift bed.

      Zack fell against the wall, his legs close to giving out. “I need more than a strong drink. I need my cure.”

      Once the bed was made, Lilly eased him onto the blanket mattress. “Let us give you a full body massage. Maybe it will help.”

      He smiled at that, then glanced at Amy and forced himself to try to lighten the mood. “You never give me a back rub anymore. I remember back when we first were exiled down here, you, Betsy and Missy all gave me a massage.”

      She giggled. “Then lay down and let me make up for it.”

      Before he let the women get to work on him, he scanned the camp. Shantar had set a watch for the night, stationing guards at all three exits to the chamber. The other mercs had made their own beds, Ivan and the tank woman leaning against the chamber wall holding one another under their blanket.

      What a pair they made. A hot tank woman next to a grizzled, sour-faced, hard drinking player who looked like he’d beaten his face against a wall until it was fleshy mush, and then had someone try to mold it back together in some semblance of its former self.

      Lilly laughed. He’s not that bad looking. I’d give him 2/10.

      Zack raised an eyebrow. Hey, I thought only men rated the opposite sex like that.

      It’s a shapeshifter thing.

      “Hurry up and lay down.” Amy all but forced him to the ground.

      When he had removed his armor, Presela gently ran her claws up his spine, giving him the goosebumps debuff.

      

      Goosebumps: By R. L. Stine.

      

      Whatever that meant…

      Amy, Presela and Lilly got to work on his aching body, their soft, sensual touch easing the tension of his muscles. He closed his eyes and focused on relaxing.

      At some stage, Shantar came over and dug her fingers into his scalp, giving him a head massage. It all felt so damn good, almost as good as making love to them.

      Soon, he found that his rage had drained away and he could think clearly again. The pain had eased too, though the fatigue was still there.

      The only thing that would fix that would be a long vacation after a good night’s sleep.

      Before they settled down for the night, the women all took turns giving him a long, deep kiss goodnight.

      Then he fell asleep in Amy’s arms, Presela behind him, Lilly behind her, and Shantar behind Amy.
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      Zack stood at the end of the passage that would lead them into the Bottomless Well cavern, the distant lights of Malghana's home lighting the blackness in the distance. His women were at his side, the mercenaries gathered along the passage behind them.

      From the other side of the lake came the distant clamor of blacksmiths hammers, war horns, and chanting. But all seemed quiet on the southern end of the lake, with no sign of patrols or forward camps.

      "It sounds like there are thousands of Valkyries over there," Shantar said.

      "I could always go into stealth and fly over there to scout around and see what they are up to." Presela fluttered her wings.

      "Or you can send me." Lilly peered at the distant lights. "I can turn into a tiny bat and zip over there. They won't even know I'm poking around."

      "Lilly, you go, you'll be quicker." Zack took Presela's hand and kissed her claws. "No need for both of you to take a risk."

      "Oh, I see how it is. You've replaced me with a new and flappier model.” Presela playfully licked his cheek. “Your old flappy bird just doesn't do it for you anymore."

      He put his arm around her waist. "I reckon there’s no flappier bird than you."

      "I wish I was flappy." Amy sighed wistfully. "Then I could be sexy, do kickass DPS and be flappyful!"

      The succubus chuckled then put her wing around Zack. "When we are safe and sound, I want you to spread my wings and do me like you mean it. This journey has been boring, and we haven't shagged in days."

      "Days?” Amy brushed her fingers over his groin. “More like ten years."

      Shaking her head at the antics of the two women, Lilly turned into a tiny white bat. She took off, her little wings carrying her silently over the lake.

      Shantar whistled softly. "It must be awesome being able to change forms like that. You could be whatever you like, live as whatever you choose and be anyone at any time. To have that kind of freedom…"

      There had been something in her voice that made Zack ask, "You have freedom, don’t you? No one forced you to be a mercenary, did they?"

      Shantar didn't turn to him as she spoke. "No, I chose to be a merc. I had freedom after I left my people, up to a point, but some things I was not free to do." She sighed. “Up until I met you, there was no way I would have given myself to another. My father had plans for me. Now they are meaningless.”

      Zack knelt next to her, then took her little hand. "Don’t tell him then. Or stay with me and my harem.”

      “It’s not like that. My father is dead.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. Did he die in the fighting with the Deep Ones?”

      Shantar studied the glimmering lake. “I don’t want to talk about him. I shouldn’t have let myself get carried away and bring him up.”

      “Well, if you ever want to talk about him, I will listen.” Zack squeezed her hand. “I'm sorry I've been such an ass, things are just tough right now. Not that that’s an excuse for being an asshole, I suppose, but—"

      "Does that mean you’re considering a change of course?” She turned to him. “What I mean to say is, do you still plan on attacking Gwynn and Malghana?"

      "Nothing has changed there, though I realize I can't just kill the both of them." He swallowed his bitterness. "Malghana holds back a horde of demons and Gwynn controls a large army. I might not be able to kill them, but I can hurt them, I can make them bend to my will."

      A few days ago, he might not have been able to think as clearly as he did now. But since the women had massaged him and he had managed to relax, he felt more in control.

      The pain of losing Ilari was still there, and the anger at Malghana's betrayal still burned, but he felt more detached from the raw feelings they had inflicted upon him.

      That wasn't to say they wouldn't come back the moment he saw the black witch. She had to pay for what she’d done.

      Suddenly, wings flapped above them, then Lilly gracefully dropped to the ground in her cat woman form. “A large patrol is coming around the lake. We need to get to the random gen zone before they see us.”

      “Did you get to see their camp?” Zack asked as they waited for the mercenaries to move from the passage and into the cavern.

      “Yes, I think they’ve made my mistress's home their headquarters. There were lots of Valkyries, lizards and spellcasters and they’ve erected walls and gates.” She glanced at the distant lights moving along the lake. “Now, stop talking. We need to move.”

      Zack made Amy adjust her Endless Lamp until it only gave off a smidgen of light and then ordered the two mercs carrying torches to keep them low to the ground to make it harder for the enemy to spot them from a distance.

      Then he went to the head of the line and hoped he remembered what the back entrance to the random gen zone looked like.

      He took a deep breath, then started off at a jog, the rest of the group hurrying after him. Ivan and the main mercenary tank came to run beside him. “Hard to think of you as a leader,” Ivan said. “I remember that one raid group you led a few years back…”

      “Don’t remind me.” Zack motioned them toward a line of stalagmites rising up along the edge of the cavern. They looked vaguely familiar. “That raid was doomed from the start.”

      “Yeah.” Ivan grunted. “The DPS were the bottom feeders of the dungeon group finder.”

      That made Zack chuckle. “It’s like they got off on standing in the bad.”

      “You taught them, all right. I’d never seen you so angry.”

      “Ten full party wipes in, they deserved everything I threw at them and more. After leading those dickheads, I learned a lesson. Don’t be a raid leader.”

      “You do well enough with it down here.”

      Zack frowned. “No one else is going to do it, so I do what I have to do to get things done and protect my women.”

      He found a narrow path between the stalagmites and paused, thinking back to when he, Missy and Anita were last there. In the distance, he thought he heard feet padding across the ground, with the occasional scrape of a claw.

      The sound a giant lizard might make.

      Shit. His map had only shown the zone as opening out somewhere on the southern side of the cavern and lacked much in the way of detail.

      The light was too dim to see what was in front of them beyond the stalagmites. “Presela, Amy, get up here.”

      The women were at his side in moments. “Is there a path ahead of us?” He asked Presela, who had excellent dark vision.

      “I think there is a passage, but I can’t be sure. Do you want me or Lilly to fly over and look?”

      The padding feet were drawing closer. The Valkyrie would see them at any moment.

      He grabbed Amy’s lamp, threw the shutter open and held up the light. Now he could see.

      Yes! It was what he’d been looking for.

      A few hundred feet in front of them, was the rear entrance to the random gen zone.

      But the light had given away their position. A war horn sounded, the blast echoing all around them.

      “Run,” Zack roared, motioning everyone toward the entrance. “This is it. Go.”

      He waited for the mercenaries to race past, Ivan and Zack’s women waiting at his side.

      Only when they had gone by, did Zack and the others follow, his women running before him, Ivan and the merc tank on either side of him. If the Valkyrie caught them before they reached the entrance, he and the other tanks would hold them back long enough for the rest of the group to swing around and fight.

      The first of the mercenaries reached the entrance, the rest piling in behind them. Zack and the other two tanks had only gotten halfway, when the first spear clattered to the ground behind them. Zack glanced over his shoulder and gasped.

      Two dozen Valkyrie riders were behind them, their lizard mounts gliding across the ground, their bodies barely fitting through the narrow stalagmite path.

      “Run.” Zack waved Lilly, Presela and Amy forward. “Ivan, you and your girl stick close to me. If they catch us, we’ll spin around and tank them. But keep falling back as you lay into them until you reach the entrance. We can hold there.”

      The Valkyrie smashed through the stalagmites, no longer caring about maneuvering around them, their giant lizard mounts hissing and snarling. Most of the mercenaries had now entered the passage ahead, only a small handful remaining behind with Shantar.

      Amy, Presela and Lilly raced passed Shantar and waited just inside the tunnel, begging Zack to hurry.

      Feet thundered behind him, but Zack dared not look around. He ran as fast as he could, his muscles aching, breath coming hard. Ivan ran just ahead of him, the main mercenary tank charging ahead, all of them weighed down by their armor.

      Shantar ushered the last mercenaries inside and then followed them into the passage. The main tank sped in after her, leaving only Zack and Ivan.

      The two men reached the entrance, then spun around just as the first of the Valkyrie caught up to them. She lunged at them from her mount, a long lance in her hand.

      With a great crunch, the wooden lance struck Zack’s shield, sending him flying backwards into the passage. Ivan stumbled back with him, almost falling over Zack as the lance stabbed him in the arm.

      

      Companion suffered 133 damage

      

      But the Valkyrie warrior was trapped outside the passage and couldn’t enter without dismounting. “Get out of there, male scum,” She snarled, then slid out of the saddle and dropped to the ground.

      She grabbed her giant ax from her back. “Come out and fight me, cowards.”

      The two men couldn’t see the other Valkyrie as the lizard blocked the entrance, but by the sound of the heavy feet racing across rock, there were more than a dozen heading on foot toward them.

      Zack got to his feet. “Ivan, get moving.” He pushed the man before him.

      They ran straight for fifty feet then around a bend in the passage and found the others gathered in a chamber, ready to face an attack. “Keep going. We have to be close to the entrance to the random gen zone.” Zack waved them on.

      “We don’t know what way to go,” Shantar cried. “There are three passages here, that’s why we stopped.”

      Zack shoved his way to the front while Ivan stayed back, blocking the entrance to the chamber, Valkyrie warriors swearing and grunting as they made their way through the narrow passage toward them.

      When Zack saw the three tunnels, he instantly knew they must be the entrances that would lead them into the zone. Last time he had come there, the entrance had set the tone for the area, signifying what the zone theme would look like.

      But back then, there had only been one entrance. Here there were three.

      These three entrances were all different. One glowed orange, like there was magma just inside, another had a layer of ice covering the ground and walls, while the third was dark and silent, with a layer of sand spread across the paved stone floor.

      He’d been in both extremely cold and hot places of late, so he chose the sandy passage. “This way.”

      Zack led the way inside, the darkness closing around him.
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      The curses and war cries of the Valkyrie disappeared suddenly, and the silence of the tomb descended over the raid group.

      “We’re in the random gen zone now,” Zack said. “They won’t be able to get to us.”

      Shantar looked up the row of mercenaries who lined the passage in front of them. “How do you want us to travel? Standard raid formation?”

      “The main tank and I will be at the front. Ivan can take the rear. DPS and healers spread out between us.” Zack moved to the head of the line, Shantar sticking close to him. “The last two times I was in here, the only combat I faced was the boss fight at the end. But each time the zone was different, so expect the unexpected.”

      Ivan remained at the rear while the main tank came to walk beside Zack. He smiled at her as they started down the passage. “You never did tell me your name.”

      She widened her eyes, like she was surprised he was speaking to her beyond just ordering her about. “My name is Tank 1 or the Main Tank.”

      Zack scanned ahead for danger as they walked. “That’s not a real name. What does Ivan call you?”

      “Sometimes he calls me Mistress and strips down and begs me to spank him.”

      “Not what I wanted to picture right now.” Zack tried not to laugh at the thought of this NPC tank women dominating Ivan. She was hot and all that, but still… “How about I call you—”

      “Kat. I like the name Kat.”

      Zack nodded once. “Kat it is then.”

      “Only you can call me Kat, and maybe the women you sleep with. Ivan will continue to call me Mistress. I like being called that.” Her armor clanked as she looked him over. “Do all you male players like to be dominated by women? If so, you must love having so many women who can put you in your place.”

      “No, that’s an Ivan thing. My women love me and treat me well. We’re not really into that kind of thing.”

      “I treat Ivan how he wants to be treated. He and I… We get along.”

      They entered an empty chamber and headed for the passage on the other side. “Getting along is the first step to a long-lasting relationship.”

      She grunted. “You must be an expert on relationships. With so many women, you have a ton of experience.”

      “Ah, yeah…” He supposed he shouldn’t bother telling her about the harem system or the fact he’d never been with a woman out in the real world. Hardly anyone had sex out there anymore, so it wasn’t like he was alone in that.

      A few hundred feet up the new passage, they began to pass mummies wrapped in rags and placed into carved niches in the wall. Tan colored clay urns with hieroglyphs painted over them lay at the feet of the dead, along with small offerings of random objects that were of no use to the raid group.

      The deeper they headed into the tomb, the thicker and staler the air became, a miasma of fear hanging over them all. No one spoke anymore, they simply walked as quietly as possible, watching each mummy as they went by, like they expected it to come alive and attack them.

      Zack half expected they would at some point. There were mummies like these out in greater Aralia that acted as trash mobs in a dungeon.

      After close to an hour of walking down silent passage after silent passage filled with dead mummies, they entered another chamber and found a metal chest sitting on a large stone slab. Amy went up to the chest, the mercenaries filing into the chamber and watching her with grim faces.

      None of them were happy to be there. Everyone felt the growing dread that seemed to seep from the rock itself, the stale air leaving a foul after taste in their mouths.

      “Shall we open it?” Amy reached for the latch.

      Presela lunged at her and grabbed her hand. “Wait, it’s trapped.” She pointed at a pressure plate under the chest. “I bet if you open that thing and take something out, it will set off the trap.”

      Zack glanced around, searching for any telltale signs of the standard traps in Aralia Online. From shooting darts, to spike pits to gas bombs, explosive bombs and poison barbs, Aralia had plenty of ghastly traps to kill unwary player tomb raiders.

      “Can you disarm it?” Amy bounced up and down. “I have to know what’s inside.”

      “No, you don’t.” Shantar crossed her arms. “Curiosity killed the cave cat, as the old saying goes.”

      Lilly flicked Shantar with her cat tail. “I don’t care what’s inside. This cat isn’t curious. I think we should leave it be.”

      Zack knew Amy wouldn’t be happy until the chest’s contents were open to her. “Presela, can you disarm it?”

      The succubus studied the pressure plate. “There’s nothing to disarm. It looks like the trap will only be set off once we remove something from inside the chest.” She carefully opened the lid with her claws, everyone holding their breath in anticipation of something bad.

      But nothing happened, so she threw the lid open and stepped back. Zack expected to hear the whistle of darts flying through the air, or the click of a bomb about to detonate and yet heard nothing.

      Amy raced up to the chest and peered inside. “Wow, there’s a trinket for me!” She was about to reach inside and grab it but must have remembered Presela’s warning and stepped away.

      Zack glanced inside and found a jade trinket sitting on a pedestal.

      

      
        
        Ankh of the Serpentman

        Worn by the giant serpent in the tale of the lost mariner, this item somehow found its way into the Underworld.

        Special Ability: Shooting Star

        Reduces the Mana cost of all spells by 10 for 1 minute

        Adds +20sp to Fire and Frost spells for 1 minute

        Cool Down: 15 minutes

      

      

      

      “It looks heavy,” Shantar said, having to stand on her tiptoes to look inside.

      Presela scooped sand from the ground and tipped it into a small pouch. “Hard to say how heavy that thing is, but let’s try this.” She finished with the sand, then lifted the Ankh of the Serpentman and immediately put it down again before anything could happen. “All right.” She put some more sand into the pouch. “This should do it.”

      “Let me switch them!” Amy snatched the pouch from Presela and before anyone could stop her, grabbed hold of the trinket and dumped the pouch of sand on the pedestal.

      Zack held his breath, waiting for the trap to be sprung. Instead, all remained silent and still.

      “See, nothing to worry about.” Amy removed her old Dirty Fetish Trinket and equipped the new one. “Now, let’s—”

      A distant rumble sounded from somewhere above them. Everyone backed away from the chest as the sound grew louder.

      “Get in the tunnel.” Zack shoved a few of the mercenaries toward the passage on the far side of the chamber. “Keep moving.”

      He had no idea what the rumbling meant, but he had a bad feeling that things were about to get crazy. Fucking, Amy!

      Suddenly, a door opened near where they’d entered, a blast of stale air spilling over them. Through the door was a giant stone ramp leading up and out of view.

      The rumbling grew louder again. “It sounds like a giant boulder rolling down a slope,” Lilly said, grasping hold of Amy and dragging her after the others.

      Zack’s heart raced. “Get moving. Run!”

      The mercenaries ran ahead of him as they made their way into the new tunnel, mummies lining the walls. They were around three hundred feet along it when the ground shook under their feet.

      Zack glanced over his shoulder and gasped. Speeding along the passage behind them was a giant round boulder.

      “Shit, go, go go.” He shoved Amy and Lilly forward. “Hurry. Run.”

      The long line of mercenaries ran as fast as they could, kicking up sand, knocking over pottery urns. They didn’t need Zack encouraging them to hurry, for all of them could hear the boulder rapidly drawing closer.

      A Mage lost his footing and toppled over, bringing down another Mage with him. On his way past, Zack grabbed the two fallen men and hauled them to their feet, then shoved them before him. “Go.”

      The cloth armored men raced to catch up to the others, the ground under their feet shaking like an earthquake. Zack raced around a corner and along a short corridor then found himself entering a colossal room.

      He grabbed Amy and Lilly and pulled them to the side to join the others who’d moved out of the way of the oncoming boulder. Half a second after he had gotten out of the way, the boulder shot by him and rolled at insane speed deeper into the room.

      As the boulder rolled across the flat carved stone ground, Zack saw that it was heading toward a giant pyramid in the distance. The room they were in was huge, at least a mile long and lit by a huge glowing crystal that hovered in the air above the distant pyramid.

      The boulder climbed the smooth side of the giant pyramid then struck the crystal, shattering it into a million fragments. Colored lights filled the room as the pieces of crystal showered over the sides of the pyramid and the ground around it, the boulder itself having vanished.

      Before any of them could breathe a sigh of relief, a loud tearing sound filled the air, like the fabric of digital reality itself was being torn asunder.

      Rising out of the ground under the glowing fragments of crystal came a large face that peered over at them. Next, massive hands appeared, then a colossal being hauled itself out of the ground.

      When it stood at its full height, Zack gripped his shield in horror. Standing forty feet tall, the creature had the body of a man, but the head of a long-billed bird. In one hand it carried a gnarled staff, in the other, a massive black ankh.

      A round, black void opened behind the creature. Sand and broken shards of crystal lifted from the ground and were sucked into the void. Then Zack and the mercenaries felt the slight tug of the black void, the force only powerful enough to rustle their hair.

      The giant bird man stepped toward them, silent, mysterious, his giant black eyes reflecting no light.

      

      
        
        THOTH THE ATLANTEAN

        BRINGER OF KNOWLEDGE, OF CIVILIZATION. THE ENLIGHTENED ONE.

        HP: 3000000/3000000

      

      

      

      Zack gulped. Those. Hit. Points.

      This boss was fucking insane.

      “You have perverted my sacred teachings, mortals, fashioning weapons and armor out of the holy earth,” Thoth bellowed, his voice a keening, ghostly wail. “Now, you shall face my judgment for your sins. Your souls will never ascend to Orion, never journey through the stars.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          

      

    

    







            Fingerprints Of The Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      Thoth blasted them with Shadowbolts, inflicting raid wide damage.

      “Kat, Ivan, get out there and tank that thing!” Zack roared over the sound of the thundering feet of the approaching boss.

      A second Shadowbolt blast hit all of them, knocking some of the DPS and healers to near half health. Ivan and Kat were moving, both using their Fury Charge.

      The Spiritual Bards opened up with their AOE heal over times, the melee DPS moving to the front of the mercenaries, ready to rush forward when the tanks got aggro. A third blast of Shadowbolts hit them, once again bringing a few of the DPS and healers to 50% health.

      Maybe Thoth would fire Shadowbolts at anyone in front of him, suggesting like most bosses, he needed to be tanked with his back to the raid group. Or maybe he fired them when no one was in melee range.

      Whatever the case, this boss was clearly capable of massive raid wide damage, about the worst possible thing for a healer to heal through. Lucky they had a handful of Spiritual Bards able to AOE heal. But if the group damage continued, they would run out of Inspiration (Bard equivalent of Mana) long before the boss was dead.

      The random gen zone clearly scaled with the size of the party.

      Kat taunted the boss and spun him around until he was facing toward the pyramid, Ivan acting as her off tank. Zack charged forward with the melee DPS. Being an AOE focused tank, he would deal with any adds, letting the Shield Warriors (the premier single target raid tank) deal with tanking Thoth.

      Plus, it lowered the chance of Zack losing control of his anger and becoming a threat to everyone else. The dark spirit might be absent, but it could return at any time.

      As the melee sped toward Thoth, arrows, Shadowbolts, Fireballs and Frostbolts flew over their heads, striking the boss in the back, the raid DPS already filling the DPS charts before the melee even had a chance of inflicting any damage.

      Before the melee got to Thoth, the boss lifted his ankh over his head. “So, it is above, so it is below.”

      A bestial roar came from the direction of the pyramid. Zack stopped dead in his tracks, eyes scanning for adds, the melee DPS continuing toward the boss.

      From the far side of the pyramid came two large figures. They walked around the base of the giant structure, one on either side. On the left padded a massive lion, its HP bar identifying it as Leo and on the right came a giant minotaur called Taurus.

      They headed toward Thoth, the minotaur brandishing a huge two-handed club, the massive lion its fangs and claws.

      “Adds incoming,” Zack warned the healers. “I’ll pick them up, so heal me.”

      Using Rapid Advance, he raced past Thoth and toward the minotaur. Thoth himself did surprisingly little damage to Ivan and Kat, occasionally striking them with his staff or blasting them with Shadowbolts.

      So far, since the two tanks had turned his back to the raid group, no one but them had taken damage.

      All that changed when the two adds closed in on Thoth. The ibis-man grew larger, his staff glowing with an inner light.

      When he brought the end of the staff down on Kat, it exploded with massive AOE damage, inflicting horrible damage to her, Ivan and the melee DPS. Presela was instantly below 50% health, her scream joining that of the others caught up in the blast.

      Zack had fought enough raid bosses to understand the mechanics immediately. He raced up to the minotaur and struck it with Shield Slam then without slowing or lowering his shield, he back stepped toward Leo and slashed across its side with Devastate to get the giant lion’s attention.

      

      Inflicted 191 damage

      

      Both adds roared as one, then charged Zack, the minotaur’s club arcing down, ready to splatter him to the floor. Zack sidestepped, then back peddled toward the side wall of the giant room, staying at the edge of the range of the healers.

      Leo leapt through the air, claws spread wide. Zack ducked under the attack and the huge beast landed behind him. He spun sideways, trying to keep both mini bosses in front of him to avoid a dreaded hit from behind.

      The two creatures moved to attack, Taurus smashing Zack across the shield with his club, almost battering it from his hands, Leo gnashing his teeth, trying to latch hold of Zack’s shield in its jaws.

      Zack swept both with Sweeping Arc. The AOE attack made Zack twist to the side. Leo moved with incredible speed and slashed him with its claws, cutting deep into his sword arm.

      

      -182hp

      

      Taurus followed this up with a savage backhanded club swing that struck the edge of Zack’s shield, jolting his body to the core and sending him reeling.

      

      -66hp

      

      Leo got onto his haunches, then leapt over Zack’s head and landed behind him. With his quick tank reflexes, Zack used Shield of Stone while spinning around to block the first of Leo’s attacks.

      The slashing attack still inflicted some damage, but nothing like it would have been had the lion hit him from behind.

      

      -41hp

      

      He had to get his back to the wall and stop the lion from being able to leap over him. A corner would be best, as it narrowed the space the mini bosses could attack from but there were none nearby.

      Zack retreated as quickly as he could to get both creatures in front of him again. He put his back against the wall, covering as much of his body as he could with his shield.

      As the adds raced after him, Zack had a window of a few seconds to check over everyone’s health and to see what Thoth was doing.

      The boss had stopped his AOE staff attack and instead resumed his normal Shadowbolt volley at anyone who was in front of him (just Ivan and Kat). His insane health had dropped by 15%, most of the damage coming from the ranged DPS. The healers were still restoring the life of the melee DPS, the tanks near full.

      As the two mini bosses loomed over him, Zack got a disquieting feeling deep inside. This seemed too easy.

      Way too easy.

      Zack’s Shield of Stone buff wore off a second before the two adds were on him. Taurus brought down his club, the weapon smashing into his shield with a bone-jarring crunch.

      The blow knocked the wind out of him, his HP bar dropping by one third.

      When the minotaur went to bring his weapon down again, Zack quickly used Shield Block, reducing the damage of the next strike. This time he only lost around 10% of his health, but the two mini bosses weren’t done with him yet.

      The two adds were doing more damage now that they were away from Thoth. Even blocking them wasn’t enough.

      Zack had seen this mechanic before. A raid either had the boss do more damage by keeping the adds close to the boss or move the adds away so that they did more damage, and the main boss did less.

      Lucky Zack was well geared…

      Leo waited for Taurus to finish striking a third time, then it grabbed Zack’s shield in its jaws and tried to rip it out of his hands, its savage roar filling Zack with terror.

      The lion’s eyes peered at him from around the edge of his shield, the black pupils filled with tiny specks of light that looked like a constellation of stars.

      Thrashing its head from side to side, saliva spraying everywhere, the beast almost succeeded in tearing away his shield.

      

      -10hp

      

      Zack thrust his sword into the side of Leo’s neck, the blade slicing the lion’s hairy hide and inflicting tiny damage to its 100k health pool.

      

      Inflicted 122 damage

      

      A moment later, Taurus pinned Zack to the wall with the end of his club. The minotaur snorted air out of his huge nostrils. “I’ll be seeing you again soon. This time—no one will be coming to rescue you.”

      

      -10hp

      -11hp

      -13hp

      

      The minotaur was going to crush the life out of him.

      Zack groaned as the pressure against his shield grew, his health draining rapidly. What had the minotaur meant by that? It was an odd thing for the beast to have said.

      Leo still gripped the edge of his shield, now trying to shred his arm with its claws.

      The gap between his shield and the wall prevented the lion from reaching him. For now.

      As he struggled to bring his sword up to attack Leo, Zack knew what the raid had to do. “DPS,” he roared. “Attack the adds. Attack the adds. Get them off me!”

      Zack wasn’t sure if anyone had heard him, as all he could see were the faces of the two mini bosses intent on ending his life.
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      Zack’s hit points neared double digit territory, his life teetering on the brink.

      No one had healed him, no one had attacked Leo and Taurus. He couldn’t drink a health potion, he couldn’t move.

      Lilly, help me, get them to heal me!

      Where were the others? It felt like they’d deserted him.

      Leo’s claws scraped against his armor, the lion forcing his paw between Zack’s shield and the wall. Taurus’s hot rancid breath blew into his face, the minotaur grinning as he crushed Zack with his club.

      Seeing that grin brought back Zack’s rage with such force, his vision had turned red and his muscles bulged and spasmed before he even realized he had lost control.

      His hands grew too big for his gauntlets and Zack had to remove them. He couldn’t see what was happening, but he knew his fingers had become claws.

      The red haze narrowed, so only the minotaur’s grinning face filled his view. Zack wanted to rip off that face, wanted to pound it into the ground.

      With a bestial roar, his bones cracked, his ribs parting open, his body remaking itself.

      I found you, the dark spirit said. Your rage burns like a beacon in the void. Now, kill them all.

      Nooo, Zack roared, venting his anger at Taurus. Using his newfound strength, he threw back the minotaur and lion with his shield, both mini bosses knocked onto their asses, the lion with its legs in the air.

      Raising his foot-long claws, his armor now stripped from his body, Zack snarled, “Die.” He leapt on top of Leo, sinking his claws deep into the lion’s guts.

      Leo bellowed in agony, clawing at Zack’s stomach, trying to throw him off. Zack’s claws shredded the lion’s insides, scraping along its spine.

      Taurus struck Zack in the head with his club and sent him flying. He smashed against the wall in an impact that would’ve killed him had he still been human.

      Without pause, Zack was back on his feet and charging at the bull-man. They were almost equal in height, the minotaur no longer as intimidating as it had been. They were both monsters now.

      Zack threw himself at Taurus, claws tearing into his furry brown hide, legs wrapping around the bull-man’s legs and dragging him to the ground.

      Taurus was under him, bellowing into his face. Zack grabbed hold of the minotaur in his clawed hands and noticed his skin had become scaly, the mottled gray scales drenched in blood.

      Kill him, the dark spirit wailed. Kill him, tear off his face.

      The minotaur’s head felt so small in his hands, its skull fragile and malleable. Zack squeezed his hands together, his thumb-claws digging deep into Taurus’s neck, blood spurting from the puncture wounds.

      Wailing, the minotaur grabbed hold of Zack’s arms and tried to pry them from around his head, blood pouring from his snout. But his resistance only made Zack’s rage burn all the hotter.

      Kill him, kill him, the dark spirit said over and over again.

      Zack increased the pressure on the minotaur’s skull and finally felt the bone give way. With a loud crunch, Taurus’s skull crumpled, his face deforming, his final scream a jet of blood from his broken mouth.

      The minotaur was dead.

      But the rage didn’t leave Zack. He lifted his head and roared in triumph, then spun around to finish off Leo.

      The lion had already succumbed to his wounds, a massive pool of blood spread around him.

      Zack had to focus his rage on something, anything to make the dark spirit stop screaming.

      His gaze fell on the raid group, many of whom had stopped attacking Thoth and were looking at him.

      They abandoned you, the dark spirit said. They deserve to die.

      The compulsion to race over and kill the raid group near overwhelmed Zack. He wanted to feel them come apart in his hands, feel their blood drip from his scaly hide as they screamed for mercy.

      Somehow, he got enough control of the rage to spin and face Thoth.

      The melee DPS mustn’t have seen him, as they continued to attack the boss from behind, Kat and Ivan keeping the giant ibis-man’s back to the group.

      When Zack stomped towards them, blood trailing behind him, someone must have seen him, as the melee DPS all turned to him as one. Their eyes opened wide, and they fell back in horror.

      Zack had no time for them. He raced up to Thoth and leapt onto his back.

      Thoth stumbled forward, knocking Ivan and Kat off their feet, Zack trying to drag the boss to the ground. He buried his claws into Thoth’s back, his legs gripping the giant around the waist.

      The boss spun around, blasting Shadowbolts in all directions, hitting everything before him. He neither tried to reach up and grab Zack, nor tried to knock him from his back. He just spun around and around.

      Thoth’s hit points plummeted as Zack bit into the back of the boss’s neck with his fangs, his claws bursting out of Thoth’s chest.

      The boss continued to spin around, like he was dancing with Zack, or unsure what to attack, his AI unable to come to grips with what was happening.

      On their way toward the pyramid, they passed the black portal, the force of the doorway growing stronger the lower Thoth’s health dropped.

      Blood gushed from the ibis-man’s back as Zack tore off a massive chunk of its flesh. The boss fell to its knees, its staff clattering on the ground.

      Then Thoth’s voice filled the room. “The age of Taurus and Leo has come to an end. Now, the world will succumb to the cold darkness, the light of civilization going dark.”

      Zack leapt off the boss as it teetered forward. When he landed, he bared his teeth, blood dripping from his claws as he watched the boss’s final moments.

      Thoth’s ankh fell from his hand and shattered into pieces. A moment later, the boss himself toppled face-first onto the floor.

      It lifted its head to speak one final time. “And so ends the world of the gods.”

      The head fell, the boss going still.

      

      
        
        THOTH THE ATLANTEAN HAS BEEN VANQUISHED!

        THE LAST OF THE PRIMEVAL GODS HAS FALLEN AND THE DARK AGE HAS BEGUN!

        +50000xp

        400 meals

      

        

      
        Mini Thoth pet added to Inventory

      

      

      

      Wind roared as the portal sucked in everything around it. Zack backed away, the wind threatening to suck him in.

      The broken crystal shards that had fallen from above the pyramid were the first things to be sucked into the portal, then the corpses of Leo and Taurus slid across the ground, leaving a giant smear of blood in their wake.

      Their bodies entered the gaping void, disappearing into the black nothingness. Then Thoth was pulled into the void, its staff and ankh following it into eternity.

      With a final shriek of rushing air, the portal closed and the room went silent, the darkness impenetrable.
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      The rage didn’t die with Thoth.

      Zack’s vision remained a red haze, his claws extended, monstrous body ready to leap on top of his next victim. The dark spirit wailed inside, its hands gripping his soul, ready to tear it from his body.

      He had to regain control, or the dark spirit would cast him into the Murk and remake his body into its Karzel.

      Lights burst to life out in the darkness as a few of the raid group lit torches. One of the people holding the lights was Amy. Zack could only just make her out in the red veil over his eyes.

      Kill her. Kill them all! The dark spirit compelled him forward.

      Fight it, my love, fight it. That second voice belonged to a woman.

      Was it Lilly?

      They deserted you. Kill them all.

      Come back to me, my love. Please, we need you.

      The desperation in the woman’s voice made Zack snarl. He spun around and raced toward the pyramid.

      Ten bounding steps later, he reached the base of the giant structure and dug his claws into its limestone surface. Then he arched his head back and roared his anger at the darkness above him, the limestone cracking under his claws.

      The dark spirit roared with him, begging him to kill, to unleash his rage, to give in.

      By the time he’d emptied his lungs of oxygen, he felt more in control of himself. He took in another lungful of air, then roared again, the monstrous sound echoing throughout the massive room.

      When he had let out all his rage, he fell against the pyramid and slid to the ground, overwhelmed by fatigue and pain.

      As sleep closed in, he lifted a hand and saw fingers once again. The claws were gone. His hand was his own.

      Sighing softly, he fell asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A light shone in his face.

      Zack groaned, opened one eye, then squeezed it shut again. “Turn off the light.”

      “Sorry.” The light dimmed.

      Zack opened his eye again and found Amy kneeling over him, her lantern glowing dimly next to her. She smiled. “Heya, baby. I knew you would make it.”

      He blinked several times, then tried to sit up. She pressed him down. “Stay there and rest for a few minutes. You’ve been asleep for half a day and might be unsteady on your feet.”

      Damn, he was tired. He reckoned he could slip off back to sleep at any moment. “Where are we?”

      “We’re in the pyramid. After you fell asleep, we found a door and—”

      Then Presela was there, hugging and kissing him. After her, there was Lilly.

      The shapeshifter brushed back his hair. He smiled up at her. “I heard you.”

      She looked confused for a moment, then smiled back. “I wasn’t sure I could reach you. All I felt from you was rage.”

      “You helped me get control of it.” He frowned. “What happened during the fight? Why did no one heal me when the two adds had me pinned against the wall?”

      “Our healers tried to heal you,” Shantar said as she came up beside Lilly. “But it was like something was blocking them.”

      “Blocking?”

      Shantar glanced over her shoulder, before turning back to him. “Ivan said he thinks the fight was bugged. He didn’t really explain what that meant, but he said that’s why you weren’t getting any heals.”

      “I couldn’t hear you either.” Lilly winced. “Only after the two adds moved away was I able to make contact with you again.”

      Zack stared up at the stone roof a dozen feet above him. Could Ivan be right? Had the fight been bugged?

      What Taurus had said came back to him. I’ll be seeing you again soon. This time—no one will be coming to rescue you.

      The words had meant nothing to Zack during the fight as he was focused on survival. But now they made ice run along his spine.

      Had someone been speaking through the minotaur? Sending Zack a threatening message? If so, who?

      The Janitor. It had to be.

      And if not him, then the man Zack had seen in the glowing circle in the Murk.

      Maybe that was the Janitor out in the real world. Maybe he was the one behind the dark spirit.

      Or maybe not…

      Shaking his head, Zack held up a hand. “Help me stand. We have to get moving.”

      Lilly and Presela held him as he stood. Shantar grinned nervously at him. “Is everything under control?”

      “I assume you mean, ‘am I going to turn into a monster again’?” Zack grimaced. “I feel weak and tired as hell but I’m fine. The monster is gone.”

      I will never be gone. You are the monster, you are my Karzel. The dark spirit tugged on his soul. You are weak. Soon, your body will be mine.

      Shantar stepped forward, then awkwardly hugged him. Zack bent down and hugged her back.

      They held one another for a long moment, then she pulled away, her eyes wet with tears. “I had to knock a few heads together. A few of the dumber mercs wanted to run away from you, even after you’d returned to normal.”

      “Was I that terrifying to look at?”

      Amy burst out laughing. “Baby, you were the sexiest, scaly lizard-bear-snake-covered in blood and guts monster around. I’d have done you on top of this pyramid, if I didn’t think you’d try to eat me.”

      Presela rolled her eyes. “You’ve lost your bloomin marbles, sister. His cock wouldn’t fit inside that tight little snatch of yours.”

      Amy touched herself. “You don’t know what this thing is capable of!”

      Chuckling, Lilly led Zack toward the passageway outside the room. “The others are sleeping in the main chamber. Everyone will be happy to know we can leave.” Her eyes scanned the hieroglyphs covering the walls. “This place feels dead.”

      “No one got any sleep other than you.” Shantar came to walk beside him. “The sooner we’re out of here, the better.”

      When they entered the main chamber, Ivan and Kat hurried over to them, the other mercenaries muttering among themselves as they studied Zack. By their looks, he could tell they were speculating whether he was going to turn into a monster and try to kill them.

      Ivan slapped him on the shoulder. “Fuck, you should have seen yourself. It was epic.”

      Kat crossed her arms. “Why do you need me to tank, when you can take down a boss and its two adds singlehandedly?”

      Amy threw her arms into the air. “Thoth wasn’t just a boss, he was a frigging god! Zack is so powerful, he can take on the gods themselves!”

      Zack leaned heavily on Lilly, already feeling tired, his muscles aching. “Right now, I can barely stand. The gods will have to wait until I get my strength back and have had a good, long sleep.”

      Lilly held him. “Then you can sleep on me and I will carry you out of here.”

      Next thing he knew, he was lying on her back. She was in her unicorn form, her white mane shining in the torchlight.

      Zack lifted his head. “Shantar… follow the path, wherever it is, and get us out of here.”

      Shantar reached up and touched his face. “Just don’t die on me, all right? You’re leaving me with enough shitfuckery to deal with as is.”

      He forced a smile. “I refuse to die. I need to live long enough to make Malghana pay for her crimes.”

      With that, he closed his eyes and was gone.
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      Presela returned from her scouting mission. "They occupy most of the tunnels between here and the portal." She glanced past Zack. "Is Lilly back yet?"

      "No, not yet. I'm a little worried, she’s been gone longer than I expected." Zack hugged Presela. "Anyway, how far did you get? What did you see?"

      "I got within two miles of the portal but the whole area was teaming with Valkyrie. I’m not sure how we’re going to get through. The place is a blooming fortress."

      Shantar swore under her breath. "Sounds like we need an army." She looked up at Zack. "So, what are we going to do?"

      "Lilly should be back soon. I’ll decide what to do after I hear more on what we’re up against."

      He pressed Presela for more information, asking her how many enemies she thought she saw and if they had blocked off any of the tunnels with walls.

      "I saw hundreds of Valkyries, dozens of their spellcasters and lizards.” Her glowy eyes narrowed. “They’ve built metal gates into some of the tunnels, so passing through them won’t be easy, as they have Mages on the other side who can fire through the bars. Talk about overkill, aye?”

      She covered her body in her wings. “Like Shantar said, we're going to need a bloomin army to break through to the portal."

      Rage simmered inside Zack. He wanted to attack, wanted to kill any Valkyrie that dared to try to stop him from reaching Lower Underworld.

      Right now, Sulfurion's minions meant nothing to him. They were simply a nuisance standing in his way.

      Only his desire to make Malghana pay for her crimes and his wish to bring Gwynn to heel mattered.

      "Zack, there has to be another way." Shantar put her hand on his leg. "Don't throw our lives away in a suicidal attack."

      He frowned at her. "You don't need to tell me that."

      "I can tell by the way you’re standing there that you want to charge in and kill anything in your way. I’m just here to remind you that we need to think things through before we take such a drastic option."

      Amy had approached them without anyone having heard her. "Fighting our way through is the best option. Think of all the loot and experience points."

      Everyone rolled their eyes. No one was in the mood for humor.

      Not that Amy was trying to be funny. She really would think that was the best option.

      Zack peered out into the darkness of the tunnel ahead. The mercenaries were hidden in a side chamber a few hundred feet behind him. They had been there the last half day, waiting for the scouts to return with information on the path ahead.

      Now everyone but Lilly had returned. She had left them in her bat form, Zack having sent her deep into enemy territory. Rogues like Presela had only been sent to scout the outer edges of the enemy positions.

      If one of the Rogues had been detected, they’d not only be killed, but would also warn the Valkyrie that there could be enemies nearby. In her bat form, the shapeshifter could dart away, or pass whole formations without being seen.

      “I’m going to stay here and wait for Lilly.” Zack crossed his arms. “I was the one who sent her out there, so it’s my responsibility.”

      "Don't stay out here too long," Presela said. "They have patrols scouring the tunnels all around their positions. I don't know if they will come this way, but we should try to stay hidden as long as possible."

      "Fine, you three head back and get some rest. I'll stay out here and wait a few hours and see if she returns."

      Before they left, all three of the women insisted on giving him a kiss. "Do you need me to stay out here with you?" Amy grabbed his cock. "I could pleasure you while we wait."

      Zack forced a grin. "If you were pleasuring me, neither of us would be watching for enemy patrols."

      Not that he wouldn't mind a blowjob. It might relieve some of the rage and stress he’d endured since waking earlier in the day. He’d slept for eighteen hours since they’d left the random gen zone, Lilly carrying him on her back.

      He felt better, stronger, his rage fueling him. But when the rage ran out, then what would give him the strength to go on?

      Amy nudged him with her hips. "Well, you know where to find me if you get horny." Then she grabbed him and shoved her tongue in his mouth. When she withdrew nearly a minute later, she smirked. "I guess I will make do with Shantar and Presela."

      The succubus put her arm through Amy’s. "How about you pleasure me for once?"

      Shantar's eyes flicked from one woman to the other. "You girls are crazy."

      Amy took the goblin’s hand. “I’ll show you crazy.”

      Laughing, the women headed back to the chamber to be with the others, leaving Zack to his thoughts. He sat against the wall and stared out into the darkness.

      With no torch, an enemy wouldn't see him until they were right on top of him. If they carried torches, he would see them long before they saw him. The main problem would be not falling asleep.

      He tried to not let his fear for Lilly overwhelm him or add to his rage. He had sent her to scout all the way to the portal.

      Maybe that had been a mistake.

      With the portal under enemy control, Gwynn’s forces were cut off from their allies. The goblins, Pete’s mercenaries and the Qui’irl were now on their own.

      There was no one up here who could seriously oppose Sulfurion. It wouldn’t be long before all of Middle Underworld belonged to the ebony dragon.

      Zack turned his attention away from this line of thought. It made him angry at Gwynn for allowing this to happen. He was the one with the army, after all.

      Since leaving the pyramid, the dark spirit had been surprisingly quiet. It was still there, still gripping his soul, but it seemed to be biding its time.

      When he faced Malghana, maybe then it would come back and try to take over. He had to be careful not to allow himself to give in to the rage.

      Zack closed his eyes and focused only on listening for the sound of approaching feet. After a long time, he was close to falling asleep so stood and stretched.

      With no light and only a wall of black around him, he felt surprisingly at peace. It wasn't often he was alone anymore, and it wasn't often that Lilly wasn't there in his head.

      Having stretched for half an hour, he sat down again. He’d only just gotten comfortable when something dropped from the roof and into his lap. A moment later, the weight grew heavier.

      Heart racing, he put his hands up and felt a woman’s body. Her lips went to his and her tongue slid into his mouth. I’m back.

      Lilly. He rubbed his tongue against hers, loving the taste of her mouth. Don’t startle me like that.

      Why? It was fun appearing out of nowhere. She gasped in air through her nose, then kissed him again.

      What did you see? Did you find the portal?

      One of her hands moved under his armor and stroked him. Yes. They have it well guarded. There are guards and patrols everywhere. I also thought I heard the growl of a large beast but couldn’t see what it was. We should be careful.

      Fuck. Zack shoved his tongue in her mouth. How are we going to get through?

      The reason I took so long was because I was trying to find us a way that was less defended.

      And?

      She opened her jaw wider, so his tongue went deeper into her mouth. I found a passage that will get us close to the portal, but we will still need to fight our way through the last half mile. One problem.

      Zack put his hands down the back of her leather pants and grabbed her ass cheeks, her tail curling around his arm. What sort of problem?

      It’s going to be a tight squeeze. A very tight squeeze. Some of us might not fit. She removed her armor so he could fondle her better in the darkness. And anyone wearing more than cloth or latex armor is going to have to squeeze through naked. Even then, it’s going to be a tight fit.

      He removed his own armor and thrust inside her. She rode him, kissing him hard on the lips.

      Lilly came quickly, then spun around to face away from him. Do me from behind, like the animals do.

      Kneeling behind her, he grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her to him, her wetness dripping with her sweet juices, the end of her tail brushing his lips. Then he rammed her hard, her soft moans muffled by her hand. She didn’t want the others to hear.

      If we must get naked to get through, then that’s what we have to do. Zack held back from cumming. It doesn’t sound like we have much choice. Not when they have a whole army out there and we have no other way to get to Lower Underworld.

      Lilly held herself against him as she came a third time, then she fell forward, now a quivering orgasmic mess. He held her down and continued to ram her. It wasn’t long before he was ready to let go.

      Let me up, I want to drink you.

      Zack quickly rolled off her, and she put her lips around his length, a second before he exploded. He gushed into her, and she swallowed it all, her gulps so loud, he feared the others would hear them.

      Even when his seed had stopped flowing, she kept him in her mouth, slowly bobbing up and down, her tongue brushing the head of his shaft. He was damn tired again, ready to sleep, but this felt too good.

      He stroked her hair as she played with him in her mouth, her hand now squeezing up his length to get out the last of his seed. I love you, he said, then yawned.

      I love you, too. There was a long pause. Will you reconsider your plan? Attacking my mistress isn’t going to help anyone.

      Zack stopped stroking her hair. Is this why we just did this?

      Having his length in her mouth put him in a vulnerable position.

      She took him deeper, and he thought he felt teeth. No, of course not. I wanted you, nothing more, nothing less.

      Then why bring up Malghana? Let’s just enjoy each other.

      Because I don’t want you two to fight. There’s no going back if you draw your weapon against her.

      So? She needs to pay for what she did to Ilari. He tried to lift Lilly’s face away and at first she resisted, then she withdrew. We’re going to find a way to free you from the witch. That way you don’t have to feel like you’re being torn between her or me.

      Lilly moved to the other side of the passage and started sobbing. She will kill all of you. You don’t know what she’s capable of. Please, Zack, don’t start a fight with her. I don’t want to lose you.

      If I make it to Lower Underworld, I will have an entire raid group at my back. I know I can’t kill her, we’d probably need a lot more people for that, but I can hurt her.

      How do you intend to end the fight? Lilly’s voice was taut. If you attack her, she won’t stop until you’re dead.

      Memories of Ilari dying in his arms came back to him. Along with them came the rage.

      He took a long, deep breath, trying to remain calm. I will find a way to end things. She has to pay.

      Even if it costs you your life?

      Zack’s hands shook as he fought the rage. I won’t die.

      How do you know? Lilly’s voice was a pained wail. This rage you feel. It’s going to get you killed.

      I just won’t. I’m too important to too many people. I’m going to make Malghana pay for her lies and for killing Ilari. If you don’t like it, then I guess—

      I’m not leaving you. I love you.

      Zack balled his fists to stop them from shaking. Then, please, understand that I need to do this. Both her and Gwynn need to learn that I’m not their plaything.

      He ground his teeth, his muscles twitching, fingers curled like claws. I am the one who will win this war. They are either with me or they are against me.
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      Zack emerged from the narrow passage, breathing hard. Lilly, Kat and Ivan greeted him. They’d been the first through.

      Kat carried Amy’s lamp, and it gave off only enough light to vaguely make out their surroundings. “Squeezing myself through there was like being born all over again,” Ivan chuckled. “But get your stuff back on. There are enemies a few hundred feet from here guarding the tunnel leading to the portal.”

      Leaning against the wall to get his breath back, Zack reequipped his armor. They were in a tunnel wide enough for three people to stand side by side. A dim light shone from further along the tunnel to their right, the left dark and silent.

      Being deep within enemy territory meant it was only a matter of time before the Valkyries detected them. Too bad it was going to take an hour or more for the mercenaries to make their way through the passage.

      They were half a mile from the portal. Now all they had to do was wait for the others to arrive, then fight their way there.

      Zack had no idea how many of the mercenaries were going to be able to make the journey through the passage. Presela had to stealth her way to them, as her wings had prevented her from fitting through the first of a dozen tight spots. Zack himself had only just managed to squeeze through.

      Anyone who couldn’t fit, nor stealth their way through enemy lines, would be left behind to fend for themselves. There was nothing that could be done for them.

      Amy slid out of the tunnel next. Unlike him, she didn’t have to get undressed. He helped her to her feet, and she sagged against him. “The first lot of mercs should be just behind me.”

      Zack noticed Lilly watching him, so he nodded his thanks to her for finding this passage and getting them close to the portal. She looked away without acknowledging his thanks, her hand resting on her bow.

      The two of them had spoken little since their conversation and love making the night before and had parted on bad terms. He hated that he was hurting her, but what could he do?

      Malghana has to pay.

      Last night had been Lilly’s final attempt to change his course but all it had done was piss him off. Malghana had power over Lilly, and until that power was broken, Lilly would be loyal to her mistress and yet at the same time, longing to be loyal to him.

      Zack stared at the shapeshifter’s back, her tail gently flicking the air, her beautiful long hair hanging down to her waist. Fuck, he loved her. Loved her like he did the rest of his women.

      No matter what happened, he would find a way to free her from the witch.

      The first lot of mercs made a hell of a lot of noise as they slid out of the passage. One man coughed and spluttered, another complained about a splitting headache from having hit his head more times than he could count.

      “Shut up,” Kat hissed. “Stop acting like noobs. We’re inside the enemy lines and could be attacked at any moment.”

      The NPC mercs fell over themselves to apologize.

      Zack was impressed with Kat. She’d looked positively menacing when she’d berated the men.

      No wonder Ivan had become her bitch.

      Lilly waved her arms. “I hear feet coming this way.” She transformed into her cat form. “I will try to lead them away.”

      Before Zack could stop her, she raced along the tunnel in the opposite direction of the lights.

      “Must be a patrol or something,” Zack said. He let go of Amy and went to stand in the center of the tunnel so he could try to follow Lilly’s path.

      But it was too dark to see anything, so he turned his attention to their right. There was a curve in the passage that prevented him from seeing where the dim light was coming from, but he could tell the source of it was close.

      Dim light didn’t carry far around corners and he could just make out the sound of butch female voices. Valkyrie.

      Suddenly, the heavy thud of armored feet came from behind him. He spun around and peered down the tunnel where Lilly had gone.

      It sounded like the patrol of Valkyrie had seen her and were in pursuit. Judging by their angry voices, Zack assumed she must have turned into her cat woman form, as he doubted a harmless white cat would make them charge after her.

      He bit the inside of his lip as the sound of pursuit grew further away. Lilly, don’t you die on me.

      Ivan and Kat came to stand next to him, peering in the direction of the lights. “I hope none of those fuckers heard all that racket,” Kat said. “If we’re attacked and the enemy force us away from the passage, the mercs inside are going to be greeted by a horde of dominatrix women with a kink for subjugating men.”

      She elbowed Ivan in the side. “The Valkyries are your sort of women, Snugglepot.”

      Ivan shuffled his feet, looking embarrassed. “Don’t call me that in front of the others. It’s not—”

      “Bah. I’m the main tank. I can do whatever I want.”

      Another group of mercenaries slid out of the passage but were silenced by the first group of mercs before they could so much as open their mouths. Shantar was among them.

      The goblin hurried over to Zack. Dressed in her full armor and not panting at all, she’d clearly had an easy journey. “What’s happening? Where’s Lilly?”

      Zack filled her in on the situation, then asked, “How many mercs got left behind?”

      “Only five. I told them to try to make their way back to Mercenary Hold.” She shook her head sadly. “They know as well as I do, they won’t make it far. At any rate, they’re going to stay where they are for a day before they leave. They didn’t want to risk being detected and giving us away.”

      Even though the mercs they’d left behind were only NPCs, Zack felt bad for them. “If we ever see them again, I’ll personally thank them for what they did.”

      They were going to be five mercs down, leaving them with fifty-five. With skilled healers, tanks and powerful DPS, they could still take on anything short of an army.

      Which was exactly what they were up against.

      Presela arrived, unstealthing in front of Zack. She put her arms around him and breathed him in. “Blimey, that was tough. I nearly got caught a few times.”

      He kissed her nose. “But you made it.”

      “Of course.” She brushed a claw over his cheek. “No way I’d let myself die. I have so much to live for.” She grabbed Amy and kissed her. “Like my sister here. She still owes me an orgasm.”

      “Hey, it’s not my fault you’re so hard to please.” Amy poked her tongue out at her harem sister. “I’ll make it up to you later.”

      By the time Lilly returned half an hour later, nearly two thirds of the mercs were out of the passage, the rest still making their way through.

      The shapeshifter didn’t come over to Zack, so he went over to her.

      Lilly refused to look him in the eye as she spoke. “I turned into my human form and led them away from us. They are still out there looking for me.” She brushed back her bangs. “But they know there’s an intruder in their perimeter and it’s only a matter of time before they have half their army looking for us.”

      Zack screwed up his face. “You did great. I know you had no other choice but to reveal yourself.”

      She glanced at him a moment then looked away. “We’re running out of time. We need to get to the portal before the Valkyrie come back this way.”

      “I know, but you bought us that time. If that group of enemies had seen us, it would already be over.”

      Lilly nodded. “How long until the rest of the mercs are through?” She summoned her wombat pet.

      “Too bloody long.” Shantar scowled. “I should go back in there and hurry them along.”

      The wombat yawned, then lay on its belly and closed its eyes. Not a care in the world.

      “Maybe one of the fatter mercs got stuck and is blocking the passage.” Amy kissed Presela on the cheek. “It was tight in there, tighter than Betsy’s you know what.”

      Amy’s humor did little to lighten the mood.

      Everyone (except Amy and the wombat!) was on edge, a few of the mercs biting their nails or pacing nervously.

      Enemies were all around them, and they could be discovered at any moment. Not the easiest place to sit around and wait.

      “Go back and see where they’re at,” Zack said. “Tell them to hurry the fuck up, or we’re going to leave them behind.”

      Shantar grimaced. “Like that’s going to make a difference. Those tunnels were made for mice and goblins, not you humans.” She crawled into the passage.

      A few minutes after she had left, a war horn blared from their left. Everyone froze, eyes wide.

      Dozens of heavy feet echoed along the tunnel, moving lights shining from both directions. “Shit,” Zack drew his sword. “Get ready.”

      They were vastly outnumbered, surrounded by enemies and were down over twenty mercs, two of which were healers…

      What hope did they have in reaching the portal alive?
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      The Valkyrie charged along the tunnel from both directions, shouting to one another in their gruff feminine voices.

      They might not know Zack and the others were there, but that was about to change. Someone among them must have decided Lilly wasn’t on her own and sounded the alarm.

      Kat and Ivan took one flank, Zack and Lilly’s wombat pet the other. In between them were the DPS and healers.

      Presela was at the entrance to the passage, calling Shantar, telling her to hurry.

      Zack focused on the approaching torches around the bend in the tunnel. He had no idea how many Valkyries were coming, but whatever he and the others were up against, they had to overcome it.

      There was no getting out of this one. It would be a fight to the death.

      “They’ve seen us,” Ivan roared. “Get ready.”

      A great clash of metal on metal echoed around them as the Valkyrie slammed into Ivan and Kat, their warcries and curses thundering off the stone walls. The ones in front of Zack raced around the corner, their weapons raised overhead.

      The foremost of them were DPS Warriors with massive two-handed maces and clubs. Three of them were at the front and they charged forward at terminal speed.

      They body slammed Zack and the wombat, sending them hurtling into the melee DPS who’d been standing behind them. Before Zack had recovered, the enemy weapons came down, one taking him in the side of his head, the others striking the DPS around him.

      

      -135hp

      Companion suffered -388hp

      Companion suffered -364hp

      

      Zack used Commanding Taunt to get aggro on all the Valkyrie, then leapt to his feet. The press of mercs behind him shoved him into the enemy, and he barely managed to block the next overhead swing.

      

      -72hp

      

      Growling, he popped Shield of Stone to reduce the damage, buying him time to do as much DPS as he could to build threat and not have to worry about dying.

      He smashed the Valkyrie who’d struck him with Shield Slam, then slashed his blade across the other two with Sweeping Arc.

      A barbed mace thudded into his armored arm, inflicting damage, but he shrugged it off and used Criss Cross, then followed up with another Sweeping Arc, hitting the other Valkyrie coming up behind the first three.

      The giant women roared in fury, blood running from their wounds. They hammered Zack with their weapons, some striking him in the arm and leg, most attacks blocked by his shield.

      

      -182hp

      

      He used Revenge of the Dead, letting loose the spectral arms from his shield. They clawed at the enraged Valkyrie, slashing them, tearing open fresh wounds, scratching at their faces.

      Then the melee DPS rushed by him, swords, daggers, clubs and Druid leopard fangs tearing apart the enemy. The wombat slashed them with his claws, his giant bulk taking up half the passage.

      Zack shoved his way through the overzealous melee DPS, magical frost and fire passing through him as the friendly ranged DPS added to the carnage.

      A merc Blademaster beheaded a Valkyrie in front of Zack, showering him with blood. Spitting it out, Zack shoved the Blademaster away, then thrust his sword into the stomach of the nearest Valkyrie with Demon Strike.

      She grunted, blood gushing from her mouth, her weapon falling from her hands. Baring her red drenched teeth, she grabbed hold of his shield and tried to tear it from his arm.

      He drove his sword into her a second time, and she fell to her knees, still holding his shield, her body heaving as she vomited blood. Before he could kick her away, a mace struck him in the side, sending him reeling.

      

      -148hp

      

      Half a second later, Shield of Stone wore off. In its final moment, it had saved him from a massive death-dealing blow.

      While the spectral arms finished off the vomiting Valkyrie, Zack hunted for the woman who’d hit him, the pain of his wound throbbing, his rage simmering in the background. The healers had already restored his missing hit points, though they were short a Priest and Bard healer who were still making their way through the passage.

      His giant female attacker flew at him through the fray, her mace about to plow into his guts. He smashed the weapon aside with his shield, then hacked down, cutting off her arm at the elbow.

      Blood fountained out of the severed limb, her scream adding to the thunder of battle echoing around them. Arrows and AOE frost and fire fell all around her, draining her health.

      Zack finished her off with a quick Demon Strike.

      The next Valkyrie was on him, pounding him with her warhammer. The iron hammerhead rang off his shield and bounced away, hitting the merc Blademaster from before in the side of the head, shaving off a decent chunk of his health.

      Zack lunged forward and skewered the Valkyrie on the end of his sword. As she opened her mouth to scream, she caught fire as one of the Fire Mage mercenaries set her alight.

      Flames danced over her body, her skin blackening. Using his boot, Zack shoved her off his sword, then ended her suffering with a slash to the throat.

      Another wave of Valkyrie smashed into him and the wombat, others went straight for the melee DPS before the two tanks could pick them up.

      The Blademaster went down before Zack could taunt the enemy off him. Zack couldn’t turn to face the Valkyrie who’d killed the man without exposing his back to the ones in front. Instead, he shouted for the melee DPS to take her down before she could kill anyone else.

      And she died in seconds.

      Zack and the wombat gathered up all the Valkyrie, the wall of iron and fur between the mercs and the enemy. As a team, they held the line, attacking where they could, but mostly holding the line, letting the DPS do all the killing.

      Somewhere from the enemy ranks came a burst of ebony colored Fireballs. One struck Zack, the other the wombat, inflicting a DOT on both.

      

      Ebony Incineration: Inflicted with the vengeful flames of Sulfurion. Lasts 30 seconds.

      

      -10hp

      -12hp

      -10hp

      

      Damn. That was a nasty DOT, even with over 50% Magical Damage Reduction, and it ticked over once every two seconds.

      Three more Fireballs shot through the enemies, exploding just before they hit, showering Zack, the wombat and the melee DPS in flames.

      

      -48hp

      

      Now a dozen of them were inflicted with Ebony Incineration.

      But the merc healers were up to the task, healing both him and Lilly’s wombat as well as the DPS.

      Yet, the Priests and Bards couldn’t heal forever. With damage coming in from both sides, they would be burning through a lot of Mana and Inspiration to keep everyone alive.

      The raid group couldn’t hold the tunnel forever. They needed to push back against the Valkyrie, kill their spell casters and fight their way to the portal.

      Even if it meant they had to leave the mercenaries still crawling through the passage behind.

      Shantar, please hurry!
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      Once they had a short break in the waves of Valkyrie, Zack glanced over his shoulder.

      His guts clenched. Ivan and Kat were holding back a mass of enemies but were close to giving ground. He sent some of the DPS with him to go and help but knew they wouldn’t be enough.

      Lilly, is Shantar back?

      No, not yet. Should I go and see where she is? We’re really struggling back here.

      Zack faced forward again, hearing feet thundering toward him. No, stay where you are. We need your DPS.

      Ivan and Kat can’t hold on. You have to do something.

      I know. Zack snarled at the approaching Valkyrie. But your wombat can’t hold the front on his own. I have to stay up here.

      Then we need to start heading to the portal. Lilly sounded close to tears.

      Zack’s mind raced, his fear of losing Shantar clouding his thoughts.

      He hated the very idea of leaving people behind, especially ones important to him like Shantar. And yet, all their lives were on the line.

      They needed to press forward and reach the portal before they were overwhelmed.

      Zack couldn’t bring himself to give the order. We can’t leave Shantar behind. His rage burned. We must buy her time.

      What do you want me to tell Ivan and Kat? Lilly cried. They’re close to breaking.

      As the Valkyrie neared, Zack raised his shield and braced for the impact. Tell them to do whatever it takes to hold their ground until I tell them otherwise.

      The Valkyrie slammed into him, almost knocking him off his feet. He took one in the leg with Demon Strike, then stumbled sideways as the other struck him in the sword arm with her mace.

      

      -122hp

      

      An enemy Fireball exploded against his shield, setting him alight, renewing the Incineration DOT and blinding him for a moment. The Valkyrie who’d struck him kicked his shield, sending him hard against the wall.

      “Fucking scum,” she spat, then arced her mace around.

      Zack ducked under the weapon and it slammed into the tunnel wall to a shower of crushed rock. He lunged forward and impaled her on his sword with Devastate.

      She fell back, tearing his blade from her belly, holding a hand to herself as her intestines spilled out. “Fucker…”

      Amy sent a volley of Frostbolts into the wounded Valkyrie, the last turning her into a block of ice. The melee DPS gleefully shattered her to pieces.

      Zack and the small group of DPS finished off the remaining two Valkyries who were attacking Lilly’s wombat, then readied for the next wave to hit them. Compared to what Ivan and Kat faced, he and the wombat had it easy.

      But that could change as they drew closer to the portal. Likely, the most powerful enemies guarded the exit and with Ivan and Kat holding the rear, it would be up to Zack to tank them.

      Another Fireball exploded into them, this one reigniting the wombat and the merc DPS with the horrible DOT. Through the flames, Zack saw four Valkyrie Warriors striding down the tunnel toward them and beyond them, the enemy Mage who’d been blasting them with fire.

      Shit. “Get ready,” he roared to the DPS.

      An enemy Mage is attacking Ivan and Kat, Lilly said, her voice bordering on panic. They’re taking a lot of damage. You might need to—

      I can’t. Not yet. There are too many enemies for your wombat to hold.

      Then what do we do?

      The giant women raised their weapons as one, two at the front, two behind, steadily making their way toward him, assured of their victory. Zack planted his feet.

      He should order everyone to fight their way to the portal and abandon those still in the passage. They were on the brink of being overwhelmed from behind.

      An image of Shantar trapped in the tunnel with the others came vividly to his mind. The rage simmering inside Zack grew hotter, a few of his muscles twitching.

      There were dozens of other lives on the line besides those still in the passage. He had to think of the greater good and order them forward.

      His hands shook as he gripped his sword, pain lancing him from every side, the rage threatening to boil over. He could feel the dark spirit tighten its grip on his soul in expectation of him losing control.

      No, we can’t give up on her. Even if it costs us all our lives. He snarled. She’s one of us.

      Then what do you want me to do? Lilly’s desperate voice was almost lost to the pounding of his heart.

      Get ready to help heal your wombat, he’s going to have to hold on his own. I’m going to help Kat and Ivan.

      Zack was risking everything, but he had no choice. He would never abandon one of his women, even one he was still getting to know like Shantar. She wasn’t in his harem, but he cared for her all the same.

      A selfish position, but one he was sure everyone in the raid group would agree with. They all loved Shantar and would fight for her.

      When the approaching enemy were forty feet away, Zack spun around and addressed the three-blood drenched melee DPS behind him. “Stay with the wombat and kill those Valkyrie. Just let him build threat on them before you go nuts.”

      They would be taking a lot of damage from the enemy Mage, but the healers should be able to keep them alive. For a time.

      He had no idea what he was going to do to change the course of the battle, but all he knew was that he had to do something. Anything that didn’t include setting free the monster within.

      Zack hurried over to Amy, having to shout over the thundering noise to be heard. “Blast anything that comes up that tunnel. If you can’t kill it, then at least slow it down with your frost spells.”

      She smirked. “This is so much fun! We should do this more often.”

      He rolled his eyes at Amy, then shoved through the healers and ranged DPS, drawing closer to Ivan and Kat. When he got to them, he forced his way between them, his shield up.

      They faced a formidable wall of Valkyrie, a horde that stretched beyond the edge of their torchlight. Dozens, maybe more.

      Zack had no idea how the two tanks had held their ground against such overwhelming odds. But they were tiring, and the enemy were remorseless. If one of them had gone down, the enemy would have swarmed over the DPS and healers and it would have been game over.

      It still could be, if Shantar didn’t hurry.

      The Valkyrie threw themselves against Zack, Kat and Ivan, forcing them to lose precious ground. The giant in front of Zack spat blood into his face, her body pressed against his shield, the weight of her sisters pushing her forward.

      With so little room to maneuver, she was unable to wield her massive weapon and could only gnash her teeth at him or try to drag him to the ground.

      Ivan’s helmet and face were covered in blood, but he still managed to grin at Zack. “Welcome to the darkside.”

      “We have to hold ground.” Zack thrust his sword into the Valkyrie in front of him, feeling his blade pierce her flesh.

      “Fuck this. We might as well be tanking an avalanche.” Kat winced as an ax glanced off her helmet. “These bitches are worse than tanking that demon asshole back in Upper Underworld. At least he wasn’t right up in your face.”

      An enemy sent a gob of bloody spit into Kat’s face. “Your fucking men are going to fill our bellies, whore. How could you give your holy female body to them?”

      Kat spat back at her. “Because I don’t want to be a 40-year-old virgin like you!”

      Soon, the storm of mercenary AOE felled the enemies pressed against their shields. More enemies rushed forward to replace the fallen, never giving the three tanks time to recover lost ground.

      The Valkyrie were tough, relentless and single-minded. They gave no mercy and expected none.

      Zack and the others battled for several long minutes, barely managing to hold their ground. Then the enemy brought forward healers and more Mages.

      Within a minute, the tide of battle changed, and the raid group were driven back, enemy AOE showering them, the healers struggling to keep up with the damage. The melee DPS fell back, leaving only the three tanks and the ranged DPS capable of taking down the enemy.

      “Shit.” Zack could see they were about to be driven past the entrance to the passage. “Hold them. Hold them.”

      The AOE from both sides was intense. Never had he seen so many colors, explosions, arrows and ice shards in such a confined space.

      Two massive raid groups battling over an area smaller than Missy’s bedroom at the palace.

      Another wave of enemies crashed against them, sending the three tanks reeling. They almost lost their footing but managed to pop their damage reduction abilities and weather the storm of attacks while they righted themselves.

      When Zack saw how much ground they’d lost, his heart sank. He could no longer see the entrance to the passage.

      Shantar and the others were cut off.

      My wombat needs help, Lilly cried. You have to do something. He’s being overwhelmed.

      But Shantar…

      We can’t save her. There are too many enemies. You have to help my wombat.

      Fuck! Zack blocked a massive blow on his shield, the wall of Valkyrie before him snarling, their eyes filled with hatred, their giant weapons gleaming in the torchlight.

      There was no time to dwell on losing Shantar. They had to get to the portal, or they were doomed.

      “I’m heading back to the front,” he said to Ivan and Kat. “You two have to hold the rear on your own.”

      Both tanks glanced at him incredulously, the Valkyrie pummeling their shields. Enemy AOE ate at their health, and they had the Ebony Incineration DOT ticking down.

      “I’m sorry, the wombat can’t tank on his—” Zack stopped himself. No need to justify what he was doing.

      They’d all die if he didn’t go back to the front.

      Hardening his heart, Zack left the two tanks to their fate.
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            Between A Rock And A Raid Boss

          

        

      

    

    
      Shoving through the DPS and healers, he reached the front and swore.

      The wombat was near death, his hide covered in blood. There were five Valkyrie attacking him, all covered in deep gashes from his claws.

      The three melee DPS and Amy were whittling down their health. But with a cultist Priest healing the enemy Warriors, there simply wasn’t enough damage being dealt to end the fight.

      More Valkyrie waited further up the tunnel, ready to charge forward the moment their sisters went down. They only held back to keep out of Amy’s AOE.

      Zack grabbed some of the mercenary DPS showering the enemies attacking Ivan and Kat with AOE. They turned to him and he pointed at the Valkyrie attacking the wombat. “Kill them. We’re pushing toward the portal.”

      The Mages and Bandit Rogues turned their fire on the enemy at the front, making Kat and Ivan’s job all the harder. If they all survived this, Zack would have to thank the two tanks later.

      With friendly arrows, fire and frost bolts shooting through him, Zack charged into the five enemy Warriors, unleashing his taunt, then slashing them all with Criss Cross. Now that their attention was on him, the wombat fell back, his health bordering on empty.

      Seconds later, several enemy fireballs exploded into Zack, renewing the damaging DOT. He drank a Restoration Potion, then focused on defending himself rather than attack.

      The raid DPS had the five Valkyrie down quickly, the enemy healer no match for the increased damage.

      Using Rapid Advance, Zack charged the other enemies further up the tunnel, the DPS charging with him. He wanted to break through the Warriors and kill their healer and Mages before more Valkyrie arrived.

      As he sped toward them, he noticed how few enemies there were ahead. He’d assumed the closer they got to the portal, the more enemies they’d face. Perhaps the bulk of their forces were guarding the frontier rather than the portal itself.

      Or maybe an army of them waited in the portal chamber and the raid group were being driven into their waiting arms.

      Zack body-slammed the Valkyrie at the front and she toppled back into her sisters, several of them going down in a heap. The melee DPS were on them instantly, inflicting sickening bonus damage due to the enemies being on the ground.

      Three of them were dead in seconds, the remaining two soon following. Zack leapt over their corpses and sped toward the casters. They were much smaller than the Valkyrie, human-sized and dressed in gray robes.

      He’d seen this type of female caster before in Sulfurion’s lair. On their own, they wouldn’t pose much of a threat provided you had a healer, but when they remained at the back, shooting their magics or casting their heals, they were a bastard to deal with.

      The enemy casters weren’t alone. An older Valkyrie Warrior stood guard over them, her gray hair hanging over her shoulders.

      The Mages blasted Zack with everything they had, inflicting terrifying DPS that rivaled a player Fire Mage. But the mercenary healers had him healed in moments.

      Then he was amongst the enemy, savaging them with Criss Cross and Sweeping Arc, blocking a swing from the old Valkyrie women, then stabbing her in the stomach with Demon Strike.

      The melee DPS leapt into the fray, their weapons dripping with blood.

      With the combined damage, the casters didn’t stand a chance. The old woman quickly followed them to the grave.

      Zack sucked in air, the enemy dead spread around him. There were no more enemies in front of him, just a straight tunnel that looked like it entered a chamber.

      Blocking the entrance to that chamber was a metal barred gate, hastily erected by the Valkyrie to defend the portal. A giant padlock held the gate closed.

      With no key, how the hell were they going to open it?

      His stomach lurched. Through those bars, two giant red eyes watched him from the darkness. A deep animal snarl echoed around him, the stench of sulfur wafting up the tunnel.

      Lilly had warned him that she’d heard the growl of a beast when she’d scouted near the portal. She’d been right.

      Had Sulfurion herself come to Middle Underworld?

      Zack took a steadying breath. If that was Sulfurion, they were doomed.

      Battling a faction leader was no easy task. Already, the healers were running on fumes, half the DPS now using single target abilities as their Mana was nonexistent. The Valkyrie continued to drive them toward the portal, never relenting in their attacks.

      And the raid group was down by a third, with two healers trapped back with Shantar.

      Now Zack knew why there were so few enemies on this side of the raid group. The Valkyrie were intentionally driving them toward the gate and the creature beyond.

      With a savage warcry, another enemy charge slammed into Ivan and Kat, causing the entire raid to lurch backward. Amy fell against Zack and he caught her before she fell.

      She kissed his cheek. “I’ve lost count of the enemies I’ve killed.”

      Lilly squeezed through the mercenaries and got to them, her wombat at her side, his health now full. She looked haggard, her skin pale.

      Then she caught sight of the eyes through the bars ahead and went an even paler shade of white. “What is that? The chamber ahead is where the portal is.”

      “I don’t know.” Zack grimaced. “But whatever it is, we need to kill it.”

      Amy aimed her Wand at the creature. “It’s big and scary. Big and scary stuff drops nice loot and rewards us with lots of XP!” She nudged him. “You going to go tank that thing?”

      Zack frowned. “We need to get through the gate first. Whatever that thing is, it might be able to attack us through the bars.”

      He imagined walking up to those bars, and Sulfurion or whatever was on the other side, blasting him with fire.

      “Maybe Presela can pick that lock,” Amy said. “She’s a Rogue, after all.”

      Zack hugged Amy. “You’re brilliant! I didn’t even think of that.” He went to ask Lilly to find the succubus, but she’d already turned into her bat form.

      I’ll go get her. She flew off over the heads of the mercenaries.

      Even if Presela could pick the lock, she couldn’t go up to the gate on her own. He’d need to protect her with his shield and hope the giant creature couldn’t hurt them through the bars.

      By the time Presela and Lilly were back, the Valkyrie had forced the raid group a hundred feet closer to the gate. Blood ran down the succubus’s body, her glowy eyes intense. The healers had kept her at full health, so all her wounds would heal.

      “Can you pick that lock?” He took her claws in his hands. “I’ll protect you.”

      She fluttered her wings. “Blimey, first you want me, then you want me to fight an army, now you want me to pick a blooming lock.” She motioned him toward the gate. “You owe me a bloody drink after this.”

      He grinned. “I’ll give you anything you like if you open that lock.”

      The two of them went forward, Zack at the front with his shield raised, Presela behind him. They would be beyond the edge of healing range, so if they took heavy damage, they’d be in trouble. Nothing they could do about it though, not without endangering everyone else.

      As they drew closer, the air became thick with sulfur, heat wafting from beyond the gate. The creature in the darkness let out a menacing growl but made no sign that it was about to attack them.

      Though they were a few hundred feet from the battle, it sounded like it was just behind them, a thousand sounds echoing around them in a chorus of chaos. Still, he could hear the beast’s heavy breathing between its snarls.

      They reached the gate and Zack did his best to keep Presela covered as she worked. She got on her knees, lockpicks in hand, her tongue sticking out of the corner of her mouth as she focused on the lock.

      She slipped the picks into the keyhole and fiddled with them, rotating the lock mechanism inside. As the lock made a loud click, the beast beyond the bars snorted, filling the air with heat.

      Sweating, Zack glanced down. “Did you unlock it?”

      “Not yet. Give me a moment. There!” The padlock fell away.

      Zack held his breath, waiting for the beast to blast him with fire. Instead, it moved away from the entrance and retreated into the darkness, only its giant red eyes visible.

      When it was some distance away, it stopped, then the eyes rose into the air. A blast of fire exploded in the darkness, filling the chamber with orange light and igniting the stalactites on the roof like matchsticks.

      The beast was revealed. A huge ebony scaled dragon rearing up on its hind legs at the center of the chamber, smaller than Sulfurion and Gwynn, but still of impressive size. The portal stood behind the dragon—their escape door to Lower Underworld.

      “Come to me, male scum.” The Dragon’s deep female voice boomed. “Let me scorch the flesh from your bones, let me make my mother proud.”

      

      
        
        MAGMANION

        DAUGHTER OF SULFURION

        15000000/15000000hp

      

      

      

      As Magmanion had spoken, a black bubble rose over the portal, blocking it from view. No doubt, the magical bubble would stop anyone from entering the portal until the dragon was dead.

      

      
        
        QUEST

        Objective: Kill Magmanion.

      

        

      
        Rewards

        500 meals

        An item for you and each present member of your harem

        +10000xp

      

      

      

      After Zack accepted the quest, he and Presela shared a look. Then they both glanced over their shoulders at the beleaguered raid group.

      Presela put a wing around him. “How the bloomin hell do we get out of this?”
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      As Magmanion stood there and waited for them, Zack retreated back along the tunnel until he got to Lilly.

      She’d seen the dragon and looked at him to tell her what to do, expecting he actually had a plan on how they were going to get out of this alive. As she could read his mind, she knew as well as he did that, he had no answer for her.

      The healers and DPS were running out of Mana, the Valkyrie were unrelenting, a raid boss stood between them and their only chance of escape and a third of the raid group remained trapped on the other side of the enemy. In short…

      Zack reckoned they were shit out of luck.

      Amy patted his cheek. “Aw, why so glum? This is fun!”

      He suppressed his fear by making a fist and letting his rage do the talking. “We’re not giving up. Lilly, tell Ivan and Kat to steadily fall back toward the portal. When the raid group are close to the open gate, I’m going to run out and attack that fucking dragon, and I need healers and DPS to enter the chamber after me.”

      Her eyes widened, but she nodded, then turned into her bat form and flew away.

      Now they only had to fall back in an orderly formation and not let the retreat become a rout. He patted Lilly’s wombat on the head. “You ever off-tanked a boss before, buddy?”

      The wombat grunted, then peered in the direction Lilly had gone.

      Presela glowered at the dragon. “I’ve never fought one of them before. First time for everything, I suppose.”

      “Well, I for one am excited.” Amy clapped her hands. “Dragons always drop nice loot.”

      “How do you know? Have you fought one?” Presela never took her eyes off Magmanion.

      “No, but being so big and mean, dragons have to drop nice loot or what’s the point in fighting them?”

      Zack had to agree with Amy’s logic, though he’d have much preferred to forgo the loot and just enter the portal. All he wanted to do was get to Malghana and give her a bloody nose she would never forget.

      Bringing Gwynn to heel would be icing on the cake.

      Finally, it seemed Kat and Ivan had gotten the message. The raid made their way toward Zack and the two women, everyone in the group keeping together in formation. They no longer attacked the Valkyrie, as they tried to regenerate their Stamina and Mana.

      Only Ivan and Kat were taking damage, so the Holy Priests and Spiritual Bards eased back on healing, though would still be dangerously low on Mana when they got to Magmanion.

      Zack glanced over their health bars in his field of view. So far, four mercenaries had died, all of them melee DPS.

      Typical.

      With the women and wombat beside him, he steadily made his way toward the portal chamber and the dragon who lurked within. He refused to feel bad about not being with Ivan and Kat, tanking the enemy horde.

      He and the wombat had a raid boss to fight.

      A few minutes of steady backpedaling later, the raid neared the entrance to the portal chamber. Zack told Lilly in his head everything he planned to do.

      He wanted all ranged DPS to focus on the dragon, while the melee remained with Ivan and Kat. Depending on how much damage the dragon put out, the healers could take turns healing, letting the other healers regenerate their Mana and Inspiration.

      Whatever it took to keep everyone alive.

      All right, I’ll tell the group what they need to do. Good luck, my love. Lilly’s voice quivered. I’ll see you on the other side.

      Before he raced out into the chamber, Zack gathered Amy and Presela in his arms. “I love you.” He kissed them both.

      “You’re acting like we’re going to die or something,” Amy said, her hand patting his groin. “I want that thing after the giant flame burping lizard is dead.”

      He kissed her again, memorizing her beautiful face. “We’ll see.”

      Letting go of the two women, he hefted his shield, sword gripped tight. “Healers, get ready to heal me and the pet wombat. We’re going in!”

      Zack raced into the chamber, the wombat lumbering at his side. The two leapt over the broken stalagmites littering the ground, the air hot and filled with the stench of sulfur, fires still burning on the roof.

      The dragon drew back its lips, revealing its impressive fangs, then lowered itself to all fours. “Come, males. Your kind have no place in my mother’s world.”

      She rushed at them with incredible speed, mouth gaping wide. Zach used his trinket’s defense buff and waited for the dragon to be in range, then smashed her in the front teeth with Shield Slam.

      Her mouth engulfed him but before she could snap her jaw shut, Zack rammed his sword deep into her tongue, blood spurting up the blade. She roared and drew back, his sword tearing through her soft, pink flesh.

      

      Inflicted 311 damage

      

      Now that he had her attention, Zack sidestepped around her, trying to position her body so that it was side on to the raid group, who were just now spilling out of the tunnel. If Magmanion was like other dragons, she would have frontal breath and cleave attacks, as well as a deadly tail sweep.

      Likely, she had other abilities unique to her, but until she used them, Zack wouldn’t know what they were. He could only hope the DPS and healers were on the ball and could deal with whatever was thrown at them, without someone having to tell them what to do.

      Don’t worry, I will direct them if they need prodding, Lilly said.

      Before Zack could respond, Magmanion swung to face him, blood running out the side of her mouth. She lifted her head, then brought one of her front feet around, her claws bared.

      Zack took the massive claw swipe on his shield, the impact jolting him and inflicting physical damage.

      

      -177hp

      

      But Magmanion was a raid boss and unlike the Valkyrie, should only be able to knock him off his feet or break his guard when using powerful, well-choreographed abilities.

      Assuming once again, the designers had stuck with their conventional game logic. Zack had seen too much of the Underworld and its unique game mechanics to take that for granted.

      The wombat came to his side, swiping at the dragon’s front legs, quickly becoming second on the boss’s threat table.

      As Magmanion drew back to slash him again, Zack got in a few quick hits to her chest, building as much threat as he could. The DPS were still flooding into the chamber, the healers with them.

      Soon, they would engage the dragon and it would be a race to down the boss before Ivan and Kat were overwhelmed. Or, more likely, before the healers were out of Mana and Inspiration and were no longer able to heal the tanks, inevitably leading to a full party wipe.

      If even one of the tanks died, it was game over.

      With his life and those of his women on the line, Zack could only pray to the gaming gods that the raid group had what it took to win.
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      They were only a few minutes into the fight, and Zack could tell things were not going well.

      While Ivan and Kat were taking heavy damage holding back the Valkyrie, the healers couldn’t focus completely on him and the wombat.

      And Magmanion put out a lot of damage.

      Between her claws, fangs and fire breath, she’d brought Zack and his animal off tank to near death way too many times for his liking. His defensive buffs were on cool down, the healers were struggling, the ranged DPS eating away the dragon’s hit points at an excruciatingly slow pace.

      The way things were going, the boss fight would last twenty minutes. Not that they’d live that long…

      About the only blessing was that Magmanion had followed traditional dragon boss fight mechanics and hadn’t done anything unpredictable. The rest of the raid was out of the range of her tail sweep, her damage focused completely on Zack and the wombat.

      When she did her flame breath, she raised her head in a predictable way, giving them time to avoid the blast of fire that followed. As soon as the breath attack was over, they resumed their positions, the flames quickly extinguishing under their feet.

      But her cleave attacks were by far the most damaging and unavoidable. He’d tried to back out of range of the attack and even tried to move under the dragon, but each time she slashed her claws she still managed to strike him and his wombat sidekick.

      Lilly, recall your pet. We don’t need an off tank. Zack blocked another claw sweep, the impact jolting up his arm and inflicting damage.

      

      -144hp

      

      Fine. I’ll keep him around just in case something unexpected happens. Lilly withdrew her pet and Zack was left to tank on his own.

      Magmanion snarled at him, then lifted her head, her health down by 25%. “Fools. I have but a fraction of my mother’s power, but it’s still more than enough to destroy you.”

      The dragon spread her wings, then took flight, hovering above them, her head touching the chamber roof. She turned left, her mouth aiming down. In an anticlockwise rotation, she blasted the ground with dragon fire.

      Zack saw immediately what they had to do. The breath attack was focused on a narrow area, with a sizable blast radius around it when it hit the ground.

      “Keep out of the flames,” he roared, preparing to move as the flame breath circled toward him.

      Using Rapid Advance, he hurried out of the way. As soon as it had passed, he raced back in and waited for the dragon to land so he could resume tanking.

      With Lilly’s timely direction, most of the DPS moved out of the way, but a few of the slower noobs managed to get caught up in the blast radius, the fire quickly eating away their health. One died, the rest were deep in single digit hit point territory.

      Zack growled under his breath. He’d have loved to tell the healers to not bother with the idiotic DPS, but they needed everyone and couldn’t waste lives.

      The healers are almost out of Mana, Lilly cried. Ivan and Kat are taking too much damage. Panicked seconds went by, then Lilly screamed, The Valkyrie are inside the chamber. They’ve broken through!

      There was no time to do anything, for Magmanion dropped to the ground, smoke billowing from her nostrils. Snarling, she immediately brought her head down, jaws spread wide, her breath reeking of sulfur.

      Just like the Tyrangul had done months earlier, the dragon swallowed Zack whole. Instantly, he was squeezed into a narrow, pink tunnel that reminded him of another such tunnel that gave him endless pleasure, then he was inside her belly.

      But it was no ordinary belly. It was a void far larger than the dragon, the fleshy walls themselves glowing with soft, pink light, purple spiderwebs of veins and capillaries running through the pink.

      Zack slipped on the slimy ground when he tried to stand. Digging his sword into the soft flesh, drawing blood, he used it for support and got to his feet.

      Strangely, it felt like Magmanion had stopped moving, her stomach warm and silent, almost pleasant. Nothing like the Tyrangul’s.

      Had he been transported somewhere else? This couldn’t be the dragon’s stomach.

      Lilly, can you hear me? What’s going on? Terrifying images of the Valkyrie killing Amy, Lilly and Presela descended upon his mind.

      Ivan and Kat had been overwhelmed, and now no one was tanking the boss. He had the portal stone, the only way his women could escape.

      Zack had experienced enough full party raid wipes to imagine the carnage going on out there. The DPS and healers would all die screaming, their bodies strewn out across the bloody, gore splattered ground.

      He lowered his face. Maybe they had needed an off tank after all.

      Lilly? Zack was desperate. Can you hear me? Answer me, please.

      I hear you, fool. It wasn’t Lilly who’d spoken, but the dark spirit. You’re all alone. Your companions are dead, slaughtered by the Valkyrie.

      Zack ripped his sword from the pink fleshy ground. Shut up. They’re not dead. He barely kept his panic under control. Do you know how I can get out of here?

      Even if I did, why would I tell you?

      Because you want me to be your Karzel. If I die in here, you’ll get nothing.

      But I could possess the dragon. She could be my Karzel.

      Zack ground his teeth, his panic now drowned out by his growing rage. Fine, possess her. Just get the fuck out of me.

      The dark spirit dug its fingers into his soul. I will tell you what you need to know. Go deeper into her stomach, and there you will find a way to escape. Or more likely, it will find you.

      Ice ran through Zack’s bones. Is there something in here with me?

      He got no answer.

      Time was running out. Answer me! I need to get out of here.

      His women needed him.

      The dark spirit remained silent, its fingers easing up on his soul.

      Using his sword for balance, Zack cautiously made his way deeper into the pink void. At the far end of the colossal stomach, he found a pulsating round opening in the fleshy lining.

      Knowing some anatomy from his many gory encounters playing video games, he knew it led into the dragon’s intestines. Oh, joy.

      Was he meant to slide through her bowels until she shit him out?

      Suddenly, a figure covered in clear thick slime slid out of the opening and dropped to the ground. Zack caught his breath.

      It was a woman, curled in a fetal position. Slowly, the woman rose to her feet, her gorgeous perfectly proportioned naked body wet and glistening.

      “What. The. Fuck?” He backed away a step.

      The beautiful black woman gave him a cold smile. “I am the dragon, and this is a manifestation of my human form, male.” Giant claws grew out of her fingers. “The only way you can escape my stomach is by killing me.”

      Magmanion clicked her claws together. “But that isn’t going to happen. I shall eat you alive, just as I have in my dragon form.”

      She leapt into the air, way higher than should have been possible, then hurtled toward him, her claws held before her, ready to impale him.

      Zack only just managed to bring his shield up to protect himself. She landed on top of him, knocking him to the ground on his back. His body sank into the soft, pink flesh as she thrashed around, her claws scratching at his shield.

      Her claws got behind his shield and slashed him up the arm, her scream piercing his ear drums.
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      Zack tried to slide his sword out so he could stab her in the side but having sunk into the stomach lining, he had nowhere to move.

      “Die, male,” she shrieked. “Feed me your flesh.”

      There was no way he was going to be able to get his sword free, so instead he put it into his Inventory, then slid his arm out of his shield strap.

      Gritting his teeth, he put both his hands against the inner side of the shield, then using his forearms, he lifted Magmanion, her body surprisingly light.

      Just like a woman’s.

      She gripped the edge of his shield as he threw her to the side. Before she could recover, Zack climbed out of the depression and slid across the wet stomach lining until he was at her side.

      Magmanion threw aside the shield and brought her claws around to slash him across the face. He battered her hand aside with his forearm, then leapt on top of her, pinning her under him, her body sinking into the ground.

      “Get off me,” She cried, brandishing her claws.

      Zack grabbed both her arms and held them together, keeping her claws well away from his body. She fought him, but again surprised him by being no stronger than he was, or slightly weaker.

      But it still required both hands to keep her arms together, leaving him with no way to hold his sword or to choke her to death. Magmanion’s eyes showed a very human fear, her breath coming fast.

      That’s it, kill her, the dark spirit urged. She’s weak and vulnerable. Kill her and be done with it.

      The more Magmanion fought to break free of his grip, the more he hated that the developers had designed her boss battle like this. Holding her against her will felt wrong, even if she’d kill him without a second’s thought.

      “Let me go!” She cried. “Let me go.”

      What was this supposed to be? It didn’t make sense.

      She was a fucking raid boss. Why should he feel guilty for having to kill her?

      Then he saw Amy, Presela and Lilly in Magmanion’s fearful face, reminding him that his women needed him.

      Zack hardened his heart. Magmanion had to die.
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      Magmanion stopped resisting and simply stared up at him, panting heavily, resigned to her fate.

      Good. Now kill her, the dark spirit said. End this.

      Zack didn’t let go of her, but he did bring his sword out of his Inventory and let it drop to the ground beside him. Her head twisted slightly, and she saw the weapon.

      “I should have burned you alive in my dragon form,” she hissed. “Instead, I stupidly brought you inside me so that I could feed on you in my human form. I’ve never eaten your kind before, for this was my first time out of my mother’s lair. My hunger made me stupid.”

      What she’d just said made it seem like she had free will and that this wasn’t a predetermined part of the boss fight created by the game designers who made her.

      “You said I have to kill you to escape.” Zack wasn’t sure how he felt about that anymore.

      Stomach fluids dripped from his arms and into her eyes. She blinked several times, trying to clear her sight but failing.

      Zack snarled, then lowered her arms to her side, pinning them under his hands. They were almost face-to-face, in a position he’d normally be in when making love to his women.

      He reminded himself of who was under him and of her hatred for him. “What’s happening outside? Is my raid group dead?”

      She writhed under him. “No, they’re alive. Time is different in here. Only seconds have passed out there.”

      Zack didn’t let himself feel relieved. His women were still alive, but for how long?

      “What happens if I kill you in here? Do you die out there?”

      Her eyes were glued shut with the clear stomach juices. “No, but my dragon form will take a lot of damage.”

      What are you doing? Kill her. The dark spirit tore at his soul. End this.

      Zack ignored the spirit. Let it vent its impotent rage.

      “Are we really inside you?” Zack glanced at the wide open space behind him. “This place is way too big to be your stomach.”

      “You’re inside me, I can feel you moving around in my stomach.”

      “Then how are you inside yourself?”

      The question seemed to confuse her. “I don’t know.” She winced. “Get this over with, male. You men are only capable of three things. Inflicting pain on others, feeding my mother’s brood, or living in servitude to my mother’s subjects.”

      “Is that what Sulfurion told you?”

      “Yes. Your kind are savages, merciless brutes who only wish to dominate women.”

      Zack had a good laugh at that. Her and Anita would get along.

      “And Sulfurion isn’t all those things? She wishes to rule the Underworld and is willing to kill anyone who gets in her way.”

      “My mother cares for her subjects, she loves her brood daughters, she loves me.”

      “And I love my women, just as strongly as you love your mother. There are a bunch of women out there fighting you that I would do anything for. I’d even die for them.”

      His rage was gone now. He only wanted to be with his women again, to know they were safe.

      Having this beautiful young woman under him wasn’t making things easy. Normally, when he was this close to a beautiful woman, he was making love to her.

      Magmanion was silent a moment. “Die for them? I don’t believe you. Your kind are incapable of love.”

      “Believe whatever you want.” Zack let go of her, then grabbed his sword and moved out of her reach.

      He had no idea what she would do, but he assumed she’d instantly get to her feet and try to kill him.

      Instead, she lay there, wiping goop out of her eyes. When she could see, she sat up and studied him. “Why didn’t you kill me?”

      “Because…” He gave her a bitter smile. “Because you remind me of my female lovers. I don’t enjoy killing, least of all women.”

      “And if I try to kill you? Will you fight back and kill me?”

      He lifted his sword. “Yes.”

      There was a long pause, so he said, “Tell me there’s another way out of here, other than by killing you.”

      “You were more than happy to kill me in my dragon form.”

      “Only because you block our escape through the portal. I didn’t want to fight you. I simply want to get to Lower Underworld.”

      Zack was used to crazy conversations with him harem women. But he never expected to be having a conversation with a raid boss, nor feel guilty for having to kill one.

      Least of all one who sat naked before him, with a body so fucking sexy, it made him hard. The male part of his brain wanted to make love to her, the rational part pointed out how fucked up that would be. They were inside her stomach and she had planned to eat him in both her dragon and human forms.

      Thinking about how that all worked made his brain hurt.

      “You’re not what I was expecting.” Magmanion frowned. “I don’t often spend time in this form, except when I pleasure myself on one of the cultist women who serve my mother.”

      Magmanion brushed back her black hair in an endearing way. “I find myself… strangely drawn to you and your male body.” She bared her teeth, trying to look menacing, but then her mouth closed, and she sighed. “This form is weak, fragile. Emotional.”

      “Maybe that’s because you’re human, or near enough.” Zack lowered his sword. “That attraction you feel… I feel the same for you.”

      She looked down at herself. “Why? This tiny body is nothing compared to the magnificence of my dragon form.”

      “You’re beautiful, that’s why. Hell, I didn’t even know you dragons had a human form.” He caught himself. “What’s happening outside? How much time has passed now? Are my companions still alive?”

      “Yes, they’re alive. But less than twenty seconds have passed since I ate you, so not much has changed.”

      Zack let out a sigh of relief. “Can you end the fight? Can you tell the Valkyrie to pull back?”

      “No, I can’t stop their attack, for I don’t control them. My mother sent me here to protect the portal. The Valkyries and their cultist sisters were placed under the command of General Alghana.”

      Zack had briefly seen General Alghana back in Sulfurion’s lair. The giant woman had led a contingent of Valkyrie warriors from the dragon’s hall.

      “Can you at least stop attacking us?” He wiped sweet tasting stomach juices from his lips. “I don’t want to kill you in your human or dragon form.” He sheathed his sword. “I never wanted this war with your mother, I only wanted to live in peace with the women I love.”

      Among other things he saw no point in going into.

      The dark spirit seethed. Kill her, fool. My Karzel must be reborn. This dragon must die.

      Magmanion slid toward him, her claws retracting back into her fingers, much like his did when he regained control of his rage. Zack held his breath as she stopped in front of him and braced himself.

      He had no idea what she planned to do.

      Her eyes took in his body, lingering on his lips. “There might be another way you can leave here.”

      Now Zack knew where this was going.

      With a trembling hand, she reached out to him. After a moment’s hesitation, he took her hand in his armored gauntlet. “What do I have to do?”

      “Kiss me.” She pursed her lips. “I don’t know what love feels like but seeing your face light up when you found out your women were still alive, makes me want to experience it for myself.”

      “If I kiss you, will you let me leave? Will you stop attacking us?”

      Magmanion inched closer. “I don’t know. Kiss me, and if I feel this love you speak of, I will consider letting you all live.”

      “Only consider?” He frowned. “That’s hardly setting the mood. How about you agree not to kill us?”

      “Mood? Love needs a certain mood? Isn’t it enough that I’m not trying to kill you?”

      “You said your mother loves you. Surely you must have some understanding of it.”

      Magmanion’s face grew distant. “Mother shows her love to her chosen daughters, like me, by not killing us. She eats the daughters she doesn’t love, or if she’s in a bad mood she lets the baby male dragons eat them, before they in turn are eaten by the cultists.”

      She looked proud of herself. “I am one of only a handful of her daughters she hasn’t eaten. That’s how I know she loves me.”

      “Right…” Zack didn’t have the heart to tell her that sounded completely fucked up and nothing like love. “I guess we need to start at square one.”

      He slid up to her, then removed his gauntlets and brushed his fingers over her glistening, wet cheek, staring into her pretty brown eyes.

      She caught her breath when he wrapped an arm around her and brought her to him. With one hand, he brushed back her bangs, then gently kissed her, the juices on her mouth as sweet as sugar, making him forget what it was.

      Magmanion stiffened, then relaxed and slid her arms around him. He moved his hand to the back of her head, pulling her face to his, sliding his tongue into her mouth.

      His other hand slid down to her naked ass, gently holding her firm butt cheeks, admiring how perfect they felt. He was rock hard, not even having to force himself to kiss her.

      Every part of him wanted her, wanted her like he wanted his own women. “I love you,” he whispered into her ear as seductively as he could, kissing her ear as he did so. “You’re so beautiful, here and in your dragon form. You’re perfect.”

      Whatever it took to get her to let him go.

      She moaned deep in her throat, then pulled him down on top of her as she eased herself to the ground, sinking into the warm, soft, gooey pink flesh of her own stomach. Pinned under Zack’s body, she lay there, letting his hands cup her breasts, then work their way between her legs. He slipped his tongue back into her mouth, his finger working her G spot.

      A few minutes went by, and she gripped him, her body shuddering, eyes half rolled back in her head, her breath a tiny pant. Then she went still, a little smile on her face.

      He smiled down at her. “How do you feel?”

      “I feel… I feel like I need you inside me.”

      “I’m already inside you remember?”

      “I mean—”

      Zack chuckled. “I know what you meant.”

      She ran her fingers over his lips, then his nose and finally brushed back his hair. “I like you being on top of me, I like touching your face. I’ve never felt this way before. My mother’s cultists…”

      She grimaced. “I pleasure myself on them, but it’s nothing like this. I’ve never imagined them filling me with baby dragons.”

      “Baby dragons? I’m a human, we don’t make baby dragons.”

      “I know, but our children would be somewhere between dragon and human.” She shook her head. “Anyway, that will never happen, but it was a nice thought, and one I never imagined I would ever have. The other human males I’ve seen, the servile trash who serve my mother’s cultists. They never made me feel anything but revulsion.”

      Sulfurion had been nothing but a monster, a one-dimensional antagonist who seemed to be put into the game to make a player’s life in the Underworld a living hell.

      Yet, Magmanion was different, almost relatable. Definitely emotionally vulnerable.

      One day, I might be able to use this to my advantage, provided I get out of this alive.

      Zack realized what he’d just thought and hated himself for it.

      Lilly’s plotting against Gwynn, no doubt on the orders of Malghana, had washed off on him.

      “Can you let me go now?” He kept his voice low and pleasant.

      “I can. But I must make it look like you’ve defeated my dragon form, and I withdrew out of fear for my life.”

      Zack climbed off her. “All right, but how do I get out of here?”

      She closed her eyes. “You have to kill me. Not out there, in here.”

      “What?” Zack’s rage was back instantly. “I thought you said that if—”

      “I know what I said, and I am letting you leave, just as I said I would. When you have killed me here, I will be gravely wounded out there and will withdraw from the fight, which will make the shield blocking the portal disappear.”

      She sat up and grabbed his hand. “But know, the Valkyrie will be enraged and will keep attacking you. Get to the portal, that’s the only way you can escape.”

      Magmanion brought his hand to her lips and kissed the back of his fingers. “When you kill me here, my dragon form will be in terrible pain, but I will heal. If you don’t kill me here, you will never leave my stomach and you will be slowly digested alive.”

      “And what will happen to you when you flee?” Zack didn’t want her to be eaten by Sulfurion for letting them go.

      “My mother will be angry, but not as angry as she’d be if you killed me. I will live, and eventually, I will reform this little human body and be remade.”

      She lowered his hand and smiled, no trace of the hostility she’d held for him when she’d emerged from the intestinal hole left in her. “But when my human form is remade, there will be one difference. I will remember our time together in here, remember how you made me feel, remember the baby dragons I imagined you putting inside my womb.”

      Magmanion got onto her stomach, arching her head back to look at him. “I hope to meet you again.” She took a deep breath. “Now, drive your sword through my heart. Kill me and you will return to the women you love.”

      Zack’s heart ached as he reached for his sword. As if losing Ilari wasn’t enough.

      “I look forward to seeing you again… Magmanion.” He held his sword over her. “If you can, tell your sister dragons what you felt, tell your mother—”

      “No, this will remain between us forever.” She rested her face on her stomach lining and closed her eyes. “I’m ready.”

      After a short moment to gather himself, Zack plunged his sword into her heart.
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      As soon as Magmanion died, the walls of her dragon form stomach closed in. Seconds later, Zack was sucked into a wet, pink tunnel then hurtled out of her mouth.

      He hit the ground hard, the wind blasting from his lungs. But he recovered quickly, shield up, ready to get back to his feet.

      Blood spilled from Magmanion’s jaws as she looked down at him. Their eyes met.

      There was great pain in her eyes, but something more. Longing.

      She lifted her head and then took flight, buffeting him with her wings. A black circle opened above her, ringed by golden flames.

      In her dragon form, Magmanion was magnificent, beautiful, a raid boss with a will of her own. With an agonized roar, she flew into the circle and it closed behind her.

      Zack stared up at the burning stalactites above him.
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      A scream snapped him back to reality.

      Zack flew to his feet, weapon in hand, ready to move. “Shit…”

      The Valkyrie were deep in the chamber, Ivan, Kat and the melee DPS fighting to hold them off the healers and ranged DPS.

      But they were being overwhelmed, the two Warrior tanks unable to get aggro on all the enemies, the melee DPS trying to pick up the slack, but lacking the defenses to take so much damage. The healers were down to their last digits of Mana and Inspiration.

      More of the mercs were dead, Presela was gravely wounded, Lilly’s wombat was no more and even Amy was hurt.

      Worse still, dozens more Valkyries were at the gate of a passage to his right, their giant two-handed weapons clasped in their hands. They moved aside to let one of the human female cultists through.

      She held a giant gold key in her hand and slid it into the lock. The Valkyries readied themselves to charge into the chamber as soon as the gate opened.

      Then Zack remembered the portal.

      The shield was down. They could escape to Lower Underworld.

      He was about to call out to the others when something made him pause. His heart soared.

      Shantar! With the Valkyries no longer in the tunnel, she’d managed to make it through.

      The goblin charged into the chamber, the rest of the mercenaries with her. Better yet, she had healers, and they were at full Mana.

      Zack raced toward the raid group, the thundering clash of battle echoing all around him. “Get to the portal. The shield is down. Get out of here.”

      No one heard him.

      He hurried over to the ranged DPS, grabbing hold of them and pointing at the portal “The shield is down. Get moving.”

      It took them a moment to understand what he was saying but when they did, they at first looked for the dragon, then not seeing it, started falling back. Zack found Amy and Lilly. “The portal is open. Go.”

      Both women shook their heads. “We’ll stay here with you,” Amy yelled into his ear, her voice barely audible over the battle. “We’ll help you tell everyone to go.”

      “Just the DPS. We need the healers.”

      Lilly grabbed him. The dragon. What if it comes back?

      It won’t. I’ll tell you about it later.

      While the two women went to send the ranged DPS on their way, Zack headed to the front and had to once again struggle to be understood. “The portal is open. Fall back. Fall back!”

      Using Commanding Taunt, he took some of the tanking load, getting six of the enemy Valkyries on him. They were bunched up, their AI forcing them to attack whoever got aggro, rather than try to circle around to attack the healers and ranged DPS.

      Some of Shantar’s group intercepted the enemies spilling in from the tunnel, tanking them with one of the mercenary Bandit Rogue’s bear pets, delaying them long enough for everyone to flee. The goblin woman directed her mercs toward the portal, keeping the healers with her.

      Zack blocked a heavy club strike on his shield, then used Revenge of the Dead, sending spectral arms clawing at the enemy before him. “Get to the portal,” he ordered the melee DPS around him. “Go, fuck ya. Go”

      They fell back, Presela watching him as she left, her face covered in blood, one of her eyes swollen shut.

      The succubus was in a bad way and no one had healed her. But she would live.

      With his shield up, Zack moved to Ivan and Kat’s side, the Valkyrie Warriors attacking him temporarily held at bay by the spectral arms. “Fall back to the portal. The shield is down. We can get out of here.”

      The two never looked at him, their faces haggard, bloody and bruised under their open-faced helmets. “Welcome back,” Kat said as she slowly backed away, taking the enemy attacks on her shield, some still inflicting damage. “Last I heard, you got eaten.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      Ivan was near death, yet seemed calm, composed. In control. “When are we going to get some fucking heals? No one has healed me for ages. It’s making me feel like no one wants me around anymore.”

      He laughed at the wounded Valkyrie before him, her bloody face snarling at him from over the top of his shield. “At least you girls still want me.” Ivan stabbed her in the guts. “Now, fuck off. I have a girl already, and she doesn’t like me seeing other women.”

      The Valkyrie fell back and was quickly replaced by another. She slammed into Ivan, her giant body nearly breaking his guard. She grabbed hold of his shield, trying to tear it from his arm.

      Zack and Kat stopped their retreat and attacked the woman holding Ivan, thrusting their swords into her stomach, trying to break her loose. But she ignored them, Ivan’s threat level on her way higher than their own.

      Ivan tried to kick her away, but she refused to let go, her Valkyrie sisters keeping clear of her, like they feared to get in her way. She was no ordinary Valkyrie, she had a black gemstone embedded in her forehead, marking her as somehow different from the others.

      Nothing Zack and Kat did seemed to make any difference, the woman’s hit points had to be insane. Her eyes were locked on Ivan’s, their pupils reflecting the fire burning on the chamber roof.

      Ivan stopped resisting and stared up at the giant woman, seemingly in a trance. What was going on? Ivan had no debuff, she wasn’t using an ability on him, as best as Zack could tell.

      As the other Valkyrie had fallen back to avoid the one with the black gemstone, Zack and Kat focused on downing her. Hacking, slashing and slicing, Zack finally dropped her with a Demon Strike to the leg, the woman having never shown the slightest hint of pain.

      She went down, almost dragging Ivan with her.

      With her gaze broken, Ivan got hold of himself and ripped his shield free of her grip, then hacked her head off with his sword. Kat grabbed him, and together with Zack, they backpedaled toward the portal.

      Zack would have to remember to ask Ivan later what had happened between him and the dead woman.

      The other Valkyries let out a vicious warcry and charged after them, hammering their shields with both weapon and fist. Zack’s Revenge of the Dead ability was over, so he burned all his Stamina by unleashing his AOE attacks, one after the other.

      You’re near the portal, Lilly said. The DPS are through, the healers are here with me and Shantar and the others are fighting their way toward us.

      Zack took a moment to respond, as he had to use Shield Block to reduce the damage of a particularly strong Valkyrie Warrior with a penchant for warhammers the size of a blacksmith’s anvil. Tell Shantar to have her healers heal us! Ivan is critical.

      Lilly must have done something to get Shantar to act, as ten seconds later, he, Ivan and Kat were back at full health.

      After another brutal minute of retreat, Zack and the other two finally reached the portal, a few dozen Valkyrie grouped before them.

      Shantar and her mercenaries reached them, the mercs heading through to Lower Underworld. She smiled at him, then buffed him with Ballad of the Storm, giving his attacks +10 Lightning damage. Then she disappeared into the portal.

      More Valkyrie marched into the chamber and with them came their human-sized cultist casters. Zack weathered a heavy beating on his shield, then ordered everyone to get going. He would hold the enemy off while they fled.

      Being the only AOE tank in town, the job naturally fell to him.

      Kat and Ivan didn’t have to be told twice. They waited for the last of the mercenaries to flee through the portal, then went in themselves, leaving only Zack and Lilly.

      Zack used Shield of Stone, his best defense ability, then roared to Lilly, “Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

      She took one last look at the Valkyries, then left. A moment later, Zack walked backwards into the swirling purple doorway and felt himself pulled along by an invisible current.

      Then he was in Lower Underworld, the raid group scattered before him, most having already passed through the nearby metal barred gate to wait in the tunnel beyond.

      Following Zack from Middle Underworld, came the Valkyrie Warriors.

      He backpedaled toward the gate, dread filling him. The enemy could travel through the portal just like he had, which meant…

      “Get out,” he said to the raid members behind him. “Get out into the tunnel and get ready to shut the gate.”

      The Valkyrie rushed forward, screaming their warcries.

      Ivan and Kat rejoined Zack at the front, picking up another group of Valkyries as they ported through. Together, the three tanks backed away slowly, the rest of the raid group now on the other side of the gate.

      When they got there, Zack held the enemy long enough for Ivan and Kat to pass through before following them himself.

      But the Valkyrie pressed forward, blocking the gate. Zack and the others weren’t going to be able to close it until the enemy were dead.

      “AOE them down. Kill them!” Zack struck the giant woman in front of him with Shield Slam.

      Now that they’d had a few minutes to recover, the DPS were able to open up with all their wonderful AOE, slaughtering the Valkyrie with arrows, fire, frost and shadow magics.

      By the time more of the enemy Warriors appeared, this time with cultist healers and Mages, the front ranks were already dead.

      Presela and Shantar slammed the gate shut, the lock falling into place.

      The newly arrived enemies didn’t approach the gate, nor attack from a distance. Their healers restored the life of the few Valkyries who’d survived the rain of AOE as they joined those at the portal.

      When the last of the AOE had fallen, a deep silence fell. The enemy glared at them and they glared at the enemy.

      But no one moved to attack.
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      Zack sheathed his sword then went over to the barred gate, keeping his eye on the enemy Mages. None moved to attack.

      Time to try some diplomacy. His experience with Magmanion had given him hope.

      The Underworld was a sandbox. Anything could happen.

      “I’m sorry we killed some of your sisters and drove off your dragon. But you killed some of us and I hope that makes us even.”

      The Valkyries glared at him but seemed to be listening.

      What are you doing? Lilly asked. Everyone is waiting for you to lead us out of here.

      Zack ignored her. He ignored the dark spirit who hadn’t stopped clawing at his soul since he’d made terms with Magmanion. He ignored his pain, his fatigue, everything but the Valkyries.

      Maybe he could get Sulfurion to deal with him and him alone. That would give him leverage over Gwynn and Malghana.

      And hell, if Sulfurion were to die and Magmanion came to power, Zack might one day have the Valkyries on his side and be able to use them against Malghana or anyone else who dared threaten the Underworld.

      With that in mind, he may as well make himself known to them and open an avenue of dialog.

      “My name is Zack John Smith. My home is in Vanamore, in the palace with Queen Missy.” He smiled grimly. “As you may have heard, Vanamore is under siege by Khalheron’s blackiron dwarves.”

      The Valkyries frowned when they heard the name of Sulfurion’s and Gwynn’s brother dragon. Clearly, they hated Khalheron as much as he did.

      “Tell General Alghana that I’m willing to speak to her about the future of the Underworld. We may have fought one another today, but tomorrow can be different.”

      Zack, they are our enemy, they’re not going to listen. Lilly sounded hurt. My mistress is not your enemy. You don’t need to use the Valkyries against her.

      “We don’t have to be enemies.” Zack held his hand through the bars, half expecting one of the giant women to race over and try to hack it off.

      But none of them moved. They simply stared at the hand, some with contempt, others with confusion.

      Zack went on. “I have no love for Lord Gwynn, or for the Black Witch. My heart belongs to the women I love and to the Underworld itself.” He opened the palm of his hand he held through the bars. “I’m more than willing to negotiate with anyone in a position to end this destructive war. Too many of us have died already.”

      “Peace?” One of the Valkyries mocked. “Our Ebony Lady will find peace when all her enemies are vanquished.”

      I will bring us peace, the dark spirit snarled. My Karzel will be reborn and it shall silence the living. Then there will be peace in both the world of the living and the world of the dead.

      Zack ignored the dark spirit and gave the giant women a grim smile. “Remember my name, for you will be hearing it a lot in the days ahead. If your queen or her general ever want to discuss a way to end this war, I’m more than willing to meet them on neutral ground.”

      The Valkyries laughed, then the one who’d spoken stepped forward. She was the one with the giant warhammer who’d been going nuts on his shield earlier.

      “You might have driven off her brood daughter, but you can never defeat She of the Ebony Scale. Our lady will rule the Underworld, she will purge you males from existence.”

      “Tell your leaders who I am and what I have told you.” Zack drew back his hand. “You fought well today, and I wish you well. Treat your dead with honor and please, do the same for our fallen. Their war is over now.”

      Zack spun around and purposefully strode down the tunnel, the mercenaries scrambling to get out of his way. Amy, Presela, Shantar and Ivan watched him as he went by.

      When Lilly saw his face, she lowered her head. She knew what came next.

      As he reached the center of the giant room where he’d downed the Guardian, Zack stopped, his hand gripping his sword, Ilari’s final words playing out in his mind. Help me, Zack, please… it hurts so much.

      There was nothing he could do for Ilari—except for one thing. Punish Malghana.

      But that wasn’t all. Vanamore was under siege, he still had no cure for his mutation, no cure for the dark spirit inside, Sulfurion controlled much of Middle Underworld and Yoba was still repairing the Dream Sword.

      They were losing the war and if things didn’t change—they were all going to die.

      He turned back to the raid group. “The Black Witch must pay for her crimes. Gwynn must be made to see reason—he must give me command of his army. We must save Vanamore.”

      Adrenaline pumping, Zack ripped his sword from its sheath. “I fight for the Underworld, I fight for an end to this war, I fight for us all!”

      The mercenaries cheered, Amy and Presela holding one another, while Lilly remained at the back, crying into her hands. Ivan nodded in respect, the Black Lilly he carried with him held close to his chest.

      Shantar came to stand beside Zack, her guitar in hand. “After the shitfuckery you’ve put us through, us mercs should be scampering off to drink ourselves into oblivion to forget about it all. Instead, we’ll march with you to the Black Witch and give her an even blacker eye.”

      She smiled up at him. “You were eaten by a dragon and survived. You got us out of that mess and through the portal. Unlike our erstwhile Captain Pete, you fought and bled at our side, knee deep in the blood, the guts and the shit.”

      Shantar took his hand and held it up. “With an attitude like that, the Underworld will one day be yours, Captain Zack.”

      “Captain?”

      “Aye, Captain.” The goblin woman grinned. “Pete’s not here to complain about me giving you a field promotion. When you rule the Underworld, maybe you can remember your old pal Shantar and give me a company of mercs to lead on my own.”

      She snuggled against him. “After you make love to me, of course.”

      “The Underworld can rule itself.” Zack let out a weary sigh. “Once this war is done, I’m making love to you and all my other women, then I’m going to sleep for a week and after that… I might go fishing.”

      Amy and Presela came over to them. “All this fighting, killing and XP went to my head.” Amy grabbed his cock. “Now I’m hungry and need my favorite morsel of man meat to fill my belly.”

      Presela nudged him in the side. “Remember, you owe me a drink for picking that lock, so save some of your man seed for me!”

      

      
        
        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 5 of Raid Slayer.

        Trust me, you’re going to love her! Well, assuming you like sexy farmers daughters who worship giant serpent gods and long for love and adventure!

      

      

      
        
        Like me!

      

      

      Oh, and Betsy is looking forward to seeing you again. You should see her now. Wow. You go girl! Just wait until I get you back in Missy’s bath!

      
        
        Oh, and Betsy also told me to send you her love and kisses.

      

      

      
        
        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 5 COMING SOON.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Raid Slayer 4 and sticking with the series! It means a lot to me.

      And thanks to Travis Siegel for beta reading it, along with all my other books.

      

      And, phew. It’s been around six months since the last Raid Slayer (or Riley Morrison!) book came out. From health problems, to work related problems, to working on multiple books at once problems, Raid Slayer 4 was damn hard to complete.

      

      And the first draft ended up 120 thousand words long!

      

      That Brian Sanderson level wordcount had something to do with how long it took to write. The problem with the first draft was that so much happened, that it really needed two books to do it justice. As it was, I skimmed over important parts, because I was worried the book was getting too long and unwieldy.

      

      I decided that I needed to break it in two, and so the second half of this book is now book 5. Breaking it in two also allowed me to flesh out the areas that I stupidly skimmed over and allowed me to add things that weren’t there before. I added 20 thousand words to this book and will be adding around the same to book 5.

      

      So, in the end, it ended up far better for being broken in two. And both books are just as long (or slightly longer) than the first three books of the series.

      

      On another positive note, book 5 shouldn’t be too far away, at least as of writing this. It might be out by the time you read this, assuming you are reading this in the grim darkness of the far future!

      

      I have another book in another gamelit series complete but haven’t released it yet as I want to write book 2 first. I am also working on a co-written book with another author, that is around 60% complete. I have a feeling you guys are going to like that harem series, too!

      

      Raid Slayer 4 was a blast to write. Seriously. I had more fun writing some of the chapters in this book than I did writing book 1. On the note of book 1, it amazes me how much this series has grown since then, lol.

      

      I do feel bad that book maybe does not prepare readers for what the series has become. A sort of B grade Game of Thrones set underground with a harem of sexy women. But, oh well. Nothing I can do about it now without retconning stuff—and retconning stuff is the bane of nerdom’s existence.

      

      I’m looking at you Star Wars.

      

      This is 3/8 books I had planned for the year. Yeah, I am waaaaay behind where I wanted to be. Oh, well. Life happens.

      

      Thanks again for reading, and I hope you loved this book and love book 5 when it’s out!

      

      Take care.

      

      Riley Morrison.

      August 29, 2019

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Character Stats And Information

          

          Character Stats At The End Of This Book

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Note: Missy, Anita and Betsy will be back, but for this book their stats aren’t shown here as Zack has no idea what new equipment they have acquired!

        F U Khalheron and F U Chosen of Marius!

        Oh, and Malghana controls Lilly, and refuses to allow readers to know the shapeshifter’s stats. She will turn you into a red smear on the ground, though, if that’s something you’re into.

        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

      

      

      

      ZACK

      Steadfast Blademaster

      Level 14

      STRENGTH: 34

      DEXTERITY: 39

      INTELLECT: 5

      ENDURANCE: 38

      HP: 800

      STAMINA: 599/599

      ATTACK POWER: 395

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 57%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 54%

      

      PRESELA

      Balanced Bandit and Poisoner Rogue

      Level 14

      STRENGTH: 25

      DEXTERITY: 38 (Above 25: 1 DEX increases AP by 2)

      INTELLECT: 5

      ENDURANCE: 29 (Above 25: 1 End increases Guile by 5)

      HP: 405

      GUILE: 495/495

      ATTACK POWER: 648

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 30%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 20%

      

      AMY

      Frost Mage

      Level 14

      STRENGTH: 10

      DEXTERITY: 2

      INTELLECT: 37 (Above 25: 1 Int only increases SP by 2)

      SPIRIT: 28 (above 25 only gives 5mp)

      HP: 367

      MANA: 440

      SPELL POWER: 564

      PHYSICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 27%

      MAGICAL DAMAGE REDUCTION: 50%

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            STEEL AMAZONS SNEAK PEAK PART 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sexy alien women, epic battles, lots of humor and OP armor!

      

        

      
        COMING SOON

      

        

      
        By Linton Bowers and Riley Morrison

      

      

      

      For the second time, I woke with the gorgeous redhead, Leysa, watching over me.

      She smiled when I looked up at her. Another time, I would have laid out a smooth line guaranteed to make her wet.

      But the pain of loss was too fresh. It was so hard not to dwell on what happened when I had so little to occupy my attention. I need to get out of here and get moving again.

      “From your expression, I can tell you’re thinking of your people,” Leysa placed a hand to my heart. “While it is good to remember them, you must move on. Live life for them, as they watch out for you from their spirit home.” 

      “I’ll try.” I glanced down at myself. “For now, I want to get some fresh air. I’ve been sitting around here for far too long.” She watched as I moved to sit at the edge of the bed, then slid my feet on the floor.

      “Don’t fall.”

      I chuckled. “Just be ready to catch me.” I felt like a young boy all over again, taking my first steps.

      “Trust me, I’m not leaving your side for a moment.”

      “Right, to make sure I don’t hurt anyone.”

      She rolled her eyes, looking very much human. “I’m more worried you’re going to hurt yourself.”

      Yeva, the healer entered the tent, then stopped dead in her tracks. “What are you doing?” 

      “I want to go for a walk.”

      “But you can’t.” She raced over and started to try to ease me back onto the bed.

      I gently held her wrist, looking her in the eye. “If you don’t want me to go insane like the other men here, you need to let me go outside. Being cooped up in here is driving me nuts.”

      Yeva winced. “Please don’t bring them into this.” Her face took on a fierce expression that made her equal parts scary and sexy. “You have to rest. The armor is still repairing your body. If you go out there and fall over, you might injure to yourself and prolong your recovery.”

      “I thought Oxana said this armor is all powerful. What’s taking it so long to heal me?”

      That made both women frown. “She doesn’t think it is fully functional yet, but she isn’t sure,” Leysa said. “Remember, the armor never worked for us, so we don’t know what to expect.”

      “So, I’m nothing but a lab rat to her, something she can test her theories on?” The women looked at me blankly, not understanding what I meant. I sighed wearily. “Look, I’m sorry. I just need to get out of here for a few minutes. I won’t go far.” I grinned at Leysa. “Come with me. Maybe we can find a cheap burger joint and grab ourselves a juicy, fat, salty slab of fresh, tender beef.” My mouth was drooling, like Homer Simpson.

      The women still didn’t seem to understand what I was talking about. Man, tough crowd.

      My would-be doctor continued to look at me with that stern/sexy expression. “Fine.” She pointed at Leysa. “But you will be responsible if he hurts himself.”

      Leysa put her arm around my waist. “I will keep him on a tight lead, tighter than that of a Sark Beast.”

      “What’s a Sark Beast? Some kind of dog?” I imagined a huge, ravenous wolf the size of a bull.

      “They produce our milk,” the warrior woman said.

      The image of a ferocious wolf was replaced by a docile, fat cow. “Why do they need to be tied up?”

      Both women chuckled. “Because, they will rip you apart.” Leysa showed me a faded scar on her arm. “This is nothing compared to the scars of some of my sisters. Milking Sark beasts is dangerous.”

      “All right, I know not to go near them then.” I took a step toward the door. “Let’s blow this joint.”

      “Wait!” Yeva stepped in front of me. “Don’t go out that door until I return. I need to get Oxana.”

      Before I could ask why, she was gone. “Well shit.” I ran my eye up Leysa. “At least I have you here to entertain me.”

      She flexed her abs and laughed. “I’m a warrior, not a dancer. Besides, my sisters won’t be long.”

      “Oxana’s going to be pissed, isn’t she?”

      “Pissed?”

      “Angry, furious, that sort of thing.” I guessed the armor couldn’t translate all my words into the women’s language if the word had no counterpart in theirs. Sounds like they need to expand their swear word vocabulary!

      With me around, they would soon be certified curse word experts.

      “Oh, yeah, Oxana’s going to come in swinging. Watch her right hook, it will knock you down faster than a Striped Moth flaps its wings.”

      I studied her. Was she joking? She kept a straight face. “OK. Guess I better be ready for a beat down.”

      Leysa burst out laughing. “You have no sense of humor. I thought it was obvious I was joking.”

      “I guess our jokes are lost in translation.”

      “She’s not going to be pleased, but she’s timid. Just say you want to leave, and she will be fine. Anyway, she will want to study what happens if you fall over and hurt yourself.” Leysa nudged me. “So, if you do fall, make it suitably epic so she can collect lots of data and ask you how it feels to break your leg.”

      I shook my head. “This might be the first time I hope to disappoint a pretty lady on our first date.”

      Yeva threw open the tent flap and entered, Oxana right behind her. The healer all but dragged the nerdy tech chick over to me. “This fool of a man wants to get out of his armor and go for a walk. He didn’t listen to me when I told him he needs to rest”

      Oxana held a small gadget to my armor and writing scrolled across the small screen. “His status is green.” She looked up. “Are you in pain?”

      I shifted my weight, feeling a little weak and lightheaded standing for so long. “Some, but I’ve had worse.”

      “Are you feeling any fatigue?”

      “Nope. Bright eyed and bushy tailed.”

      “Any headspins or nausea?”

      “Negative. I’m fit as a fiddle, as me old Pa used to say.”

      She looked me over. “You are leaning over to one side. Do I need to adjust—”

      I stood straight. “Look, I’m fine. Just let me the fuck out of here before I tip the slop bucket over my head!”

      Oxana backed up a step. “You are not going insane, are you?”

      “No,” I growled. “Just god damn let me out of here. I need fresh air.” I was feeling claustrophobic.

      Leysa stepped in. “Lighten up, sisters. The man is a warrior and needs to be up and about, not lazing in bed.” She took my hand. “I will make sure he doesn’t overdo himself.”

      At least she was on my side.

      Oxana nodded. “You can go. But call me if you notice anything strange.”

      “Will do.”

      Yeva stared at me for a moment, then her face softened. “I was just doing my job. I want you strong and healthy.”

      I nodded once. “I understand. No hard feelings.”

      She bit her lip, then spun and left the tent, Oxana leaving with her.

      After I had taken a few steps, I told Leysa to let me try walking on my own. “Just be careful.” She stepped away.

      My first step was a small one, the next slightly longer, the one after that, back to my normal badass Marine swagger. Shit, this armor did wonders.

      The wounds I’d seen when I briefly woke up after arriving here, were… let’s just say, I’m thankful for this armor.

      Suddenly, a whirring sound came from my chest plate. “What the hell?” I looked down. Then something shot out of the armor through nonexistent holes and metallic plates fell into place in front of my face, entombing me in darkness.

      “What the shit!” I screamed. The darkness quickly cleared, and I could see again, though with a slight black line around the edges of my vision, like I was looking through a viewing piece. “What the hell is this?” I reached up, my armored fingers feeling everything.

      A helmet. I had a helmet on. Fuck me.

      “Like Oxana said, if the armor works, it’ll begin to come alive.” Leysa rapped her knuckles against my helmet. “I think it’s working.”

      “I hate surprises.” Her calm demeanor did help to keep me from freaking the fuck out. Something I felt I had every right to do.

      Yes, things were crazy with my life right now, but I wasn’t some piss-weak civy desk jockey—I’m a goddamn Marine, the pure definition of hardass mother fucker.

      Clapping my hands together to the sound of a metallic clang, I then headed for the tent flap. I’d been in this place for who knows how long, and never once seen the outside.

      I threw open the flap, engulfed in sunlight. My eyes didn’t need to adjust, the view panel simply darkened a little, stopping the pain that would normally blind you for a few moments when transitioning from low light to full light.

      The only thing to see was a vast empty gray plane with a couple of alien trees and low-lying scrub. I was expecting some-kind of settlement, not this.

      Leysa stepped up beside me. “We felt it best to keep you separate from our sisters until we knew more about you.”

      You mean, until you knew I wouldn’t go mad and try to kill everyone.

      She led me around the tent and up a small hill.

      A few minutes later, we crested the hill and there it was, just below us. The camp, or village, or whatever alien word they had for it. It covered a large area, with hundreds of tents resembling the one I’d been kept in and other larger tents gathered near the middle, like animal-skin mountain peaks. 

      Amazons. That's how I started to think of the women, the moment I saw the tent city. The warrior women from the ancient world.

      Dozens of amazons moved about their camp, doing all manner of things that would have fit in back home. It looked like a bustling society and judging by the variety of outfits and tools they were carrying, everyone had their own role to play.

      “Are we going over there?” I asked, kinda weirded out about being the first human to walk among an alien society, at least as far as I knew.

      “Sadly no,” Leysa said. “I have been ordered to keep you apart from my sisters. As I have claimed your life, I must stay and watch over you and remain separate from my sisters until I’m told otherwise.”

      “You’re stuck out here because of me?”

      “No, I’m here because of my own actions. We take life seriously. It is why we guard ourselves so fervently, and why I will stay her until you die, I die, or we are given permission to enter our camp.”

      “That’s fucking hardcore. Are you sure I’m worth all that?” I had to ask myself the same question.

      What was a Marine Sergeant worth if all his Marines were killed on his watch?

      “You’re alive, Crews. Of course, I’m sure.” She tapped my breastplate and laughed. “And you’re a man with your sanity intact, someone our leader will very much want to meet.” She turned back to the camp. “Maybe there is hope for the men of our race.”

      “So, you still can’t tell me more about them?”

      “No. It’s not for me to speak of.”

      Clearly, the issue of the men of this alien race was a touchy subject. If all the men had gone mad, how were they still able to have children? Then again, the three alien women I had seen. looked like 20 something women back on Earth. Maybe whatever happened to the men, was recent.

      Or these women lived a long time.

      “How old are you?” I asked.

      She snapped her head around. “Not a nice question to ask a woman.”

      “Oh.” That reaction was very much one a woman would give you back home.

      “But, if you must know, I’m 659 years old.”

      “Wha—what?” I stared at her dumbfounded.

      Leysa shrugged. “I’m not yet in the prime of my life. Our elders are over 1900 years old. Oxana is 916 and Yeva, 837.”

      Then it occurred to me. Who said this world had 365 days in a year? They might measure time completely different to us, or they could live longer than humans, or even both those things.

      “Alright, I’ll change the subject. If you can’t take me into your camp, can you take me to where…” I couldn’t get the words past the lump in my throat. “To where my base camp was?” Not directly mentioning them was easier.

      “Yeva will not be pleased, but I understand a warrior’s heart. It will be so, Crews. I will take you to the place where you did battle.”

      Placing her thumb and forefinger in her mouth, she let loose a series of sharp whistles. Something in the distance roared a reply.

      An animal too far away to make out, rose into the sky with large wings flapping. It crossed the distance in seconds and circled us once before landing. 

      The thing looked like a velociraptor, only much larger and it was capable of flying! Something at home in a Jurassic Park movie. Instead of arms, it had large feathered wings mostly blue with streaks of orange and purple.

      Leysa snuggled against the large head and the beast purred. “This is Ebrosh, a young Sharpia. She is my combat mount and she will fly us to your camp.”

      “Will she be missed?”

      “No, none can fly a Sharpia, except the one who has bonded with it. In the case of Ebrosh, that is me.” Leysa tugged on my arm. “Come, let’s fly.”

      We both climbed onto the creature’s back. I put my arms around Leysa and she snuggled back against me, sitting tall and proud. Taking off was a little tough on Ebrosh, but once the Sharpia was up, we flew like a bat out of hell.

      My alien armor never ceased to amaze me. I could feel the warrior woman’s skin on my fingertips, the warmth, the muscled sinews. I even felt her shining red hair whipping around my helmet. Which soon became annoying. Then, to my amazement, the helmet adjusted itself and I could no longer feel the hair.

      Out of interest, I willed the armor to add power to my fingers so that I could feel Leysa better. And it did.

      What felt real before, became super real. Her skin felt like it had become part of my own body.

      That got weird quick, so I made the armor go back to normal.

      Then my male brain chuckled smugly to itself. Imagine making love in this damn thing… Holy shit.

      An hour later, my old camp came into view—or what was left of it.

      The damage became more severe the closer we flew. The tents were torn apart, the wood we’d gathered, crushed in spots and snapped in other places. Our equipment, communications gear, food, weapons and ammo, was spread out everywhere, like a bunch of unruly children had made a play area out of the camp. 

      What I didn’t see were bodies. Here and there dark splatters were visible on the gray crap covering the ground, but that was all. 

      We circled once then landed. Leysa helped me off Ebrosh and I grunted in pain when my feet hit the ground. 

      OK, I’m not Ironman… Yet. I need to take things easy.

      “They take the bodies, alive or dead, back to their lair.” Leysa scanned our surroundings. “We can’t stay for long. The beetles will be back. The smell of blood will attract them over and over until it is gone. They are not smart, just deadly and outnumber us a billion to one.”

      “I won’t take long,” I replied. 

      Steering clear of the dark spots, I made my way around the camp. The first thing I looked for was a working radio. All the bigger units used by the communications specialists were destroyed. Under a torn tent, I found a smaller handheld radio that was intact. I took it and the charger. I had no way of knowing if I could find power, but it didn’t hurt to try.

      The rifles I found were fit for the junkyard. Barrels were bent or were torn in half. There weren’t enough good pieces left to make one whole rifle. 

      Something shiny in a pool of old dried blood caught my attention. Dogtags? I made a beeline for it, for I had to know who they belonged to.

      Just as I reached the edge of the dark spot, Leysa grabbed my arm and stopped me. The sudden change in momentum almost caused me to fall. 

      “You cannot step there. The scent will bring them to our home.”

      “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking.”

      I spotted a snapped off barrel and picked it up. Using the long barrel, I reached out and got the end under a loop of chain attached to the dogtags. It took two tries to lift the dogtags from the old, dried blood.

      “Let me see,” Leysa said. She took the chain from the barrel and walked to Ebrosh. Tossing the barrel away, I followed.

      From a side pouch on the saddle of the dino-bird she pulled out a leather canteen. After washing my prize clean, she handed it back.

      My heart ached when I read the name. Melena C. Alvarez.

      It was all I had left of my Marines. Fitting, it would be hers.

      Leysa suddenly hissed, “They’re coming. We need to leave.”

      I lowered the tags. “I’m done here.”

      She gave the radio a cursory glance before stowing it and the charger in a side bag. I kept a tight grip on the dogtags while she helped me mount the animal. 

      The flight back was far less wondrous. I kept reliving the battle, especially the part where Alvarez died. Her last words to me where, “I’m sorry.”

      You don’t have to be sorry. It was my fault you died. Rest easy, valiente, señorita.

      For the whole flight back, I was lost in my thoughts.

      “Are you alright?” Leysa asked me as we landed.

      “I’ll be OK. I need to rest.”

      She nodded once. “Then rest. Your people are in a better place.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SNEAK PEAK PART 2

          

        

      

    

    
      A scream woke me from a nightmare about ants and cookies. Don’t ask.

      I leapt out of bed, almost forgetting I was decked in full armor. The first thing I did was look for Leysa.

      She wasn’t there. And Yeva and Oxana hadn’t returned when they said they would.

      I heard more screams and what sounded like fighting. When I ran outside, my helmet automatically slipped over my head and illuminating the darkness, almost making it look like day. Cool, this thing has nightvision. 

      Racing around the tent, I peered in the direction of the Amazon settlement. An orange glow lit the dark sky. Fire.

      The town was under attack.

      I raced up the hill and soon reached the top and overlooked the carnage. I’d left one nightmare only to fall into another.

      Smoke billowed from the settlement as tents burned, the glow lighting up the entire camp. Women ran around screaming, some with weapons, others without, others still lay on the ground, unmoving.

      “What the fuck?”

      My first instinct was to head toward the chaos. Fighting and killing were my day job. The armor didn’t weigh me down as I sped toward the camp, if anything, it felt like I was running faster than I ever had.

      I had to find the three women who had helped me. Leysa might be able to look after herself, but Oxana and Yeva weren’t fighters.

      I neared the edge of the settlement just as an amazon ran screaming from between a couple of tents. Her blouse was torn, and she had a bloody gash on her right thigh. A large man pursued her, close to running her down.

      When I saw the man, I stopped suddenly. He didn’t have a shirt on and no shoes to go along with his pants. Patches of the grey dust covered his torso and face, giving him the look of a ragged, crazed, homeless man. But the worst thing about him was his eyes.

      They glowed red like a demon’s. 

      Demon man jumped onto the woman’s back and plunged a dagger into her spine while he rode her to the ground. The violent act kicked me out of my stupor and filled me with rage. While I raced toward them, the woman made a gurgling sound then went still.

      Demon man caught sight of me and rose to his feet, pulling his dagger free. Snarling, he ran at me and met my charge.

      My fist connected with his jaw as his blade impacted harmlessly against my chest plate. He fell back, spitting out broken teeth and blood. 

      I swung again but he sidestepped, avoiding my punch. He took advantage of the situation and slashed at me.

      My hand moved at incredible speed and caught his wrist before the blade hit me, surprising us both. “Well, shit.” I said as demon man and I looked down at my hand gripping the knife. Man, that was some quick reactions.

      Before he could recover, I grabbed the blade and twisting it free of his grip, then plunged the dagger into his chest where his heart would be if he were human. Demon man blinked twice then fell back, sliding off the blade, blood spurting from his wound.

      “You fucked with the wrong Marine, you ugly son of a bitch!”

      I was about to check on the woman, when the dust on the demon man lifted into the air and flew towards me. Before I could escape, it swirled around me like a cyclone, then scattered against my armor.

      I jerked about, flailing my arms, screaming my head off, trying to get the stuff off.

      Nothing happened. No pain, no feeling of being taken over by a malevolent force that would drive me bat shit crazy like the men on this world seemed to be.

      Just a blue dot blinking at the bottom left corner of my vision. What the hell? At least, the swirling gray dust was gone.

      The only thing I could come up with was that my armor had somehow neutralized the dust and saved me from becoming like demon man.

      After finding the woman dead, I raced between the tents where she had come from. As I cleared them, I ran right into another man with glowing eyes. Like the other man, he was also covered in the same gray dust, his clothes little more than rags.

      He reached for me, his crimson gaze seeming to look right into my soul.

      “Fuck.” I dodged his reaching arms. 

      A spin and kick put my heel square in his temple. He fell to the ground and I didn’t wait to see if he was out of the fight, or out of life before moving on. 

      I hadn’t gone far when an unarmed amazon woman ran out of a tent and into me. My arms wrapped around her out of reflex and I barely kept us both from falling over. The woman screamed, her fists beating against my armor.

      Unlike when Yeva or Leysa touched me, I didn’t feel a thing. Maybe the armor instantly recognized the touch of a friend and that of a potential hostile.

      “Calm down. I’m not with them. I’m with Leysa.” 

      “What?” She gasped, as I let her go.

      “I’m with Leysa. She rescued me. I’m the guy they kept in the tent out there.” I pointed back in the direction I had come from. “What can I do to help?”

      A tent flap rustled behind me. “Save me from him!” She pointed at something behind me.

      Before I could turn around, something struck me hard in the back, sending me forward and onto the ground. Sucking in air, I looked over my shoulder and saw a crazed alien dude standing there with a knife.

      The fucker had just stabbed me in the back.

      I got to my feet, fists raised, rage burning. “What the fuck, bro? What sort of shithead attacks from behind like that? I mean, come on, man, look at yourself.”

      The brute glanced down at himself and then scratched his head, his red eyes flashing. Then he looked at his dagger, then back at me and roared.

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, fuck you too, buddy.”

      A quick jab to the gut doubled him over. With my hands on the back of his head I drove my knee into his face with a sickening crunch. 

      He fell to the ground, his face an unrecognizable bloody mess.

      The dust from his body swirled in the air, then slammed into me. A second blue dot appeared next to the first in my vision.

      “Thank you,” The woman gasped, her hands clasping my arm. “You need to get to the center of town. That’s where most of the men are. They’re going after our leader!”

      “Where’s Leysa? Is she there?”

      The woman looked terrified, her hands shaking. “I… I think so.”

      That answer was better than nothing.

      “Maybe you should come with me. I can protect you.”

      She backed away, eyes darting from left to right. “No, I will go to the shelter and help my wounded sisters.” She looked back at me. “I don’t know who you are, but please save us. Our men…” Her face contorted in pain. “Why are they doing this to us?”

      I had no answer for her.

      As the woman left, I headed toward the center of camp and the bulk of the fighting. A fire flared from the large tents ahead, thick smoke billowing toward me. The helmet kept me from breathing the acrid air.

      I hadn’t gone far, when a man raced out of the smoke and leapt on top of me, his teeth trying to sink into my arm. I batted him away and he snarled, then leapt for me again.

      He landed on top of me, driving me to the ground, his mouth a savage, bloody rictus. Maybe he had bitten into one of the amazons already.

      The man puked blood all over my face, temporarily blinding me. With revulsion, I threw him off, my helmet automatically wiping away the blood. Demon man flew across the ground and came to a stop against the side of a tent, causing it to collapse.

      I got to my feet and was on him before he could stand. My foot held him down. “No more Mr. Nice guy.” I lifted the foot, then brought it down on his face, feeling his skull go crunch under my metal boot.

      The man’s arms and legs spasmed, then went still.

      Yet another blue dot appeared in my view. Yay, just what I needed. More dots!

      They made me feel like I was in the special class back in school where the teachers handed out colored dots for simply turning up on time.

      No more men jumped out at me while I made my way to the center of the settlement. As I got closer, I heard metal striking metal and women screaming in pain or shouting battle cries. After passing the last line of small living tents, I saw a desperate battle in progress.

      A last stand.

      The men had attempted to strike right at the heart of the amazon society, by going after its leaders who I assumed lived in the large tents.

      Amazons wearing animal-skin armor fought with strange looking swords and bows that glowed with an orange light. The effect of the blades being swung was like a Star Wars battle scene. Their opponents, the males of their race, used rudimentary weapons like clubs, knives and teeth.

      Most of the men were taller than me and well-muscled and were covered in dust patches, their clothes tattered rags.

      All had glowing red eyes and fought like a pack of savage animals as they drove the amazon women up against the front of the main tent, their shrieks and cries filling the air. Leysa was there, spear in hand, though I couldn’t see the other two women.

      Looks like I’d come at the right time. This was a battle the women were about to lose.

      I cracked my knuckles, feeling invincible in my alien armor. “It’s time to kick ass and chew bubblegum. And I’m all out of gum.”
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